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        21 November 1812

        Pendleton Townhouse

        Grosvenor Square

        London

      

      

      I always believed my parents’ marriage was a love match, although Mama never said so, and Papa wasn’t the type to make such emotional declarations, at least not while we were around. He was a gruff man and rarely smiled, but his feelings showed in his eyes by the way they followed her around whenever they were together and how often he touched her hands or shoulder. Nor did I ever see him turn her away when she embraced him or kissed him on the lips, which she was wont to do. And three years ago after he left his earthly shell, my sisters and I thought Mama wouldn’t last out the year. She did, though, but she was never truly happy after that. She always seemed to be searching for something to give her life meaning.

      But they did have their quarrels. Papa’s family were Tories, and Mama, when she found the time, secretly associated with the scandalous Devonshire set. He always pretended not to know, but now that I’m older, I feel pretty certain he did. He knew Mama wasn’t the sort of woman to be dictated to, but he couldn’t openly condone it either. For the most part, he trusted her to be discreet.

      Except that one time. When I was thirteen, they had a dreadful row that went on for days, and then one day, my mother was gone. Papa put it around that she had gone to the country to recover from an illness, but we knew she hadn’t. He was beside himself with worry, interrogating us and all over her closest friends, even to the point of calling on the Duchess of Devonshire, Lady Bessborough, Lady Holland, and Lady Melbourne (Mama’s Whig friends who, I later discovered, my father detested), in an attempt to discover her whereabouts. All to no avail. Finally, he just shut himself up in his study and refused to allow anyone inside except servants and numerous bottles of spirits.

      A fortnight later, Mama returned and hugged us all, promising she would never leave us again, and she and Papa went upstairs to their rooms and resolved their differences. They were happier after that, but neither could be induced to tell us anything about their quarrel or where she had been during that time.

      It wasn’t until two years later that I discovered her journal and learned the truth, shocking and unbelievable though it is. During those two weeks, Mama wrote that she had escaped two hundred years into the future to the twentieth century!

      When confronted with the journal, she admitted it was true. Apparently, the newly-married William Wilberforce had acquainted Papa with the facts about Mama’s dealings with the immoral Devonshire set—nearly all of whom had children by other men than their husbands—and told him he’d best get his household in order before he, too, became a laughingstock. Papa had been so humiliated that he’d come home in a fit of temper and demanded that Mama cease all of her political activities and content herself with her role as wife and mother. When she refused—and he had to know she would—he threatened to banish her to the country until she agreed.

      They quarreled for several days, and then one day she walked off and didn’t come back. In her diary, she wrote that she had found herself in an odd little shop on Gracechurch Street where a gypsy lady told fortunes and such. Mama confided in her, saying that she didn’t want to face anyone she knew until she had had a chance to consider her options and resolve what to do about her marriage.. The gypsy, who goes by the name of Madame Herne, offered to send her away into the future for a time, and Mama was desperate enough to accept, after being reassured that she could return when she wished to.

      She never would tell me what happened during those two weeks, and she burned the journal after I confronted her with it so that nobody else would read it. Nor do I know what she told Papa. But he never questioned her behavior again, and I believe their marriage was stronger afterward. She had a locked drawer in her desk that she only opened when she was alone, and when we were ill she used to bring us smooth white pellets instead of the usual willow bark tea, and she adamantly refused to allow us to be bled for any reason. I once caught a glimpse of her in some scandalous nightrail that made Papa’s eyes light up when he saw her in it, and she later confessed that she had got it from some shop in the future called “Victoria’s Secret.”

      She didn’t leave us again until after Papa’s death, and before she did, she made sure to tell my sisters and me beforehand.  Philippa and Sarah didn’t believe her at first, and I think they are still a bit skeptical and disapproving, but they are both happily married society matrons now and can’t imagine why anyone would want to travel in time. I, on the other hand, have always been fascinated by the idea.

      And now, on the eve of my marriage, I find myself longing to escape, at least until I can reflect clearly on my future. If I do not appear at St. George’s tomorrow, my future with Oliver will certainly be ended. But after what I overheard this evening, I comprehend that I cannot marry a man who only wants me to be a mother to his child, who likely still loves his deceased wife, my one-time best friend. Not even though I’ve loved him desperately my entire life and he may be my only chance of escaping spinsterhood.

      The house is asleep, so I change into a traveling gown and pelisse, scoop up my jewelry and a stash of coins into a reticule, and hail a hackney to take me to Gracechurch Street. A bold move, but then, I am my mother’s daughter. And I’d sooner brave the unknown than the consequences of leaving my betrothed at the altar.
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        21 November 1812

        Stanton House

        Brook Street

        London

      

      

      “A toast to the bride and all of her lovely money!”

      Oliver Stanton winced at his father’s crudeness, regretting the decision to stay with his father the night before the wedding instead of the hotel where he planned to spend the wedding night and honeymoon. He’d given up the townhouse he’d shared with his first wife in order to purchase a new one for Julia, which wouldn’t be ready for a few weeks. It was in Manchester Square, which she’d mentioned as a prime location on many occasions in the past… before his marriage to Kate. He pulled at his collar. Kate was gone. He would soon be starting a new life with Julia, but it seemed as though the memories of the past were ever-present.

      The elder Stanton clambered up the leather chair and then to the top of the sturdy desk of polished wood. He didn’t look too steady, but then neither did the other gentlemen of his circle who were in attendance. If he were to fall—well, it would be only what he deserved.

      If Oliver’s grandfather were there, he’d have managed to keep the loutish Lennie in line… except he was home in East Sussex, suffering from a case of the influenza, which could be deadly for a younger person, but particularly so for a gentleman in his eighth decade. Fortunately, he was under the care of an excellent physician, who believed he had a good chance of a full recovery.

      “Here’s to the lad here getting her belly full on the wedding night—” the boorish host dropped his voice slightly and gave his son a meaningful glance—“and Oliver boy, I’m all agog to know if she’s got freckles on her bubbies too.”

      Guffaws and crude remarks pervaded the room, and Oliver gritted his teeth, wishing he could punch his drunken sot of a father in the face. How dare he speak of Julia in such a manner? But… it wouldn’t do for his father to appear at the church with a black eye, not with a hundred of Society’s most elite members there to see it and start the rumor mills ablaze. Not a good start to his second marriage… and it was long enough in coming.

      Per usual, Oliver winced inwardly at the thought of his first wife. In spite of their difficulties, they’d shared love of a sort, and the arrival of a daughter had brought them closer. Little Violet was the image of her mother, albeit her hair had more of his dark brown than Kate’s blonde. He’d fallen instantly in love with her, and she knew it, little sprite. Poor motherless little sprite, he brooded. Well, she’d have a mother now, he thought. But the thought of Julia only made him feel more guilty. If only he had not insisted that Kate accompany him that day, the carriage accident would never have happened and Kate would still be alive. But then he would not be free to marry Julia—the woman he’d loved from afar and believed was beyond his touch—and that was always when the self-loathing set in. He at last had a chance to marry Julia… while Kate lay cold in her grave.

      Would he ever be free of it?
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      Lingering behind the partially open door, Lady Julia Tate stumbled backward until she found herself crashing into a hall table. Horrified that her presence might be detected, she scrambled away toward the kitchens after her mother, wishing she could flee and never have to face them—him—ever again.

      But she couldn’t bear to face anyone—not even her mother—so she hovered in a dark corner near the servants’ entrance and tried to compose herself. Her body covered in cold sweat, she wrapped her arms around herself and blinked the tears out of her eyes.

      Julia had known from the first that Oliver didn’t love her the way he’d loved his first wife. Frankly, she suspected the motive for his completely unexpected proposal had more to do with his pressing need to find a mother for his young daughter than any romantic interest in her. He’d not mentioned the words of love that most women wanted to hear from their suitors—the words she’d dreamed of hearing from him many years ago—but Oliver was so handsome in his gold-embroidered navy blue ensemble, and for a moment, she thought she’d seen an interesting sort of warmth in his eyes when he spoke of his regard for her and his conviction that they would rub along well together.

      She’d thought him lost to her forever after his marriage to Kate, yet here he was, in her mother’s drawing room, asking her to be his wife!  No, his offer of marriage had not been the sort that young ladies drool over in Mrs. Radcliffe’s novels, but at twenty-seven, Julia was no silly young miss. Oliver was the only man she’d ever been interested in as a marriage partner, and while he was still unmarried, she’d hoped he might come to return her feelings. As the years passed, her hopes began to falter, to be dashed when she learned of his betrothal to Kate. Kate? Betrothed to Oliver? When? Why? How? It was a devastating blow, a betrayal, really, by the woman she considered her best friend in the world.

      As always, she felt a twinge of guilt at harboring resentment of a woman who died so tragically young, especially considering that it was her death that given Julia another chance to wed the man she loved.

      I’m sorry, Kate. I resented your marrying Oliver when you knew I loved him, but I’d never wish you dead. Oliver needs a wife and little Violet a mother… if it wasn’t me, it would be someone else, and I couldn’t bear to see that happen again.

      In the end, she’d been unable to refuse his offer. If they married, there was every chance that his feelings for her would grow and change afterward, while a refusal would mean giving up all hope forever. She’d been prepared to forego marriage and satisfy her desire for children with her sisters’ offspring and her work with the Foundling Home, but how much better to wed the man she loved and have children of her own, as well as the opportunity to raise his adorable daughter, which poor Kate was unable to do.

      But… then she’d heard the drunken toasts of the gentlemen in the library and suddenly realized that she couldn’t go through with it. Marry a man knowing it wasn’t necessarily her he wanted, but merely any woman who could fill the position? Suffer the pain of knowing that whenever he held her in his arms he was wishing she were someone else? Sensing Kate’s ghost between them every minute of the day? She’d rather remain a solitary spinster than doom herself to such a miserable future.

      How long she stood there she had no idea, but before long, she felt someone gripping her shoulder.

      “Julia! Julia! What is wrong with you? Has something happened?”

      Lady Pendleton scrutinized her with eyebrows drawn together. “A pity I haven’t my hartshorn with me. I should have known it was a mistake to bring you here tonight when I needed to consult with the Stantons’ cook about the wedding breakfast—both Sarah and Philippa suffered from wedding day jitters—but I thought—well, you and Oliver have known each other forever—”

      Julia took a deep breath. “I-I am well, Mama. I suppose the gravity of it all—I don’t know—I just wish I had a bit more time—”

      Her mother hugged her tightly and kissed her cheek. “What you need is a good night’s sleep. The wedding will be over before you know it, and you and Oliver will have your entire lives together to look forward to, with little Violet too. Come, my dear, my business with Cook is finished and it’s time we started back to Grosvenor Square.”

      Julia allowed herself to be led to the waiting carriage, but all the while she was thinking: I can’t do it. I can’t marry Oliver tomorrow. But I can’t leave him waiting at the altar either. He’d never forgive me. There would be a scandal and… he’d eventually marry someone else, and that would be worse. Wouldn’t it?
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