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In Memory of Howard Fast
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In late 1996, I had the great good fortune to be cast in the role of Jane Austen in Mr. Fast’s two-character romantic drama, The Novelist. It was a “what if” story, opening with the premise that as Miss Austen began to write Persuasion, a dashing sea captain fairly barged his way into her life, sweeping her off her feet and insisting that she marry him. Mr. Fast was one of the twentieth century’s most prolific novelists himself, but he cherished his lovely little stage play like a favorite child, and I was honored beyond all measure when the author attended, and then complimented, my performance. My experiences working on The Novelist were the best I’ve enjoyed thus far during my theatrical career, unparalleled in their professionalism as well as their reward. By a Lady—and in fact my own career as a novelist—was born of those experiences, and for that I remain forever grateful to the two fellow travelers who so greatly changed my life: Miss Jane Austen and Mr. Howard Fast.
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I could not sit down to write a serious romance under any other motive than to save my life; and if it were indispensable for me to keep it up and never relax into laughing at myself or other people, I am sure I should be hung before I finished the first chapter. No, I must keep to my own style and go on in my own way; and though I may never succeed again in that, I am convinced that I should totally fail in any other.

 JANE AUSTEN

 Letter to the Prince of Wales’s Librarian


The novels which I approve are such as display human nature with grandeur—such as show her in the sublimities of intense feeling—such as exhibit the progress of strong passion from the first germ of incipient susceptibility to the utmost energies of reason half-dethroned—where we see the strong spark of women’s captivations elicit such fire in the soul of man as leads him . . . to hazard all, dare all, achieve all, to obtain her. Such are the works I peruse with delight, and I hope I may say, with amelioration. They hold forth the most splendid portraitures of high conceptions, unbounded views, illimitable ardor, indomitable decision—and even when the event is mainly anti-prosperous to the high-toned machinations of the prime character, the potent, pervading hero of the story, it leaves us full of generous emotions for him; our hearts are paralyzed.

 JANE AUSTEN, Sanditon
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Book the First
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Prologue

IT’S BEAUTIFUL,” C.J. murmured, examining the curiously pockmarked amber cross. She held up her hand to shield her eyes from the glaring sunlight, then ducked under the vendor’s makeshift white canopy, which protected his merchandise from the exigencies of the elements but blocked his enjoyment of a cloudless postcard-blue Long Island sky.

“It’s very old,” the vendor advised, in a lilting Indian accent. He handed the young woman his business card.

“Aki Singh,” C.J. read. “Exactly how old is ‘old’?”

The edges of the cross were worn away, having lost some of their definition over the decades. “Was this ever set in silver, or something?” C.J. asked, noting the uneven honeycomb pattern that covered the bottom half of the cross. She could not imagine that it had always looked so rough. It owned a homemade quality, most certainly crafted by hand.

“It is very difficult to say,” the vendor replied, adjusting his turban. “Erosion is natural. Amber is a fossil, essentially a living thing.”

“I always thought fossils were dead things,” C.J. muttered under her breath.

Mr. Singh continued. “Over time, the edges have probably worn away so that they are as you see them now. Once, there may have been a setting, and you are right; it probably would have been silver. But it is very hard to tell.”

C.J. was prepared to buy the cross anyway, as long as the price was reasonable. After all, this was a local crafts fair with the odd antique thrown in; how expensive could it be?

Mr. Singh shrugged his shoulders. “I tell you what: I give you a very good price. I will sell it to you for thirty-five dollars. If you desire a chain, I will make it forty.” He displayed an array of generic-looking metal chains.

“Thank you, but I’m sure I have a chain at home. Do you take credit cards?” C.J. fumbled through her voluminous purse for her wallet. As a frequently unemployed actress, she was perennially strapped for cash.

“Cash or checks.” The vendor rummaged behind his stall for a little cardboard jewelry box, into which he nestled the amber cross.

“Oh boy,” C.J. sighed. She counted the bills in her wallet. Twenty-three dollars, and she still had to take the train back to Manhattan from Bridgehampton. “A check it is.” She made out a draft for thirty-five dollars payable to Aki Singh, Estate Jewelry.

The vendor noted the antique gold paper and the writer’s name and address printed in formal script at the top of the draft. “Thank you,” he said, reading the name on the check, which he then placed inside a slightly dented green strongbox.

“Thank you very much, Miss Cassandra Jane Welles.”
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Chapter One

Wherein our heroine expresses an affinity for an earlier era, and a series of events irrevocably alter her destiny.

WILL YOU JOIN ME for the first set?” C.J.’s friend Matthew asked as she perched on the wooden folding chair at the perimeter of the gym, changing her shoes.

“I’d be delighted,” she smiled. C.J stood up, in her soft-soled dancing slippers. “You tower above me,” she laughed, looking up at her new friend. “Are you sure you don’t want to dance with a lankier lady?”

“I’ve been coming to the English country dance sessions every Tuesday night for four years, and you are my favorite dance partner ever.”

C.J. looked about the room at the other dancers, most of whom were in their forties and fifties, and smiled to herself. If they had all been living during the actual periods of the dances—the Georgian and Regency eras—most of them would be considered rather ancient, if they reached that age at all, thanks to poor diets and limited medical knowledge. No penicillin. No prophylactic fix-ups.

Wow! she thought, if they had been Georgians, Matthew would be in the prime of life, and she—goodness!—pushing thirty, would be an absolute on-the-shelf spinster. Her prime would have been over by the time she reached her early twenties. Forget kids; she would have had very little chance for a husband at her age.

C.J. had never considered herself wholly at ease in the twenty-first century. The constant barrage of images and noise, the relentless pace, the seemingly unlimited rudeness of some people. Hip-hop. Cell phones. All of that set her teeth on edge. Oh for a truly kinder, gentler world where quiet and a sense of delicacy and respect—of fellow feeling—were the norm.

Barbara Gordon, one of the workshop callers, took her place in front of the microphone at the far end of the gym. “Okay, if everybody could form sets longways—I think we have enough people for three lines—‘old’ people, invite some of the ‘new’ people to dance. Get ready for ‘Apley House.’ ” Barbara nodded to the trio of musicians—piano, violin, and flute.

The musty church basement was not exactly atmospheric for anything but a sock hop, but once the musicians struck up their centuries-old country melodies, everyone seemed to forget all but the dances. In the dancers’ imaginations, their Keds became kidskin slippers, and eclectic cotton T-shirts magically metamorphosed into Empire-waisted sheer muslin gowns and tight chamois trousers.

Matthew bowed to C.J. “Miss Welles, would you do me the honor of joining me?”

C.J. placed her small hand in Matthew’s, wishing she were wearing elbow-length gloves. She rose and made a slight curtsy, allowing Matthew to lead her to the top of the set. “Are you crazy?” she whispered. “I’m not sure I know enough to lead!”

“Didn’t you study English country dancing at Vassar?” The music had begun; the dancers were honoring their partners and opposites, and listening intently to Barbara’s instructions as she began to call the dance.

C.J. looked down the set at some of the dumpier dancers, in their T-shirts and sweats, who were very game but hopelessly twenty-first century. “No, I didn’t. I studied period movement styles. The theatre program was very thorough, but English country dancing wasn’t even an elective.” She flashed Matthew a warm smile.

“Another reason I like to dance with you, apart from your grace,” Matthew said, while they set to the right and then to the left, light on their feet. “You love to play as much as I do.” He took her hands and they spun, giving themselves completely to the momentum of the music.

“That’s true enough,” C.J. agreed, and nodded at Matthew’s barrel chest encased in a perfect replica of a double-breasted vest, circa 1800, constructed of French-blue brocade. “Nice waistcoat. We’re such period geeks, aren’t we?!”

“I prefer the term aficionado.”

C.J. did a figure with her neighbor, a dour-faced matron who put her in mind of a vicar’s wife in a small Regency hamlet.

“Do you ever look at these people,” C.J. whispered softly to Matthew as they executed a back-to-back figure, “and think of them in period costumes, as townspeople in a Jane Austen novel?”

“All the time,” he grinned.

“Imagine the same faces—the same bodies, even—in cape collars and starched cravats!”

The dance ended. “Promise me the supper waltz,” Matthew pressed C.J.’s hand before he went in search of his next partner.

“Forgive me,” C.J. said as she made eye contact with Paul, another one of the callers, “but I love that they call it the supper break when we go into the kitchen for lemonade and Oreos.”

“Don’t you think they had Oreos in the early nineteenth century?”

“Of course they did. Even earlier, in fact. Poor Richard referred to them as one of the basic food groups in his Almanack.” C.J. winked, and curtsied to Matthew to thank him for the dance.

“May I have the honor?” Paul Hamilton asked.

“The honor would be mine, sir,” C.J. smiled demurely. Paul was a historian and a stickler for proper carriage and execution.

“You should never be looking at your next partner,” Paul had cautioned the assembly as part of his weekly litany. “It is the height of rudeness. Treat each partner as though he or she were the most important person on earth and give him or her your fullest attention. This is about flirting. For the three hours a week that you spend in this basement, you are not only allowed, but you are encouraged to flirt.” When Paul was on the floor, he was in great demand as a partner. His grace and manner seemed timeless. “May I give you a tiny correction?” he murmured in C.J.’s ear as he led her into the set. “You have such natural exuberance that you are a joy to watch as well as to dance with.”

“Thank you.” C.J. felt her cheeks go pink.

“But, if I may—you must execute your traveling steps more smoothly. Think of gliding. You have a tendency to bounce a bit, which is not as out of place in some of the more energetic dances, but it sticks out when you are cutting the more stately figures.”

“Does it make my bosom heave too much?” C.J. joked.

Paul’s gaze strayed to the ripe fullness of her chest. “As a man, I of course have no problem at all with the—er—buoyant movement of your body. But I thought that given your affinity for the correctness of period detail, you might want to practice the proper form. Always remember to keep your back straight and your chin lifted.”

After the supper waltz ended, C.J. and Matthew bowed to each other and braved the crowd in the kitchen, chatting away over the junk food and fruit punch. This was the time when the dancers exchanged information on other events: concerts, weekend English country dance conferences in New England, and other bits of information and gossip. Flushed from the waltz, C.J. squeezed past a knot of dancers to get to the lemonade, downing three Dixie cups’ worth in rapid succession. She sidled past a cluster of women gathered in front of the week’s notices and flyers and immediately lit upon a rose-colored leaflet announcing auditions for a Broadway production of a new play called By a Lady. C.J. had already clipped the casting notice out of the current edition of Back Stage, the professional actors’ most popular trade paper. By a Lady, a two-character drama set in 1801, depicted the ill-starred romance between the young Jane Austen and a distant relation of hers, Thomas Lefroy. They had hoped to marry, but Tom lacked the funds to support a wife, in addition to which, Jane was considered a poor relation. Tom’s protective aunt, Anne Lefroy, was adamantly opposed to the match, so Tom returned alone to his family’s village of Athy, in Ireland, where he read law and eventually became the country’s chief justice. Jane never wed, of course.

“You should go to that tomorrow,” a voice crunched in her ear.

“No kidding! I can’t miss it! Between the Back Stage ad, this flyer, and your encouragement, the rule of three is now fully in effect. I can’t not go, now. And . . . Matt . . . ? You’re dropping Oreo crumbs down my neck!”

Matthew brushed off the offending bits of chocolate cookie. “Nice necklace, by the way.”

“Matthew Bramwell, I thought you of all people would recognize it,” C.J. teased, “since you’re as big an Austen buff as I am. One of her naval officer brothers—Charles, I think—brought back topaz crosses and gold chains as souvenirs for both Jane and Cassandra from his tour of duty in the east during the Napoleonic Wars. Jane fictionalized the event in Mansfield Park, when William brings back an amber cross from Sicily for Fanny Price, and she has nothing but a ribbon to thread through it.”

“So it’s a keepsake for a reasonable Price.” Matthew winked.

The musicians struck up a lively tune, heralding the recommencement of the evening’s exertions. “Well, my friend,” Matthew said, “if you promise not to do so out on the dance floor . . . break a leg!”

         

THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON, C.J. found herself standing in a colorful, densely populated audition line that snaked its way through the winding streets of Greenwich Village.

By the time there were only twenty-three people ahead of her, C.J. felt in her heart that the role of Jane Austen had to be hers. It was more than the visceral connection she felt to the time period. Getting a leading role on Broadway was the holy grail of any stage actress. She fiddled with her amber cross. Somehow, the simple act of touching the antique talisman, of memorizing its rutted topography, centered her in a way no form of meditation ever could.

“Hey there, folks, we’re moving right along now. Okay, if I could have the next three men and the next three women step inside the hallway, please. And please have your pictures and résumés ready.” The announcement came from a bearish-looking man with a kindly face set off by wire-rimmed glasses. He ushered in the next group of performers with the air of a jovial train conductor. “Have a seat in one of these chairs in the order in which you were standing in line. I’ll take your headshots now.”

“Who are you?” asked one of the actresses.

“Me? I’m Ralph Merino, the assistant set designer.” He patted his belly. “We have a stage manager, but I need the exercise. On behalf of the By a Lady staff, thanks to all of you for coming.” He handed each actor a photocopied set of “sides,” the pages from the script with which they were expected to audition.

“Okay, listen up, folks. If you don’t know anything about this show, here’s the scoop,” Ralph said. “This is a two-character play—a hypothetical love story set in 1801 that focuses on Jane Austen the woman, rather than Jane Austen the novelist. The playwright, Humphrey Porter, is exploring what made The Woman become The Writer. Beth Peters, the director, is an Englishwoman. She’s a bit of a wunderkind over there, but she’s never directed in New York, and, therefore, yes, she is seriously interested in seeing everyone. I won’t lie to you: famous names might be important to the producers, but Beth genuinely wants to see new talent. A U.S. national tour and a West End run are not out of the question after the Broadway run closes. Yes, Miramax is a coproducer of the Broadway production, which means that they own film rights to the show, should that become a viable option. Nothing is set in stone at this point, including the casting, so you are not wasting your time by showing up this afternoon.” His presentation completed, Ralph made a little theatrical bow and his rapt audience applauded. “Back in a few to pair you up.”

“C.J. Welles?” C.J. looked up when she saw Ralph come out of the auditorium a minute or two later. “C.J., you’ll be paired with Bernie Allen. Bernie?” An Archie Bunker type, who was not exactly C.J.’s idea of an English hunk, looked up from his script. “So, Bernie? C.J.? We’re ready for you.”

C.J. rose from her folding chair and took a deep breath. Bernie squeezed her hand and whispered in her ear, “Let’s do it, kiddo.” He smelled faintly of cigarettes and beer.

The interior of the Bedford Street Playhouse looked like a Wedgwood box, with white sculptures standing out in relief against a background of china blue. A long folding table set up stage left was littered with stacks of actors’ headshots, scripts, and the ubiquitous paper coffee cups.

Ralph introduced C.J. and Bernie to Humphrey and Beth, then seated himself behind the table and pushed an open box of cookies toward C.J. “Before you jump into the scene, have a ratafia cake,” the designer said, with his mouth full. “Beth baked them. Sort of to get us all in that 1801 mood.”

“What are ratafia cakes?” C.J. asked the director.

“Sort of like little meringues made with ground almonds, egg whites, and orange-flower water. They were a very traditional dessert back then.”

“But,” Humphrey chimed in, “in 1801, they used to make them with bitter almonds instead of grinding sweet ones. Bitter almonds contain prussic acid.”

C.J. frowned. “Sorry, guys, I flunked chemistry. Enlighten me.”

“Poison,” Beth and Humphrey responded in tandem. They looked at each other and laughed.

Beth smiled. “Prussic acid is hydrogen cyanide. Poison.”

“I think I’ll pass,” C.J. said.

The audition was almost as painful as prussic acid poisoning. Poor Bernie was a hopeless actor, and C.J. left the stage feeling defeated and robbed of the opportunity to have done her best work. So much for karma. She was in the corridor putting on her coat when Ralph emerged from the theatre. “C.J., they’d like to see you do the scene again with a different actor.”

Back onstage, C.J.’s second chance was going terrifically. Beth was highly complimentary of her work and made particular mention of C.J.’s flawless English accent, praise indeed coming from a true Brit.

As she was preparing to leave the playhouse, C.J. felt a tap on her shoulder. Ralph again. “They’d like to bring you in for a callback, C.J. So you’ll be hearing from us within the week about the specifics. Congratulations.”

As it turned out, there were nine grueling rounds of callbacks before C.J. made it to the final cut. Personally as well as professionally, her nerves were raw.

Two weeks after her first By a Lady audition, she stood on a chair in the backstage area, being fussed over by a professional costumer brought in by the producers. The people from Miramax wanted to see the final casting choices in full costume, by appointment, one at a time, as if they were being screentested. C.J. caught her reflection in the dressing room mirrors. “Wow! Except for the zipper in the gown, I really feel like I’m back in 1801.”

“You look exactly like one of those pre-Regency portraits. It’s amazing,” commented Elsie Lazarus, the assistant stage manager.

Milena, the costumer, handed C.J. a straw bonnet decorated with simple yellow ribbons. “I can’t wait to see how you look in this.” C.J. tied a bow under her chin, edged it just off to the side as she’d seen in illustrations of the period, and regarded herself in the mirror.

“Don’t forget to accessorize,” Elsie said. She gestured to a coquelicot shawl and the cream silk reticule and ecru lace mitts that hung in a net bag on the costume rack. “All set?” C.J. nodded. “Then let’s go! Break a leg!”

Fighting the manifestations of stage fright, C.J. stepped out onto the stage. In accordance with the lead designer’s mandate from the producers to deliver a rehearsal version of the eventual Broadway set, Ralph had constructed a pair of freestanding frames with brass-handled doors, which now added definition to the space, creating the boundaries of Jane Austen’s parlor in Steventon.

Beth’s voice echoed from the audience. “Right, then, would everyone please humor me and put your Starbucks cups down for the next five minutes. Let’s settle. Thank you. All right, C.J., I’d like to hear the monologue toward the end of Act One as if we’ve got Lefroy onstage with you, and take it all the way through to Jane’s exit, please,” Beth added crisply.

Infused with something out of the ordinary, C.J. began the speech she had been asked to memorize for her final audition. Perhaps it was the addition of the costume and accessories, but she had no trouble believing that on that stage in Greenwich Village, she was stepping back in time more than two hundred years.

“I will think on it, Tom,” C.J. said resolutely, nearing the end of the scene. “And accord the utmost consideration to your proposal.” She crossed thoughtfully to the doorway, stopped, and turned as the lights began to fade. “Bath,” she said, her voice tinged with ambivalence. “I’m going to Bath.”

As she closed Ralph’s door behind her and exited the stage, C.J. found herself enveloped in complete and impenetrable blackness.
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Chapter Two

The beginning of a most unusual journey in which our heroine soon learns that Merrie Olde England isn’t always.

 SEVERAL MOMENTS ELAPSED before C.J. was able to adjust her vision. She surveyed the breadth of the polished oaken floor of the stage, her gaze lighting upon an arcaded area at the back of the house. Through the musty gloom she discerned elaborate boxes trimmed in wine-red upholstery on either side of the intimate theatre above the pit level. The rest of the theatre—including the galleries, which were divided into smaller loges—was decorated primarily in a rich shade of malachite green.

Where am I? C.J. wondered aloud, her voice greeting her in echo. She had just exited the stage at the Bedford Street Playhouse—had stepped off the makeshift set of By a Lady into the familiar backstage darkness—or so she thought. But now she was not backstage—either in Manhattan or anywhere.

She peered into the dim cavern illuminated only by renegade slivers of daylight seeping in from outdoors. The small, shallow orchestra stalls were furnished with hard wooden benches rather than individual seats, and the balconies encircling the interior of the auditorium on three sides were considerably close to the stage.

Apart from the hushed, almost reverent, quiet of the darkened empty theatre, there was something else out of the ordinary, if C.J. could only pinpoint it. The playhouse looked like many she had seen in prints and photographs of some of the older theatres in European cities, but something . . . if she could figure it out . . . something was very different from anything she had ever seen. She looked up and was astonished to discover that no lights whatever were visible—no network of grids, pipes, and cables. The ceiling boasted an elaborate mural ringed in gilt, where lissome nymphs and chubby cherubs à la Boucher appeared to join several of Shakespeare’s most recognizable characters in a pastoral frolic. The sight of Shylock cavorting with half-clad dryads provoked a sly smile from C.J.’s lips.

Curiouser and curiouser, she thought, although her heart was pounding within her chest. What the hell is going on here? Was further exploration a grand idea or a dreadful one? C.J. walked downstage—literally—as the floor was significantly raked and sloped toward the audience. A quaint little prompter’s box was nestled just below the lip of the stage. Yet here no light was affixed to the wooden podium that nearly filled the shadowy, cramped space.

It was surreal. C.J. rescanned the playing area for clues, wondering when she might wake from her elaborate daydream. High above the center of the stage, at the apex of the proscenium arch, a familiar emblem stood out in gold relief, topped by a crown and trimmed handsomely with a carved ermine drape. It was a version of the English royal crest, bearing several lions couchant, as well as the rampant red lion C.J. recognized as the insignia of Scotland and a golden Irish harp on a field of blue. C.J.’s pulse raced with alarming rapidity. Perhaps she had ended up on another set, one for some period classic. But where? Curiosity trumping fear, she elected to inspect the backstage area.

Through a musty gloom C.J. fought her way past huge painted flats that sat in a track, or rut, allowing them to be slid on and off the stage like pocket doors. Amid the maze of stored scenic elements were stained glass windows, elaborate thrones encrusted in gold and studded with gemstones, a hedgerow fashioned entirely of silk leaves, and several enormous walls interrupted by high, Gothic arches.

Once free of the forest of flats, C.J. resumed her offstage foraging, which finally led her to an imposing door at the stage level. She pushed against the heavy wooden portal, which swung open onto a narrow alleyway paved in uneven cobblestones, then negotiated her way to the street, where she was greeted with a wash of bright sunlight. She found herself as dazed as Dorothy upon her first eyeful of Munchkinland and blinked several times, attempting to adjust her vision.

She turned back to view the façade of the building she had just exited, on which had been painted the words Orchard Street, and struggled to make sense of her surroundings. A young lady in a capacious straw bonnet elbowed C.J. as she passed, nearly knocking her to the ground.

Slack-jawed with amazement, C.J. stood in the middle of the street and gaped at the framed sign prominently displayed outside the elegant stone edifice: EASTER SUNDAY! APPEARING TONIGHT AND TOMORROW EVENING! COURTESY OF THE THEATRE ROYAL AT DRURY LANE. MRS. SIDDONS IN DE MONTFORT BY JOANNA BAILLIE. And beneath it: TUESDAY NIGHT: SHAKESPEARE’S TRAGEDY OF MACBETH, WITH MRS. SIDDONS AND MR. KEMBLE.

Brother and sister costars as the Bard’s bloodiest couple; now that would be an interesting production indeed, especially with the greatest tragedienne of the . . . C.J.’s heart fairly stopped. Mrs. Siddons? Sarah Siddons? And what in heaven was Joanna Baillie, an unknown—to C.J.—female playwright, doing sharing the bill with William Shakespeare? Where was she?

The rest of the notice did much to enlighten and, even more, to intrigue her. FRIDAY NIGHT, DUE TO POPULAR DEMAND, MR. KEMBLE WILL REPEAT HIS PERFORMANCE AS HAMLET, PRINCE OF DENMARK. Her heart nearly leapt out of her chest when she read the date at the top of the announcement: APRIL 5, 1801, THEATRE ROYAL, BATH.

Bath? 1801?

A stupefied C.J. looked across the road, arrested by the sight of the lacy Gothic architecture reaching toward the sky from behind a cluster of low, narrow buildings. Her gaze was drawn heavenward, tracing the fantastic height of the stone spires and the graceful, yet impressive, flying buttresses. The church bell tolled twelve, its chiming reverberations lingering in the air like a melodic gray cloud. It was all too sudden, too new, and too wondrous an experience to instill panic—yet. She had recently read an article about conscious dreaming: because she’d been eating, sleeping, and breathing By a Lady and everything she could get her hands on about the time period, perhaps she was somehow willing this strange and thrilling journey to occur. Whatever trick my mind is playing, how can I not keep going to see how it all ends? thought C.J.

Wending her way up a slender, curving lane and through a claustrophobic alley that obligingly trapped the intoxicating fragrance of freshly baked bread, C.J. threaded past women with delicate fichus crisscrossed over high-waisted, lightweight Directoire gowns, lending their wearers a slightly pigeon-breasted appearance. She narrowly avoided a trio of bawling children who resembled their modish parents in costumed miniature, and practically tripped over an aging macaroni in his dandified Sunday best, with impeccable cravat and high black Tilbury hat.

Her investigative perambulations took her along the aromatic Stall Street, undoubtedly named for the vast profusion of vendors purveying their various wares: everything from piping hot currant muffins to milk, from fragrant fresh-cut flowers to remarkably unappetizing unplucked fowl suspended by their feet from horizontal wooden poles. C.J.’s nostrils were further assailed by the smell of sweet rolls wafting through the air, the fragrant aroma of apples being baked to order on a small coal stove, and the earthy odor of ordure. She soon found herself in a crowded public square, facing a low, shaded colonnade.

“Shall we step inside the Pump Room, your ladyship?” asked a well-dressed passerby of his elderly companion.

The somberly clad dowager attired in a full-skirted ensemble more befitting to the late eighteenth century nodded curtly, closed her parasol, and allowed the younger man to escort her inside.

The Pump Room?!

How had this happened? Minutes earlier—or so C.J. thought—she had walked off the set of By a Lady into the darkened backstage area of a Greenwich Village theatre in New York City in the United States of America, which, if the Orchard Street theatre poster had proclaimed the proper date, was only twenty-five years old!

C.J. stood in the middle of the flagstone square as a tide of humanity swept past her very much confounded person. A watercress-laden cart built like a giant wheelbarrow rumbled by, pulled by two small boys who paid no heed to pedestrian traffic. Jumping back to avoid being trampled by the pair of ragamuffins, C.J. backed into the bow-shaped window of Pelham’s Bookstore, just opposite a corner of Bath Abbey.

Bath Abbey?!

She turned back to look at the Abbey, which was indeed the church she had glimpsed from the Orchard Street theatre. Across the square, several fashionably dressed men and women strolled in and out of the Pump Room, the women wearing voluminous bonnets or wielding delicate parasols to shield their fair complexions from the sun. Momentarily seized by vanity, C.J. glanced about her to see if any other ladies sported fringed coquelicot shawls like the one she had been given by Milena, the By a Lady costume designer, who’d insisted that Austen herself wore one in 1798. None did. Oddly enough, she felt hopelessly out of date amid the scantily clad women in their revealing white Directoire gowns. If she had worn a frock like that under the bright stage lights—particularly the backlighting—the entire audience would have been able to tell how much she’d eaten for breakfast and whether she’d had a bikini wax.

It fleetingly occurred to C.J. that she had stumbled onto a film set. Boy, those people at Miramax work fast, she thought. But no camera equipment was in sight, and no one was dressed in a fashion other than that which seemed appropriate for 1801. This seemed much too lengthy for one of those conscious dreams. Had she hit her head when she left the stage in New York? She could not be going mad. She looked down at her feet to see if her delicate kidskin pumps had metamorphosed into a pair of ruby slippers.

No one seemed to take notice of her. Could they see her as she could see them? C.J. rubbed her rear end, which felt slightly bruised where she had bumped into the lead framing of the bookstore windowpanes. Well, she could certainly feel pain.

At first, the thunderstruck revelation that she might actually be in Bath, England, in the year 1801 felt like a fantasy come to fruition. This acknowledgment was almost immediately followed by a pang of anxiety that zigzagged like lightning through her body upon the sudden realization that she had absolutely nothing with her, save the clothes on her back and what was in the small reticule dangling from her wrist. She slid open the drawstring, hoping to locate some cash, then realized that it would have been useless had she indeed discovered dollars, the coin of an as yet infant realm. Imagine finding a penny or a five-dollar bill bearing the likeness of a man who would not achieve immortality for several decades to come! A small tortoiseshell comb and a white linen handkerchief edged in lace were all that she found inside the prop purse, and they had been placed there back in a twenty-first-century New York City dressing room.

Full of wonder, C.J. left the square to further explore her surroundings. Bath Abbey looked much the same to her as it had when she’d visited it in the twenty-first century, its unusual fan vaulting still reminding her of the wings of giant swans or, if you spent too much time staring up at them, a kaleidoscope. But instead of the weather-worn, honey-colored stone buildings she’d recalled, C.J. was fairly blinded by the gleaming whiteness of the eighteenth-century façades, made even more resplendent in the glaring sunlight. So this is what Bath looked like in its heyday! Now she began to understand why the spa city—the playground of the aristocracy—was considered one of the brightest jewels in the Georgian crown.

She journeyed through the town, keeping the river Avon at her right elbow; and with an uncanny sense of memory she found Great Pulteney Street, as long as three football fields and the widest thoroughfare she’d seen thus far. Stepping off the curb to cross the avenue, C.J. suddenly became overwhelmed; and when a wobbly and uneven stone caused her to lose her footing, she stumbled to the pavement. A rush of thunder filled her ears, and glancing up she saw four black chargers pulling a shiny burgundy-colored carriage about to bear down upon her prostrate frame. An attempt to scramble to her feet resulted in another minor catastrophe as she became tangled in the hem of her narrow skirt, sending her back to the ground. Never before had C.J. felt so terrified.

The enormous coachman on the box bellowed out a warning, tugging on his team’s reins to restrain their flight. C.J. caught a glimpse of his deep green, two-tiered Inverness cloak and high black hat before flattening her body against the road and rolling away from the thundering hooves.

The spectacle raised quite an alarm among the onlookers. A rail-thin lady in an overdecorated bonnet gasped in fright and clutched the arm of her companion, an elderly gentleman of ruddy complexion who still favored the cockaded tricorn, now some twenty years out of fashion. “Oh, I do hope the young miss is all right,” she murmured, eyes closed, fearing the worst.

Still dazed, C.J. lifted her head and wiggled her legs, thus verifying their ability to function. After a moment or two, she concluded that she was more affrighted than injured, but her pale yellow muslin had taken quite a dusting and appeared to be beyond reasonable repair. She tried to speak, but no sound would come out. After several more moments passed, she began to catch her breath. How lucky she was to be alive, and apparently in one piece. Still, words deserted her.

“The poor lambkin. And she never even raised a cry for help. Not so much as a whimper. Do you think she’s a mute, Sir Samuel?” The birdlike woman glanced anxiously at her companion. The gentleman extended a gloved hand to C.J., who shakily placed her palm in it, allowing him to lift her to her feet.

“Th-thank you, sir,” C.J. stammered, groping for her best British accent. “I shall be all right in a moment or two.”

“You suffered quite a dreadful panic, miss,” the good Samaritan said. “Will you allow us to fetch you anything?”

“No, thank you, sir. You are too kind.”

The Samaritan’s lady whispered something in his ear, to which the gentleman nodded and smiled. “Here you go, miss,” he said, drawing a silver flask from the deep pocket of his coat.

“What is it?” C.J. asked hesitantly, inspecting the container.

“Just a dram or two of brandy to set you on your feet all right.” The man offered the opened flask to C.J., who brushed her nostrils over the top, tentatively inhaling the spirits. The stinging aroma was so pungent it nearly made her eyes water.

“It’s no trouble. Just take a big swallow,” the man encouraged. “It’ll set everything to rights. Go ahead now, dearie. There’s naught to fear; it’ll not harm you.”

C.J. put the flask to her lips and took a huge swig of the alcohol. Not having anticipated its degree of potency, she coughed and spluttered as soon as it reached her tongue, practically releasing all of it into her gloved hand. “Holy—good God!” she exclaimed. The brandy was undoubtedly the strongest stuff she had ever ingested. What little she had actually swallowed seared her throat as it made its journey toward her innards. “Thank you, kind sir. And you too, madam,” she said hoarsely, managing a faint smile as she returned the silver flask to its owner.

After insisting that C.J. demonstrate to them that she was steady enough on her feet to require no further assistance, the Samaritan couple bid her a happy Easter, leaving C.J. to continue the exploration of her new and strange surroundings.

She continued to walk the length of Great Pulteney Street, her steps taking her to Sydney Place, at the apex of the road, just across from where the formal gardens began. Finding herself in front of number four, C.J. stopped and stared at its façade with the reverence of a pilgrim who has reached his destination. Recalling the research she’d done on Jane Austen before her By a Lady auditions, C.J. knew that the Austens had moved to this address sometime in 1801. The house seemed dark and still. Perhaps the novelist was still a guest of her aunt and uncle, the Leigh-Perrots, in the Paragon.

Hoping for a glimpse of her idol, she decided to locate the town house at One Paragon, but realized she hadn’t the faintest idea where it was. C.J.’s memories of modern Bath provided a familiarity with some of the most famous locations and streets, but she could not remember ever having come across the Paragon, except in biographies of Jane Austen and Sarah Siddons. But by the time she reached the Royal Crescent, she was exhausted and equally unsuccessful in her attempts to find the Paragon, not even certain whether she was hunting for a street, a square, a close, or a crescent.

It was dusk when she returned to the main square by the Abbey and the Pump Room. The lamplighters in their dun-colored coats and black knee-length breeches had begun the swift completion of their appointed rounds, their illuminations lending the night air a strangely pungent and unfamiliar odor. Here, now, in 1801, Bath was ahead of London in civil engineering. As the mecca for the ton, the influential Georgian glitterati, the spa city’s streets were fully paved and illuminated, and the sewers had all been placed underground, owing to the tremendous volume of pedestrian traffic in such a small area.

C.J.’s feet felt brutalized after spending so many hours navigating unforgiving stone walkways in her fragile slippers. A stinging pain accompanied each subsequent step she assayed. Her back ached and she felt grimy and exhausted. If the opportunity had made itself known to her, she would have seriously considered bartering her body for a soft bed and a hot bath.

By now the streets were quiet, save for the occasional rumble of a carriage. There was no open coffeehouse or shop in which to seek shelter, no bench on which to rest, and she had not realized until that moment just how hungry she was. C.J. reached into her reticule, half hoping again that some miracle of fate would have placed an English coin or two in the small drawstring purse so that she could purchase something to eat; but of course she found only the comb and handkerchief. She slid to the ground in the shadow of the Ionic colonnade by the Pump Room, wondering how—or if—or when—she might ever be able to return to her own century. It had been an extraordinary day trip, but the novelty was now wearing thin. She was tired, scared, and alone.

Tightly wrapped in her coquelicot shawl, C.J. huddled against the base of the stone colonnade, the magnitude of her predicament resulting in a flood of hot and baleful tears. She was hungry. She was hopelessly broke. And she was homeless.
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Chapter Three

In which an act of desperation leads to dire consequences resulting in a taste of English justice, whereupon our heroine is delivered into the hands of a crafty rescuer.

 C.J. WAS ABRUPTLY AWAKENED by the rustle of vendors wheeling all sizes and manner of carts into the square, laden to brimming with their several wares. She hadn’t the vaguest idea of the time. As she tried to stretch her knotted muscles, endeavoring to ignore the painful cramps that resulted from sleeping outdoors in a crumpled heap, she heard the church bell strike six times. Squealing pigs and squawking fowl joined the ecclesiastical tolling, creating a cacophonous choir.

I must look a fright, C.J. thought as she rose and shook her legs, wincing at their soreness when she placed her feet solidly on the pavement beneath her. She limped over to Pelham’s Bookstore, hoping to view her reflection in the emporium’s convex window. Her makeup had worn off, and glancing about at the ribbon vendors and bakers, the milkmaids and flower sellers, she realized that perhaps it was for the best that she bore no traces of rouge and eyeliner. She managed a self-mocking snicker. Yeah, she blended.

C.J. slid her tongue over her teeth. Her mouth felt as though it were filled with cotton, and she was sure her morning breath was foul. Using Pelham’s window as a looking glass, she removed the delicate linen handkerchief from her reticule and wiped the grime from her face, then took off her bonnet and availed herself of the little silver-backed tortoiseshell comb in an effort to make her hair as presentable as possible.

Muscle spasms in her neck and shoulders shot slivers of pain into her temples. Not only had she slept all wrong, C.J. hadn’t eaten since the night before she’d left the twenty-first century. Her head throbbed from hunger as well as fatigue. This is a hell of a way to lose weight, she thought. In her lightheadedness, she was barely aware of taking an apple off of a heaping pile of fruit from a Stall Street cart. Turning to walk toward Cheap Street, she had all but finished devouring her meager breakfast when she heard a distinct cry of distress.

“Stop, thief!” a man shouted. Barreling toward her was a husky costermonger in a coarse white apron worn directly over his shirtsleeves, which were shoved up past hairy, muscled forearms. Startled out of her confusion, C.J. realized that the apple seller was referring to her as the lightfingers. The coster’s accusation engendered a substantial commotion among the other purveyors, who immediately made a grand show of surveying their wares to ensure that they had not been pilfered as well.

Although a small boy encouraged her to “run!” C.J. was too stunned to take off. Within moments, a shadow was thrown across her path and her upper arm was seized by one of the largest men she had ever seen. The blood drained from her face as she beheld with all the terror of a trapped hare an enormous brute menacing her with a truncheon.

“Take her in, Constable,” the fruit seller cried. His fellow vendors joined the angry demand in a chorus of belligerent catcalls.

Just as she had reacted on the previous afternoon when she had nearly been trampled into pudding by a coach-and-four, C.J. fought to find her voice, unable to either whisper or scream. Finally, she managed to ask how the man in mufti could possibly represent the strong arm of English common law.

The constable laughed, showing irregular, worn-down stubs of tooth, some of which were sepia toned from tobacco stains; others were black with decay. C.J. had forgotten how dreadful the state of dentistry was in Britain in those days. “Uniform?” the barrel-chested brute guffawed. “His Majesty’s officers need no uniforms to discharge our constabulary duties.” He puffed up with pride. “I’ll have you know, missy, I was one of the finest Robin Redbreasts in my youth; you’ve not come across some untrained country-parish idiot.”

“Thank heavens!” C.J. replied, her irony lost on her accoster.

“Name’s Silas Mawl. I was a Bow Street Runner before I decided to seek greener pastures. Yes, indeed, I was quite the sight in my scarlet waistcoat.” Constable Mawl laughed again, displaying his decrepit choppers.

C.J. cast about helplessly, hoping some chivalrous soul or social reformer would come to her rescue. This was no pastoral fantasy, but rather an ordeal of frightening proportions, even for a nightmare. Mawl refused to relinquish his grip. “You’re bruising me, sir,” C.J. protested meekly, but she was greeted with a grin of remarkable self-satisfaction.

“You’re lucky you didn’t get greedy and filch yourself a sackful of apples or you’d be looking at a hemp necklace for sure.”

C.J. shuddered. Could she be hanged in England in 1801 for stealing a peck of apples? What then would the punishment be for taking only one piece of fruit? Shouldn’t she merit merely a stern admonishment not to repeat her thievery—or at the very worst, receive a slap on the wrist?

“I’m very sorry I took the apple, Constable Mawl. I was hungry, and I had not eaten for nearly two days—”

“Tell it to the magistrate,” Mawl gruffly replied. He softened momentarily when he noticed C.J.’s look of abject terror. “I’m only discharging my civic duties under the law, miss. Let’s move it along now.” The behemoth commenced to haul her across town, creating a public spectacle as well attended as any perambulation by the Pied Piper. Clearly, the constable was a well-known figure in the city, and the rough treatment of his prey was not only humiliating and painful, but proclaimed to all who witnessed C.J.’s predicament that she was a wrongdoer.

The route they took was an oddly familiar one. When they reached the Guildhall, the enormous official-looking stone edifice that also housed the grand Banqueting Room in all its gilded Georgian splendor, C.J. remembered that the last time she had visited this building, it was as a curious twenty-first-century tourist, eager to soak up as much “period” atmosphere as possible. She had scarce dreamed that someday she would be presented with a far greater taste of eighteenth-century justice than she had ever expected.

Once inside the Guildhall, Mawl led C.J. down several flights of steps whose surfaces progressed from marble to polished wood to limestone as they descended deeper into the bowels of the building.

Mawl lifted a substantial iron key ring from a hook affixed to the stone wall beside the door and escorted the frightened apple filcher down another curving, narrow flight of steps. The gloomy corridor smelled of stale urine, and C.J. was compelled to steady herself by placing her right hand along the damp stone wall. As she realized that her right wrist was equally free, permitting her to maintain her balance as she descended the spiraling stairs, it occurred to her that she had not been placed in irons when she was apprehended, although Mawl’s demeanor—and his truncheon—left no guesswork as to what a thief’s reward might be should he or she try to bolt. Perhaps, C.J. surmised, her own diminutive stature gave him little reason to imagine that she might be foolish enough to attempt escape.

The jail appeared to be quite an informal arrangement. Four cramped and airless cells, perhaps only six or eight feet across in either direction, were arranged opposite one another like figures in a country dance. The atmosphere, however, was anything but convivial. C.J. was nearly overpowered by the odor of human waste; her hand flew to her mouth to stifle her gag reflex.

The narrow, matted straw pallets that took up roughly half the floor space of each cell appeared to serve as both bed and bathroom. There was no evidence of a washbasin or bowl. Indeed, the only water to be seen was a puddle of rusty seepage in one corner of the divided room.

Maintaining his unyielding grip on the upper portion of C.J.’s left arm, Constable Mawl selected another skeleton key from the large iron ring and inserted it into a flat padlock, unlocking one of the cells, then thrust his young prisoner into the tiny room. “Your quarters, your ladyship,” he grinned mockingly. “You won’t find any apples down here, but if it’s hungry you are, you’ll be fed soon enough.”

She bit her upper lip. “How long will I be here?” she asked the constable.

Mawl released a sardonic cackle, which gave C.J. no hint of optimism. “Why, you’re a lucky girl, you are, miss.”

“I? Lucky?”

“Assizes tomorrow. The circuit judge is on the bench this week, missy. If you was to be filching apples next Monday, you’d be our guest here until he came riding back to Bath.”

“And when might that have been?” C.J. questioned.

“Half a year. Maybe more. Maybe less. If you’re acquitted—which you won’t be, as they’ve got more witnesses than spectators at a cockfight to testify against you—you’ll be released on your own re-cogni-zance. If you’re convicted and sentenced, you might consider making yourself comfortable down here.”

“For stealing an apple? One apple?” C.J. asked, appalled.

“Thievery’s against the law. There’s those been hanged for not much more.”

C.J.’s hand flew reflexively to her throat.

“Jack Clapham will be bringing you your dinner tonight, missy,” he said, leaving her alone. “On behalf of His Majesty, I hope you enjoy it.”

C.J. slumped down, hugging her knees to her chest so that she might put as little of her person as possible in contact with the cold and slimy slate. It was impossible to tell the time of day as there were no sconces on the walls to hold torches or candles, and there was certainly no window. Once night fell, it would be dark indeed. This realization was father to another set of fears. As if her dread of whatever germs or diseases might lurk in the fetid dungeon wasn’t enough to occupy her thoughts, C.J. shuddered at the contemplation of the other living things that no doubt infested her new lodgings—none with fewer than four legs—and all of them more accustomed to calling her new surroundings home.

She longed for the creature comforts of her own world: a nourishing meal, her own bed—however lonely—and the safety and security of knowing what the next day would bring. She would no longer rage against the fickle vagaries of her chosen career, nor become impatient when her dial-up connection wasn’t fast enough or her computer took forever to reboot.

That evening a hunchbacked twig of a man entered the cellar with a rotting wicker hamper. He appeared to be well into his sixties, and his small paunch, combined with the hump, lent him the appearance of a wizened camel. His cheeks and chin were stippled with a coarse red and gray stubble. “Silas said you were a fine one,” he uttered through a harelip. He opened his basket and removed an earthenware jug. “Supper time!” he announced. Clapham poured the thin beige gruel into a rough-hewn trough and regarded C.J. with amusement. “Silas said you were a hungry little lightfingers.” He turned up his nose, as if to scoff at her. “Well, never let it be said that Jack Clapham didn’t look after his guests.”

The rancid odor of the unappetizing fare caused C.J. to gag, her gullet already prepared to reject it. If she threw up, she’d have to sit there in her own vomit; if she managed to digest it, she’d be expelling it sooner or later, with nothing but the straw mat for a toilet. But hunger had already felled her, and her stomach was crying out for sustenance, however meager, however mean.

C.J. passed a sleepless night, listening anxiously to the squealing and scuttling of rats as they scurried about the cellar in search of food. She prayed that none would come near her and feared falling asleep, afraid the rodents would find her a worthy appetizer.

She assumed it was morning only when the solid door to the cellar was thrust open and Clapham entered bearing a pair of leg irons. C.J. blanched and the skin on her arms pebbled from fear. Surely the ancient turnkey did not mean to bring her in chains before the magistrate. If her memory served, the American system of justice derived from English common law. Could such barbarism exist for the theft of a single piece of fruit? Irons? She had not even been handcuffed when she was apprehended.

A new terror now overtook C.J. In an age when the sight of a woman’s ankle was reputed to cause a calamity, she hoped against hope that the jailer would have too much propriety to lift her skirts in order to affix the leg shackles. But already as good as convicted, prisoners were apparently accorded no such decency, she soon learned, as Clapham knelt and roughly slipped his hands under her gown. C.J. flinched at his touch.

Perhaps it should not have surprised her that the jailer took every advantage of his opportunity to explore her anatomy. His gnarled hands closed around C.J.’s ankles as he applied the heavy cuffs, his palms slid upward and kneaded her calves. She was sickened by his touch. When she attempted to pull away, she was astonished at the weight of the irons, and found herself as much a prisoner of the shackles as she was of the roving miscreants that trembled as they inexpertly plied the stockinged flesh beneath them.

After fastening the shackles, Clapham proffered his palm to C.J., who looked at it uncomprehendingly. “Don’t tell me you’ve got no money, miss,” he said in evident disbelief.

“I’ve got no money, sir. If I’d had any, I would not have needed to avail myself of that apple.”

“No need to get bold in your breeches with me, young miss. Now, how do you expect to pay my fee for turning the key for ye?”

“I have to pay you for letting me out of prison?” C.J. replied, nonplussed by the entirely alien concept. “I’m not even free.”

The jailer cocked his head. “How do you expect a man to earn an honest living, missy? I’m no elected official. It’s garnish that puts bread on my table and clothes on my back,” he said, drawing attention to his misshapen anatomy. Clapham ran a wrinkled hand through his stringy white hair. “But then, I must be going daft in me dotage—expecting a thief to understand a thing about honesty!”

“I should think it would be ransom enough for you to be running your hands along a lady’s legs,” C.J. retorted.

The turnkey’s expression quickly conceded defeat. Clapham led his shackled prisoner up the clammy winding staircases and remanded her into the custody of Constable Mawl, who escorted her down a wide corridor thronged with curious onlookers and rumormongers who halted their conversations midbreath to comment upon the unfortunate malfeasant being led toward the courtroom.

“The young lady looks like quality to me,” an older woman whispered to no one in particular.

“Hardly,” a female voice sneered. “Why, just look at her shawl. Coquelicot went out of fashion three seasons ago,” she tittered, and received a handful of corroborative nods and murmurs.

At the end of the hallway, two scarlet-uniformed officers of His Majesty’s army standing sentry at either door swung them open with military precision as C.J. and Mawl approached.

“Oyez, oyez,” C.J. heard. She was thrust forward by the enormous constable into the Banqueting Room itself, transformed into a temporary courtroom for the assizes. As she shuffled along, C.J. noticed an impeccably dressed dark-haired gentleman and wondered what had compelled him to attend the proceedings. A bewigged, black-robed bailiff stood at the far end of the high-ceilinged room, his booming voice resounding off the plaster walls and high ceilings as he announced, “All rise for the magistrate.”

There was a noisy scuffing of feet and shuffling of chairs and benches as two hundred or so souls of all stamps of society rose expectantly, including the spectators in the small upstairs gallery who responded with jeering enthusiasm at the entrance of the defendant.

With a flourish, another redcoat opened the door at the far end of the pistachio-colored room and the magistrate entered, clearly pleased with the pomp accorded him. Reaching up to adjust his flowing white periwig, he mounted the platform to the judge’s bench.

For the briefest moment, as C.J. marveled at his ermine-trimmed crimson robe, she forgot that her life was in this man’s hands. They were plump hands, almost like a baby’s, and looked unaccustomed to any manner of manual labor. Okay, she thought, I can wake up now. I got the reality check and I’m sure it will better enable me to play someone from this era. But when nothing changed, C.J.’s fear of being placed on trial in this strange and terrifying world returned with a vengeance, and she fought to keep her wits about her.

“Court is now in session,” the bailiff thundered. “His Worship, Magistrate William Thomas Baldwin presiding.” The gavel landed with a crack as sharp as a gunshot and the day’s proceedings—civil as well as criminal suits—commenced apace.

Alongside the bailiff sat a young clerk who squinted over a pair of bifocals. The magistrate asked the clerk to read the name of the first case. The young man read aloud the name of one Hiram Goodwin, charged with beating his wife, Susan. Mrs. Goodwin cowered in a corner of the courtroom while her husband’s hired serjeant-at-law was able to convince the court that although his client had indeed assaulted his spouse, he had done so with an open hand and had never taken a stick to her that was thicker than the width of his thumb, and while not strictly codified, enough judicial precedent had been set to support the legality of Mr. Goodwin’s actions.

A sobbing Susan Goodwin stood as the magistrate issued his verdict, dismissing the case based upon the rule of thumb—the determination that the weapon used to discipline the plaintiff did not exceed the dimensions commonly accepted as lawful.

The derisive chorus of catcalls that issued from the mouths of the distaff spectators in the small balcony drowned out the resounding cheers of their masculine counterparts. C.J. was appalled by the verdict.

“Call the next case, Master Masters!”

The young clerk read C.J.’s name from the official docket. She shuffled forward and approached the bar. “I am she, Your Worship,” C.J. replied.

“Of what is this young woman accused?”

Constable Mawl stepped forward, having eagerly awaited his moment in the sun. “Your Worship,” he began with great authority, “on the morning of April the sixth—the day after Easter Sunday, I might add, the holiest day of the year to us God-fearing Christians—”

“Come to the point, Mawl!” came the command from the bench.

“The suspect was seen by several witnesses to take an item of fruit, to wit, a ripe red apple from a pile of the selfsame fruit which sat innocently atop the apple cart of the equally innocent fruit seller, one Adam Dombie by name. The guilty—I mean the allegedly guilty—party was immediately apprehended by yours truly, to wit, myself—a former Robin Redbreast of some renown, I may add—and taken posthaste to the prison, where she was placed in the custody of the jailer, one Jack Clapham by appellation.”

“Your Worship, might I be permitted counsel?” C.J. piped up. The entire courtroom erupted in spontaneous titters. She tried to appear as unemotional and composed as possible under the circumstances, but every fiber of her being comprehended the gravity of her predicament. If someone did not speak for her, not a doubt lingered in her mind that she’d be a dead woman for stealing an apple.

C.J. continued her plea, striving to keep the desperation out of her voice. “Is not every defendant, no matter how low or mean, no matter how poor, entitled to representation from qualified counsel? A serjeant-at-law? A barrister?”

Magistrate Baldwin was highly entertained by the request. In fact, the young woman’s naïveté was providing the most entertainment he’d had in all his
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