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Lady Elizabeth’s Excellent
Adventure

Short Story by Susanne Marie Knight


Wrong Place, Wrong Time--1814

Lady Elizabeth Moore stood on the frozen
waters of the River Thames, almost frozen herself. The month of
February, 1814 was one of the coldest ones on record, and as a
result, the Thames had solidified into one huge mass between London
and Blackfriars Bridges. As was the custom in years past, a Frost
Fair was now in progress on the river--a Fair busy with booths
selling all sorts of goods for everyone’s entertainment.

But Elizabeth wasn’t entertained; indeed, she
feared she had more ice on her than the “ground” below.

“Is this not extremely
diverting?” chirped her friend Kitty, who patiently waited her turn
to see the fortune-teller located in the booth in front of
them.

Kitty was the reason Elizabeth was away from
hearth and home. To humor her lovesick friend, she had reluctantly
agreed to venture out on the slippery surface of the Thames. And
now, amidst the hawking of beverages, mince pies, and donkey rides,
she longed for the safety... and warmth of her well-appointed
carriage.

“Remember, as soon as you
procure that ridiculous potion, Kitty, we will be on our way. I
cannot wait until I am covered with a woolen blanket and my feet
are toasted by a hot brick.”

The line to consult with the fortune-teller
moved up a notch. “Heartless Elizabeth! You do not have an
adventurous bone in your body.”

Elizabeth agreed but kept her sentiments to
herself. Kitty longed for true love; Elizabeth longed to be warm.
Given the choice between adventure and creature comforts, she
always chose the latter. But then again, perhaps the right kind of
adventure had never come her way.

By the time they stepped into the booth,
Elizabeth could hardly feel her hands... or her feet. Indeed, the
very ground beneath her seemed to shift.

The old gypsy listened to Kitty’s request,
and then held up a glass vial filled with murky liquid. “Here, you
take. With dis you find true love tonight.” She handed over the
potion. “Now go. Next!”

Kitty reached for the vial but her hands must
have also been frozen because although she grasped at it, the
potion slipped from her fingers. “Oh, heavens no!”

Elizabeth had not endured the cold weather
just to have the glass vial spatter on the floor along with Kitty’s
tears. She quickly caught the potion, but then as a thundering
crack echoed in the air, the ice under her feet separated to reveal
a gaping, watery hole. Elizabeth no longer found herself on solid
ground but instead plunged down into the most frigid... and dark
water imaginable. Everything had happened so suddenly, there had
not been time to even scream. If this was considered an adventure,
she certainly wanted none of it.

But, of course, it was too late now. As the
River Thames swallowed her whole, Elizabeth’s very last thought was
of regret--that she would never be warm again.
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A Tropical Paradise--Present Day

Sun-bleached sands, a turquoise ocean, and
tall majestic palm trees--the Hawaiian island of Maui truly was a
Garden of Eden. But even Adam had his Eve. Samuel Murdock had no
one.

Easing into the warm waters of his own
personal hot tub, Sam allowed the frothy bubbles to wash over his
nakedness, hoping it would also take away the pain of his
isolation. He had spared no expense on this vacation; he’d gone
first class all the way. Private view of the ocean, tender
chateaubriand beef to feast upon, the very best champagne to drown
his thirst, and high quality “companions” to cater to his every
need. But after the first few days of excess and fun in the sun on
the beach, he chose to be alone.

Sam relaxed against the side of the tub and
looked over the patio railing at the beach and the ocean beyond. He
deserved this luxurious respite from his harsh, gritty world. It
would take a year’s salary to pay for this excursion, but it was
worth it. Damn, he’d almost died; that sniper’s bullet had been
meant for him--just because he wore NYPD blues.

So here he was--eating, drinking, and making
merry to celebrate his narrow escape. But in the end when he
returned home, he had to face facts, he still had no one who cared
whether he lived or died.

Bummer.

An icy blast disturbed his pity party and
stabbed at him from the surrounding waters of the hot tub. “What
the hell?” Sam quickly moved away from the source of the cold, but
wherever he went, the cold followed. And not only that was odd.
Something bumped his feet. He reached down the center of the
heated, and yet freezing tub and pulled up... a woman!

A petite, exquisite... and nearly blue with
hypothermia woman who was barely breathing.

If he wanted to save this unconscious beauty,
he had to hurry. He lifted her out of the water, ran with her
inside to his bedroom, and laid her down on the floor. After
coughing up liquid, she started shivering uncontrollably.

His logical policeman’s mind took over. The
first rule for treating hypothermia was to remove wet clothes and
get the victim warm. Unbuttoning her water-logged long coat, he
hesitated only a moment at the sight of her soggy empire-waisted
gown. “Where the hell did you come from, darlin’?”

Still insensate, she didn’t answer.

Telling himself that it had to be done, he
stripped the gown from her. As he dried her pale, clammy skin, he
shook his head at her antiquated undergarments, but they too had to
go. As did the strange bottle she clutched in her gloved hands.

The woman was perfection personified. He only
allowed himself a brief glance before wrapping her in a blanket and
placing her under the covers in his bed.

Another recommended way to raise body
temperature was bound to cause comment, but desperate times called
for desperate measures. Sam slid under the covers to use his own
body heat to warm the woman. Holding her tightly, he smoothed wet,
dark curls from her porcelain forehead, and then pressed his hands
over her chin and cheeks to remove the sting of cold.

In response, she fluttered her eyelids.

“Excellent, sweetheart,” he
murmured into her ear. “You’re fine now. You can wake
up.”

Instead, she sighed and snuggled closer to
him.

He grinned. He wasn’t about to question
whatever miracle it was that dropped this lovely woman into his
lap. The hotel brought new meaning to the term “room service,
didn’t it?

The skin on the woman’s hands felt chapped so
he reached over to the nightstand where a bottle of baby oil had
served a purpose a few nights ago. When he gently massaged some oil
on her skin, she sighed again. “So warm, so smooth, so....” Her
eyes flew open and, spotting him, she stiffened.

As did he.

“Who are you?” She was even
more gorgeous awake, and she stared at him as if memorizing his
every feature. Fingers crossed that she liked what she
saw.

“I’m Sam Murdock. And you
are?”

“Lady Elizabeth Moore,” she
replied without missing a beat.

“Lady?” He’d never run into
a titled person before, but then again, beautiful women never
materialized in his hot tub sessions, either.

She sniffed her disapproval--something a
“lady” would probably do. “What am I doing here, sir?”

Sir. Very formal and proper. He smiled.
“Beats me. Maybe you’re an answer to a prayer. How do you
feel?”

“You speak very oddly.”
Elizabeth furrowed her brow. “I-I am warm now. However, before....
yes, I remember. I was on the river and fell through the ice. It
was cold, so unbearably cold.” She shivered again and in response,
he tightened his hold on her.

“Unhand me!” She pulled
away and sat up. Leaning against the headboard, she took her time
surveying the room. “This is a curious bedchamber, to be sure. I
have never seen the like.”

Her blanket slipped down to reveal a very
enticing shoulder. “Gracious me, I have not a stitch on. Pray, how
did that come to be, Mr. Murdock?”

“Call me Sam, okay?” She
had no fear of him, for which he was grateful, because how could he
explain these awkward circumstances?

He also sat up but when she gasped at his
bare chest, he covered himself with a sheet. “You were nearly
frozen, and, ah, since there was no one else around, I had to work
quickly to get you dry.”

She tossed back strands of damp hair. “And I
suppose you expect me to thank you for stripping off my
garments?”

A nervous laugh escaped his lips. “A
difficult job, Elizabeth, but somebody had to do it.”

Glancing at him from under her lashes, she
tightened her hold on the blanket around her. “Well, I must say, I
am comfortably
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