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Praise for The Regency Switch

‘A fun, fresh take on a Regency romcom that had me alternately cackling and swooning from the first page right up to the last’

Virginia Heath

‘A brilliantly fun time-slip, Regency romcom that effortlessly weaves the lives of Etta and Hetty – despite their separation by two hundred years. The dual storyline was fresh and funny (chamber pot, anyone?), the characters flawed and lovable. Devoured in one happy sitting!’

Michelle Kenney

‘Who hasn’t dreamed about being transported back to Regency England? Nobody I want to be friends with. I had an absolute blast reading this funny and touching novel … I cackled out loud in places’

Emma Orchard 

‘Helen Gaskell’s brilliant debut novel, The Regency Switch, is both charming historical romp and witty contemporary romance with just the right amount of spice’

Darcy McGuire

‘What a fun ride! This magical debut from author Helen Gaskell hits all the right spots – funny moments, tender moments, body-swapping, magical realism, and some spice. I highly recommend this if you’re looking for an escapist book which will leave you feeling warm, fuzzy, and believing in the power of love’

Dana Hawkins
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Prologue

2023

Lady Agatha Bainbridge found the box in the attic under piles of dusty old clothing and half-broken furniture. It was remarkably well-sealed, but eventually opened under the combined pressure of a letter opener and a hefty wallop.

‘Jemima!’ she called out. ‘Come up here and look at this.’

A few minutes passed before she heard the creaking on the stairs and her sister appeared.

‘What is it?’ asked Jemima. ‘You know I’ve got to head out to my Stitch and Bitch group any minute now.’

‘Oh, shush now. You can afford to give it a miss this week. Look what I have found!’

Aggie angled the box forward to show what was inside: there was a bundle of notebooks tied together with a frayed-looking ribbon, along with a smaller box containing a delicate gold bracelet. Intrigued, Jemima untied the notebooks and they peered closer, inhaling the musty scent of old paper. The sisters might have had their differences, but both were old and wise enough to feel electricity crackle from the pages.

They opened the top book first – a faded red leather diary – to find it filled with beautiful handwriting. Aggie put her reading glasses on and tilted the page towards her as Jemima gasped, already a line or two ahead.


Dear Descendant, 

If you’re reading this, my calculations were correct and these years of study have been worthwhile. I am unsure how to describe what it is that I have planned to do. The transformation, the metamorphosis … The Switch?






Chapter 1

2023

It was an ordinary day – much like the day before, and, Etta assumed, much like the next. A Tuesday. Etta hated Tuesdays.

She had a theory about them. Mondays marked a fresh new week in the office, hot off the back of a relaxing weekend spent eating paninis and embroidering woodland creatures for her Etsy store. She might not be getting up to much herself, but Etta liked listening to her colleagues talk about their weekends, their many friends and rambunctious families.

By Wednesday, it was the middle of the week – practically Thursday, and Thursday was practically the weekend. On Fridays she worked out of her tiny studio flat, with half an eye on Judge Judy. Then back to another quiet weekend lying in bed until lunchtime and poring over her friends’ Instagram feeds while stitching custom embroidery orders for Etsy – when she ever got any, which was increasingly rare.

But Tuesdays – oh, Tuesdays were the worst. On Tuesdays, the week stretched out ahead like elastic ready to snap. Nothing good ever happened on a Tuesday.

Etta clutched her coffee cup closer to her chest as she waited on the platform for the Tube to arrive. She liked living on the Circle Line. Not really central, but pretty close. It was worth the mice and the fact she could see both her oven and her toilet from her single bed. She’d be in work in less than half an hour. For most people, everything in London took forty-five minutes to an hour to get to. Not for Etta, though. On the Circle Line, it was thirty.

She found a seat between two man-spreading businessmen and opposite a pair of chattering old ladies. She dumped herself down, wedging her coffee cup between her legs. She could smell stale sweat from the man to her left. Gross. Trying to make herself as small as possible – which was difficult, given she was unreasonably tall – Etta opened up her favourite mobile game and started matching little blobs. The plot was getting exciting: her character had renovated the entire mansion and Etta was wondering what on earth could possibly be left to do.

She was just about to find out when the carriage jolted. Checking she hadn’t missed her stop, she reached down to save her legs from getting covered in cappuccino foam and felt a prickle of awareness: the feeling of being watched.

The carriage had stopped in a tunnel. Alarming, but not as alarming as the fact that it was empty. Well, nearly empty. She looked across the aisle at the two old ladies, who were now completely silent and staring right at her. Etta became aware of the smell of petrichor on the air.

This can’t be real, Etta thought. I’ve fallen asleep. I hate horror films, but I bet this is what they’re like.

‘Are you going to kill me?’ she whispered. 

The old lady on the right smiled widely. ‘Oh no, dear! Quite the opposite!’

‘You’re … going to, what, alive me?’

The lady on the left was assessing her, beady-eyed. ‘In a way, yes.’

Etta paused, horrified. This must be a joke. She dismissed the thought. She had very few friends left in the city to organise pranks. Her closest friend had been gone almost as long as her parents had, and the others had scarpered to the countryside after Covid. Work, maybe. Perhaps someone at work.

Etta studied the two women in front of her. They certainly didn’t look like pranksters – or indeed murderers. They just looked like two – vaguely familiar – old ladies.

Rich old ladies, she thought. The one on the left was wearing an immaculate tweed suit jacket and skirt, with pearls. She could see the collar of a white silk shirt underneath the woman’s buttoned-up jacket and patterned green scarf. Hermes, possibly. The woman was stately – almost too tall to be old. Almost as tall as Etta, in fact.

The clothing of the lady on the right looked as expensive as her companion’s, but extremely brightly coloured. She was shorter, rounder, and far, far jollier than the aloof woman next to her, and reminded Etta vaguely of her own long-gone mother. She wore a patterned pink dress, underneath layers of cardigans, scarves and jewellery. Looking down, Etta saw a pair of Converse trainers. 

Both women were wearing hats, which somehow felt about right. Etta thought people didn’t wear hats enough nowadays, suddenly feeling quite jealous. The jolly woman’s bright white feathery mess of hair was escaping from a battered Panama while the woman on the left wore a smart green cloche with feathers, with steely grey hair peeking out from underneath. 

They both looked at her expectantly. Etta felt, as the youngest person present by perhaps fifty years, that she should probably say something helpful. She went through her mental filing cabinet, but found nothing under the ‘stuck in an empty broken-down Tube carriage with two old ladies’ tab.

‘Um … I wonder what’s wrong with the Tube? Do you know where everyone went?’

‘I think we’ve got more important issues to cover, dear.’ The lady on the left – cloche lady – was clutching a red leather diary, full of sticky notes and bookmarks. She turned to one of the last tabs in the book. 

Etta’s stomach did a strange sort of flip. 

The lady in pink leaned forward excitedly. ‘Ooh, dear, say yes! You’re going to have the most remarkable time. I’m so excited for you.’

Etta blinked. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Don’t tell her, Jemima! She won’t believe us – a pair of total strangers. It’s better we just get it over and done with.’

‘Sorry, Aggie. I just can’t help myself. I wish I could go, too.’

‘Well, you can’t,’ Cloche Lady – Aggie? – replied. ‘You’re too old. Besides, it’s Henrietta’s name in the book. She’s the one.’

Etta stared. ‘Go where? How do you know my name? I’m supposed to be getting off in a minute.’

Aggie ignored her. ‘Now listen up.’

Jemima leaned forward, a conspiratorial look on her face. ‘Oh yes, dear, you really must pay attention. It’s terribly important.’

Aggie glanced at Jemima, mild irritation showing on her face, then back at Etta. ‘You’re Henrietta Moore, and it’s 2023. But we’re offering you a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, right here, right now. If you take this bracelet, you’ll be Henrietta Bainbridge, and it’ll be 1817.’

Jemima leaned forward again, her Panama tipping slightly. ‘Take it, dearie. A holiday in Regency Britain! How much fun would that be?’

These women are mad, Etta thought. Completely mad. 

As if she could read her mind, Jemima interjected. ‘Better humour us, hadn’t you, dear? If we’re unhinged. The safest thing to do.’

Aggie glared at her companion, then continued, her voice becoming urgent, ‘When we put this bracelet on you, you will swap places with your ancestor. It’s akin to, well, a blip in the universe. And you needn’t worry about Hetty – we’ll look after her.’

Jemima spoke up again, eyes twinkling. ‘Yes, we will. But she was the one that started this – she knows what she’s doing. Oh, my dear, how confused you are! I wish we’d found you sooner, but you’re Charlie’s descendant really, not Hetty’s, so you can hardly blame us for taking a while.’

‘Yes, thank you, Jemima. Now, the best tack is to roll with it. We know you’ve been reading those historical romances, so as long as you’re careful you’ll be fine. The only thing we need you to do – and this is very important – is to write a diary.’

Jemima leaned forward and patted the red leather book Aggie was holding. ‘Every day, dear. And don’t forget to tell us about the Marquess when you find him. Make sure you do. Every detail. We’ll find it in the end, and it will lead us to you. I think so, anyway. This time-travel stuff is discombobulating to say the very least. But the Marquess …!’

‘Never mind the damn Marquess, Jemima. The bracelet. She has to know how it works.’ Aggie’s voice took on a new urgency, ‘Hetty – Etta – about the bracelet. Take it off, put it on, that’s all fine. But break it—’

Jemima took a deep breath.

‘Break it, at any time,’ Aggie continued, ‘and you’ll come right back. Holiday over. Only, so will Hetty. The swap will end.’

Etta felt more confused than she had ever been in her life. This must have been written all over her face, because Aggie reached forward and clasped her hands.

‘Best not to think too much about the how,’ she said kindly. ‘Just roll with it. By the end, you’ll understand. If you stick it out, you’ll have your happy ending. We know that for sure, don’t we, Jemima?’

‘Well, we think we do, Aggie. Not very feminist, mind, but that’s 1817 for you, I suppose. Now, what was the last thing we were supposed to say?’

‘Gosh, I don’t know, Jemima. Something about that awful snake, I think. What was her name?’

Jemima was wrapping the thin golden chain around Etta’s wrist as she said, ‘Oh, Aggie, I don’t remem—’

Etta blinked. It was an ordinary blink – the kind everyone does, thousands of times a day. She barely registered her eyelids flickering shut, but there was no way to miss what she saw when she opened them again.




Chapter 2

1817

Etta was struck by the sudden, jarring absence of sound. Darkness seemed to surround her; it took a moment for her eyes to grow accustomed to the gloom of, what, a cellar?

She felt cold, dampness clinging to her skin, and realised she wasn’t wearing her coat. She was covered in a blanket. Or perhaps a shawl. And she could feel her hair, usually tied in a tight bun, brushing against her face, neck, and upper arms. Strange, given her hair was still growing out from the bob she’d experimented with earlier in the year.

She turned her thoughts to what was in front of her. She wasn’t on the Tube any more, that much was clear. She was facing rows upon rows of wine bottles, neatly stacked in wooden racks, with hand-written labels on each shelf. A wine cellar, then.

The labels were illuminated only by a flickering light source, which came from behind her. She moved to wipe the dust from a label, only to find her wrists were strapped to her chair. 

And then she freaked out.

At least, she thought she was freaking out. She’d never really lost it before – not even when her father died – but it felt like the rational thing to do.

‘What the ACTUAL …? HELP! What the hell?!’

She tried kicking her legs, but the chair was surprisingly sturdy. Also, her legs were covered in long skirts, which weren’t particularly conducive to kicking or in fact any kind of dramatic physical activity.

Etta took a long breath. It was all a dream. She’d done a mindfulness workshop at work one time. The woman had told them to notice each part of their bodies one bit at a time – Dave from accounts had fallen asleep. Etta started noticing, but it really, really didn’t help. She noticed her feet, bare on a stone floor. She noticed the long skirts on her unshaven legs. She noticed she had no bloody knickers on. She noticed her small and completely uncontained boobs. She noticed the bracelet, which she desperately wished she could tear off right this moment.

She noticed she was strapped to a chair in a dark and musty cellar, and that she was probably going to be late for work this morning.

This was definitely not helping.

Before Etta had time to notice much more, she heard distant voices growing closer. Male voices, arguing: one stern, one defiant. She turned her head to one side, seeing a dim light coming from a corridor to her side.

‘Charlie, it’s not right. I do understand why you want to try and help, but you need to give up.’

‘Just come with me and see, Max. I swear I saw her shudder.’

‘With cold, probably. Or horror. It’s wrong, Charlie. You shouldn’t experiment on your sister.’

‘Now hang on, don’t you go pinning all this on me. She asked me to. “Charlie,” she said. “It’s time to go to the cellar.”’

The men rounded the corner, still arguing, and Etta saw their faces in the flickering candlelight. One was stunningly, blindingly handsome, while the other looked like a young Hugh Laurie. The handsome one looked angry, so she decided he must be Max. He looked like he was called Max. Tall, dark, handsome. Like a hero from an historical romance, she reflected, right before she noticed what he and his companion were wearing.

1817, the old ladies had said. The Regency era, then. Knee-britches and shiny boots. Cravats and white shirts under dark evening jackets. She must be dreaming.

Roll with it, they’d said.

She cleared her throat. ‘What the hell is going on?’

Etta’s voice was dry, crackly from disuse. The two men turned their attention to her, looking as startled as she felt. This seemed unfair. Surely if anyone had the right to be shocked, it should be the person who was on the Tube in 2023 with two eccentric old ladies only minutes earlier, holding her smartphone in one hand and coffee in another. The one strapped to a wooden chair, surrounded by wine bottles.

Etta felt almost angry with it. Certainly indignant. ‘Why the flying fuck am I in a cellar, strapped to a chair?’

The young Hugh Laurie impersonator’s expression turned from mild consternation to full outrage. ‘Why, Hetty Bainbridge! You harridan! If Mother heard you use language like that … My goodness! She’d have your guts for garters! Where on earth did you hear it?’

‘That’s not Hetty. You’re not Hetty,’ said the impossibly handsome Max.

His friend looked at him as though he were mad. ‘Of course it’s Hetty, Max. She’s just where I left her.’

‘No. That’s not – you’re not – you can’t be Hetty. Your face. Your expression.’

‘Looks the same as ever to me, old boy. Bit less gormless, perhaps. Must be, cursing like that. By god, Hetty, I didn’t think you had it in you.’

Etta recalled that the old ladies had mentioned someone called Hetty. Swapping, they’d said. A blip. Roll with it. 

She took a deep breath. ‘Are you going to keep staring at me all day, or are you going to unstrap me from this chair?’

Max seemed to have been jolted out of his shock and had remembered himself. Etta watched him carefully as he unhooked the leather belts around her wrists. He was dressed more neatly than his companion and smelled of sandalwood and mint. Etta’s stomach flipped as he looked down at her, confusion burning in his eyes.

‘But what about my experiment, Stanhope?’ the Laurie lookalike chimed in plaintively. ‘I was only going to startle her just a little. Just to perk her up, you know.’

‘Your experiment is no longer needed, Charlie. I think strapping her to a chair was enough.’

‘Oh, but she’s been strapped to countless chairs over the years, Max. I don’t see what could be different about this one. Besides, this time she asked me to do it.’

Max looked at Charlie sharply. ‘No more straps, Charlie.’

Free from her restraints, Etta turned in her seat and surveyed the scene. There was a table directly behind her, covered in a vast array of metal and glass tubes (full of what she assumed must be battery acid) and fabric-covered cables. Hand-written notes littered every surface.

‘What on earth is going on here? What am I, Frankenstein’s monster?’

Max jolted. ‘Who’s what-now, Hetty?’

‘Frankenstein. You know, the classic novel by Mary Shelley. Mad scientist creates a monster with electricity and body parts.’

Charlie looked confused. ‘I say, I don’t know where you’ve been reading that stuff, Hetty. Father doesn’t keep novels in the library. Thought you were more interested in staring at the sky and things, than reading those.’ He paused, looking reflective. ‘Besides, can’t be that classic, can it? Never heard of it.’

Max found his voice again. ‘I’ve met a Mary Shelley, though, abroad. One of the Godwins, no?’

‘Oh lord, I dunno,’ said Etta. ‘Mary Wollstonecraft’s daughter. She was bezzie mates with Byron. It’s been bloody ages since my English GCSE to be honest.’

She stretched and stood up. Her muscles felt much weaker than usual and everything around her seemed … lower. Bigger, somehow. The two men seemed to tower over her. Despite the discomfort in her wrists and the freezing cold, damp stone under her feet, she felt detached from everything around her.

‘This is such a weird dream. Why am I so short?’ Etta looked down at her thin nightdress and plain wool shawl. ‘Where are my clothes? I think it’s time to wake up now.’

Panic was starting to take hold. ‘Hello? Weird old ladies? Time to wake up!’

She felt her legs begin to buckle under her and Max started forward to steady her. She looked up at him and found herself staring into a reassuringly concerned face.

‘Oh, stop making sheep’s eyes at Stanhope, Hetty. You’ve never paid him any attention until now, and I don’t see why today should be the day to start.’

Max was examining Etta’s face again. ‘I’m really not sure this is your sister, Charlie.’

‘Not my sister? Don’t tell me you’ve gone queer in the head too, old chap. Clearly my sister. Look at her. My god, you’ve known her nearly as long as I have.’

Max paid no attention, still assessing Etta. ‘What’s your name?’

Etta looked up at him. This didn’t feel like a dream, but he certainly looked like the kind of man she might dream about. In her very best dreams. ‘Etta,’ she said. ‘Henrietta Moore.’

‘Well, that settles it,’ said Charlie. ‘It didn’t work. She might well be chatting away, but she’s still mad as a March hare.’

‘Be quiet, Charlie.’ Max glanced at Charlie derisively, then looked back at Etta. ‘Hmm … I don’t know. What’s the date?’

‘Nineteenth of September 2023. The weather is terrible. Wet, miserable. I was on the Circle Line. Heading to work. I must have fallen asleep.’ Etta was babbling now, she knew, but she needed to make sense of what was happening.

‘2023? What do you mean, 2023?’

‘Mad, I’m telling you,’ Charlie interjected. ‘She remains utterly mad.’

Max straightened up and started walking Etta across the room and along the corridor he and Charlie had entered from. Etta could see now that she was most definitely in a cellar of some kind.

‘You know, if I’m not asleep then I think I actually must be mad,’ said Etta. ‘One minute I’m chatting to two old ladies on a train, the next I’m in a cellar with two posh blokes, dressed in only a nightie. I don’t even have shoes on.’

‘You seem pretty sane to me,’ said Max. He looked down at her feet, then without saying a word, swept her into his arms and carried on walking. 

Etta squeaked. ‘You picked me up! How did you do that? I’m nearly six feet tall and … and plus-sized!’

‘No, you’re not.’

Etta tried to wriggle away, but he held her firm. ‘Yes, I am. And it’s fine. Hashtag body positivity. I don’t need to be carried anyway.’

Max glanced down at her. ‘Yes, you do. You’re thin as a stick, freezing cold, and you have no slippers on. And your dreadful brother has been holding you in his wine cellar.’

He was right – the cold ran through her strangely unfamiliar body, right to her bones.

They ascended some stone stairs. Looking around, Etta saw she was now in a small room adjacent to the kitchen. Her only indication that it was a kitchen at all was that it looked like a period house she’d seen on a school trip once. Moonlight filtered through small windows; beyond the open door she could see a large wooden table covered in baskets of unprepared vegetables and, at the back of the room, a huge old-fashioned black stove, which looked like an Aga’s great-grandmother.

‘Charlie? How can we get her back to her maid without getting caught?’

‘Servants’ stairs. She sleeps next to the nursery.’

‘Ah, yes. I remember the way.’

Etta looked up at him as they ascended another set of stairs, feeling as though every feminist bone in her body should be wailing with protest at being carried like a doll. She hated herself a little for liking it.

Attempting to orientate herself, she looked at the walls and tried to remember more of the school trip. She’d been down a set of stairs like this, but she could tell these walls were freshly painted. It seemed like a lot of effort for stairs made for servants to use.

‘Where are we?’ she croaked.

‘Your country home on the Bainbridge Estate.’

‘But not your home?’

‘No. I live at Stanhope, nearby. We used to play together – don’t you remember? I’m here for dinner with your brother.’

A vague recollection came to Etta. It floated through her consciousness like a ghost: a memory belonging to somebody else. A boy, with Max’s dark hair and soft brown eyes, running past her as she watched the sky.

Etta was a brunette. Always had been. But from the corner of her eye, even in the dark, she could see blonde hair.

‘I remember … but it’s not my memory.’ She paused, very much aware of his strong arms around her. ‘You can put me down, you know. It’s fine.’

His lips quirked in a smile. ‘Don’t you like being carried?’

‘Well, it’s not very feminist, is it?’

Confusion flickered on Max’s face. ‘Seems feminine enough to me.’

‘No, I mean …’ Etta paused, and took a deep breath. ‘Oh god, I suppose you don’t have feminism, do you? No pussy hats, no Vagina Monologues, no Vindication of the Rights of Woman. No contraception, probably.’

She knew immediately she’d erred when his surprised eyes met hers.

‘Perhaps not, but I do, Henrietta Bainbridge, understand Latin, and I can take an educated guess at the last.’

‘Well, it’s not very independent, anyway,’ Etta backtracked. ‘To be carried, I mean.’

Max looked down at her as he finally reached the top floor of what felt like a massive house, yet he was barely out of breath. ‘Humans aren’t meant to be independent. We all rely on one another.’

Etta struggled to understand the expression on his face. Charlie had fallen behind, Max’s long strides taking them quickly across the house.

‘Your face. So different. I don’t understand how Charlie can’t see it. Your features are the same as ever, but every expression has changed.’ His eyes roamed over her, curious.

They stopped by a door and Etta couldn’t help but be a little relieved – she had no response to that. Max put her down and they stared at one another, still so close they were nearly touching, as Charlie huffed and puffed up the corridor behind them. Etta could feel the heat radiating from him and had to stop herself from snuggling back into his arms.

Charlie finally came into sight, and she realised she was still staring at Max. He broke eye contact immediately and stepped away, twisting the signet ring on his finger.

‘Your room. Charlie, I can hardly believe your mother still has Hetty in the nursery. She must be very nearly twenty-one by now.’

‘Better than the madhouse, Stanhope. That’s where most people would have her, but Mother’s too sentimental for that. Thinks they wouldn’t treat her well enough.’

‘She’s right,’ said Max. He gave Etta another curious look, arching one eyebrow, and opened the door for her. ‘But, Hetty, somehow I don’t think you’ll be in the nursery much longer.’

She barely had time to register a plain, dark room with a couple of old school desks scattered in front of a blackboard, before a short, kindly-looking woman in her late fifties bustled up.

‘Oh, Hetty, what on earth have you been doing? You should have been in bed a long time since!’

Charlie looked sheepish. ‘Sorry, Nanny. I took her for … well, for a talk.’

‘Now why would you want to be chatting with Miss Hetty, Lord Bainbridge? You know she barely says a word. And her in her nightdress, too! Why, it’s past midnight!’ It was at this point Nanny spotted Max. ‘My goodness, Lord Stanhope. I hope you’re well? Excuse me if I don’t curtsey. My knees aren’t what they were.’

‘Don’t worry, Mrs Cummings. I spent so much time here as a boy that you’re practically my nanny too, and I wouldn’t want Nanny Berkins curtseying to me either.’

Mrs Cummings blushed as she raced to smother Etta in a large and rather itchy blanket. Feeling it was time to say something, Etta stuck her hand out. ‘Lovely to meet you, Mrs Cummings. I’m Etta.’

She had never seen a blushing woman turn so pale so quickly. ‘Hetty! You … you spoke! Bless my days. Did you really speak?’

‘Well … yes?’

Mrs Cummings looked at Max, and then over to Charlie, as though needing their confirmation. Charlie pulled a face, then nodded in a non-committal manner. ‘Yes, well! I cured her. You’re welcome.’

‘Master Charles! Sorry, I mean Your Lordship. But – well, I never! You haven’t been experimenting with your sister again, have you? You know your mama forbade it!’

Charlie shrugged again. ‘I don’t see the harm. She has no idea what’s going on half the time. More! And anyway, as I said – I fixed her this time.’

Mrs Cummings looked cynical through her amazement. ‘We’ll see about that. Come, Hetty. Let’s warm you up by the fire. Off you go, Your Lordships.’ She shooed the two men out with the confidence of an old retainer.

Etta wasn’t sure what to say to the older woman, but it turned out she didn’t need to say anything at all. She found herself quickly ushered next door to a small bedroom, tucked into a rather uncomfortable bed and, although her mind was a whirlwind of confusion and conjecture, exhaustion soon overcame every other thought. 

She dreamed of her last holiday – an ill-fated hen-do in Ibiza that happened too soon after her dad had died. The end of her family and the beginning of the end for her friend group too, before a global pandemic and romantic relationships had scattered them around the country.

If those eccentric old ladies were right and this truly was a holiday, then perhaps it would be more exciting than crying and watching a former friend shag her way through every nightclub on the island without even taking her engagement ring off.




Chapter 3

2023

Hetty was only very vaguely aware of the two older ladies next to her. Much more overpowering was the press of other bodies: the stench of humanity, the stinging light in her eyes. 

And, of course, the noise. Oh, what noise. The roar of metal carriages bringing with them gusts of freezing air and waves of angry-looking people. The sound of feet pounding on steps, of metal staircases grinding. The bizarre intermittent noise that accompanied moving gates as the people around her seemed to flee onto the street almost as though for their own lives.

Hetty focused inwards. She knew she must breathe. She pressed forward and was grateful for the welcoming arms of her descendants.

‘What are we doing, Aggie?’ she heard the one who had introduced herself as Jemima hiss as bright sunlight hit her face. Hetty took large, grateful gulps of fresh air as they paused next to a wall and pulled her hair over her face. It was short, but it was at least thick enough to block out the confusing scene in front of her.

She felt Aggie’s hand pat hers as the woman continued to argue with her sister. They’d been quarrelling over the meaning of free will and it was proving a welcome distraction. 

‘Don’t let’s go through this again right now, Jemima. We’ve been through it more times than I can count.’

‘Yes, but I still don’t properly understand it,’ Jemima moaned. ‘And it’s hard to know how it ends, isn’t it, when the diary gets so patchy?’

Hetty peeked out from between her strangely dark hair. Aggie was glaring at Jemima in annoyance, but the sisters were seemingly unstoppable at this point.

‘I’m just saying. The Switch, or whatever has happened, does seem to have worked rather well. You must admit it’s quite the brain-fuck, isn’t it?’

‘Jemima!’

Hetty took a deep breath, steeling herself against the world, then pushed her hair back over her head. ‘Where am I? What year is it?’

They both looked at her. ‘2023, dear. Central London. Oh gosh, you do look upset – let’s call a cab.’ 

Aggie raised her arm, and they watched as a black carriage – missing any kind of horse but still, somehow, moving at quite some speed – stopped by the pavement.

The older ladies bundled Hetty into the carriage before she knew what she was doing, gave directions, then Aggie pressed some kind of button which cut off the driver’s reply mid-sentence. 

‘Rude,’ Jemima reprimanded, before continuing. ‘So has this really worked, then?’

Hetty swallowed her fear. ‘I’m quite sure … Fairly sure you were always destined to find me and my diary. I did all the correct calculations. I got my numbers right.’

‘But how did you know it was going to work?’ Jemima interrupted, fussing over Hetty’s dishevelled locks. It was rather nice, being fussed over.

Hetty felt her shoulders hunch. Truthfully, she was as surprised as they were that her plan had worked – if indeed this was not a dream.

‘Look, Jemima, you’re not the theoretical physicist here. That would be Henrietta. Best not ask too many questions – let’s leave it to the expert.’

‘And according to the first page of that diary, if she breaks the bracelet, they both swap back? Well, either of you could break it at any time, right? And then what?’

Aggie hushed Jemima. ‘You’re not helping, dear. Come on, let’s get Hetty home.’

She turned to Hetty, and only kindness and concern were on her face.

‘Oh, how I wish we’d found Etta sooner – perhaps this swap could have happened years ago. You poor child. Both of you must be so scared. And we would have loved to have had a niece to dote on all these years.’

‘Well, now we do, Aggie,’ said Jemima, leaning forward. ‘Don’t worry, my dear. We’re going to have such a wonderful time. Just you wait and see.’




Chapter 4

1817

The first thing Etta heard the following morning was birdsong, and the sound of a fireplace being scraped out. Her body was heavy with blankets and she knew immediately that she wasn’t in her poky studio flat under her duvet.

For a moment, she lay still and went over the events of yesterday. Increasingly, against every logical fibre in her being, she was beginning to feel that something momentous had happened. That maybe, just maybe, Doctor Who was onto something – time travel was indeed possible. 

Her every physical sense told her that she was not where she had been only hours before. These sheets felt different against her skin; her very skin felt different against her bones. The bed sheets smelled different – still clean, but not of cotton-scented non-biological detergent. Thicker, rougher, heavier. Etta took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of dried lavender and soap powder.

She’d breathed too hard and started hyperventilating. Etta rolled herself in a ball and counted in, one, two, three, four, and then out, one, two, three, four – an old pandemic trick, from when she’d strained at the four white walls of her flat – and finally managed to get her breathing under control.

Roll with it, she remembered. Roll with it, because let’s face it, this can’t be real.

She sat up, discovering the room to be much colder than she expected, and felt smooth wooden floorboards under her feet as she looked around.

She was sitting on a tall, metal-framed bed with an ominous-looking chamber pot by her feet which she was going to have to make immediate use of.

She shed the old-fashioned quilt and sheets, and looked around to try to distract herself from the fact she was crouching down, weeing into a little bowl, in the middle of a freezing cold bedroom, with no toilet paper in sight. She hadn’t had to drip dry since a memorable childhood camping trip. Etta winced as she recalled being towed along on an interminable hiking trip with her dad who, unable to find childcare, had forgotten his daughter might need such luxurious amenities as toilets and showers. At least he’d remembered to take her along in the first place.

She could see a writing desk with piles of papers and notebooks next to it on the other side of her bed. A quill and inkpot sat on top. Etta looked down at her hands and saw ink stains on her fingertips which she hadn’t noticed last night. So she was a writer, she thought. Well, that was going to be something she’d struggle to live up to.

If she was going to have some kind of historical adventure, writing was probably the last ladylike hobby she’d put on her list. Music she could do, and her embroidery was great – her last commission had been rather too obscene for yesteryears, but she could happily confine herself to throwing in the odd suggestively-positioned lily. But
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