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            MADILYNN SINCLAIR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present

      

      

      

      It was a beautiful autumn day. Leaves in shades of reds and golds and brown fell like fat raindrops from the maple, hickory, and oak trees. The dry leaves crunched beneath my boots as I walked around from the back of the house to the front door of the Becquerel home.

      My home for the indefinite future.

      The breeze coming off the Mississippi River felt soft and crisp, reminding me of high school football games. With cheering and bands playing. Hot cocoa.

      All bittersweet memories.

      As I stepped into the foyer, a little shiver of anticipation skittered up my spine. I ignored it.

      My boots echoed on the mahogany floor as I walked over to the grandfather clock and looked up into its face. Though silent, the clock held an imposing presence.

      Someone would be coming to repair the problem with the winding mechanism.

      Besides it not ticking, there was a gash across the clock’s face between the six and seven.

      Wounded.

      I was a little surprised that the gash hadn’t been repaired, but over time it had become part of the clock’s history. There was quite a story behind this clock.

      It had been brought over from France in the 1700s. A gift from the man who built the house to his bride.

      I passed the stairs leading to the second floor and went into the parlor.

      A grand piano in one corner. A fireplace on the back wall.

      A sofa and what had to be some of the original chairs.

      The seat cushions, though worn and faded, were covered with hand embroidered fabric. Bright colors. Red. Yellow. Green. Butterflies and birds.

      At least one woman had spent countless hours putting in stitch after stitch.

      The designs were of such intricate detail, it was unfathomable that they hadn’t been done by machine.

      Deep emerald velvet curtains framed each of the tall floor to ceiling windows. Windows that were actually doors.

      Doors that could be opened up to allow people to spill out onto the veranda.

      Closing my eyes, I imagined a young lady sitting at the piano while men and women talked and laughed.

      There had been happiness in this house.

      I could feel it.

      And there would be happiness again.

      There would be weddings and honeymooners and reunions and whatever else anyone wanted to gather together for.

      The last person hired to do this had gone a little bit crazy.

      I could see how someone could wrapped up in the beauty of this house. The history.

      The last person, a woman by the name of Briana, had disappeared from here.

      Rachel, the curator of the Becquerel Estate, had found her car parked at the end of the driveway.

      It had been several months, but Briana had never been found.

      They had found no evidence of foul play.

      And I didn’t think there had been any.

      I was toying with a story to tell the tourists who would be coming to see the centuries old house.

      There had to be a good story because Briana’s disappearance had been in the news.

      Rachel was afraid that it would give the house a bad reputation.

      But if she let me do my job, I could spin it into something romantic. Something just fanciful enough to be believable.

      But that was down the road a bit.

      Right now I had lots of work to do before the house would be guest ready.

      Tomorrow I was interviewing a landscaper.

      Nothing had been done with the yard in decades.

      And since the outside was the first thing anyone saw, it needed to reflect the elegance of the house.

      I couldn’t do it, but I could hire someone to do it while I focused on the inside of the house.

      Rachel insisted that money was no object.

      And based on what she was paying me, I believed her.

      I’d run a historic bed and breakfast in Birmingham before coming here.

      And even though I had a degree in hospitality management, I’d learned ten times more hands on in that job than I’d learned from books.

      It had been a good job and I’d made it mine.

      But I could do the same thing here.

      It would just take me a little bit of time.

      Unfortunately, though, time was something I didn’t have a whole lot of.

      Rachel wanted this place up and running by Christmas.

      Apparently it was a year overdue, so I had a lot of expectations on me.

      Fortunately, pressure was something I was good at handling.

      Standing at one of the French windows, I looked out toward the front lawn.

      The road leading up to the circle drive in front of the house was lined with oak trees.

      Trees so old, their limbs, as wide around as most tree trunks, dipped down to the ground with their weight.

      It was quiet and peaceful here. Isolated.

      And it was my job to bring this place back to life.
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            BEAU BECQUEREL

          

        

      

    

    
      I needed to hire more help.

      I tossed a pitchfork full of hay into one of the horse stalls and went outside to haul in another bale of hay.

      My brother had accumulated a dozen champion horses before he left in the early light of dawn, taking only one mare with him.

      When he’d been here, he’d done all the work in the barn himself, but then he was a little bit mad.

      At least that’s what everyone said.

      I knew better.

      I knew he’d done the work to keep his mind occupied.

      But with Father sick, I had to take care of not only Bradford’s horses, but Father’s cotton, and what little time was left, I used to cultivate my tobacco plants.

      It was a damn shame, too, because the tobacco plants were my passion. That and studying.

      I read everything I could get my hands on.

      I’d read every book in my father’s library.

      And I hungered for more.

      My brother and I were a lot alike in our thirst for knowledge. Except where my brother learned from others, I learned from books.

      My brother was in politics.  A United States senator.

      I had no interest in any of that.

      I liked it right here.

      Quiet. Peaceful.

      But at the moment, there was far too much work for one man.

      My quality of life was suffering.

      I tossed another pitchfork full of hay into the next stall. I’d been rotating the horses each time I went out in the fields, but there just weren’t enough hours in the day.

      Even now, the sun was setting.

      I liked to sit on the veranda with a good cigar, a good book, and watch the sunset.

      Yes. Something was definitely going to have to change around here.

      “Beau?”

      It was Theo, the cook.

      “Sir,” Theo said. “your mother sent me to fetch you. It’s your father. He’s taken a turn for the worse.”

      “Did anyone send for Doc?”

      “I don’t think so, Sir.”

      Damn.

      Somehow between my older brother leaving and my father taking ill, taking care of the household had fallen to me.

      I had to take care of my ailing father, my mother, and my younger sister Bailey.

      Bailey was supposed to have gotten married over the summer, but the wedding had been postponed, probably due to Father taking ill.

      Postponing the wedding was the only good thing that had come out of all this. Once my sister married that fellow from Birmingham, Alabama, we’d likely not see much of her.

      Our brother was the only one in the family who did much traveling.

      With all the work around here to be done, I did good to get a good night’s sleep, much less travel to the next state.

      I jabbed the pitchfork into the dirt.

      Somebody had to take charge.

      And apparently that someone was me.

      “Would you go see if you can find him?” I asked. “Try his office in town, first.”

      Theo turned to leave.

      “Theo,” I said. “Take that horse on the end. You’ll get there a lot faster.”

      Theo grinned. No man in his right mind would argue with taking one of these thoroughbred horses for a spin.

      As Theo saddled up the chestnut mare, I wondered how I was supposed to get help out here.

      “After you find Doc, stop by the newspaper office and ask them to run an ad for some help out here.”

      Theo looked at me funny.

      “I think the newspaper office is closed,” he said, leading the horse toward the barn door.

      “Right,” I said, picking up the pitchfork. It was already dark and I was still doing chores.

      I listened enviously as Theo galloped down the lane on his way to town and hurried to finish up feeding the horses.

      Now I had to go inside and see what was wrong with Father.

      Not that I could do anything.

      And besides that, Father was not a good patient. He was cranky as hell and hard to get along with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            MADILYNN

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I stood in the kitchen, waiting for the latte machine to heat up.

      It was no Starbuck’s, but it would have to do.

      If Rachel wasn’t so old-fashioned, I’d talk to her about putting a Starbuck’s franchise out here.

      But, of course, she’d never go for it.

      First of all, it would be a total loss with so few people coming through, and second, Rachel insisted on keeping everything as authentic as possible.

      I didn’t blame her, of course.

      People came here to step back in time. And having a different kind of coffee came with the territory.

      I filled my cup and walked to the back, out onto the veranda.

      It was still early and it looked like a morning storm was moving in.

      Fall was my favorite time of the year.

      Next time I went into town, I’d buy some pumpkins and set them around the front and back verandas.

      I opened up my phone and checked the weather.

      Yep. Definitely a storm headed this way.

      And the landscaper was scheduled to come out this morning.

      I needed to reschedule him for a later day.

      I sat down on one of the white wooden rocking chairs and propped my feet on lower ledge of the banister.

      The banister was loose. Like just about everything else around here, it needed work, too.

      I would have to hire a carpenter.

      I’d always heard that an unlived in house would fall apart. That people kept life in a house.

      I’d always wondered how that could be true.

      But now I was beginning to understand.

      As long as someone lived in a house, there was someone there to fix things as they broke instead of letting the house just cave in.

      The morning sunlight cast a shadow across the back lawn.

      I put a hand over my eyes and peered across the glare of the sunlight.

      My feet crashed to the floor and I nearly spilled my coffee.

      There was a man walking toward me.

      Well, not toward me, exactly, but toward the steps of the veranda.

      He didn’t seem to see me.

      Thinking he must be the architect, I stood up and set my coffee cup on the railing, and prepared to greet him.

      He was a handsome man, though he looked a bit like he’d just woke up and hadn’t had his morning coffee yet.

      He looked a bit like I felt.

      His dark hair just reached the collar of his white shirt. He was wearing dark trousers and what looked like riding boots that come nearly up to his knees.

      He walked up the steps toward the back door and went inside.

      Not once looking in my direction.

      He hadn’t seen me.

      And I’d been so focused on the fact that he hadn’t seen me that it only just now occurred to me that a strange man had just gone inside my house.
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      I walked out of my father’s bedroom and blew out a breath of relief.

      Not relief that Father was better. He wasn’t.

      But relief that I had gotten out his dark, stuffy room.

      If I ever took ill like that, I would insist that someone at least open a window.

      How was he supposed to get better lying there in the dark, stale air?

      Doc hadn’t made it out last night, but he assured Theo that he’d make it out today, hopefully this morning.

      I was already ticking off the hundred things I had to do today.

      And I was going to start off my day by checking out my tobacco plants, by God.

      Right after I mucked out the horse stalls and fed them hay.

      But then I would definitely make it to my tobacco plants. I had neglected them for the last two days.

      I reached the top of the stairs, went down to the landing, and froze.

      There was a young lad standing in the foyer, his hands on his hips.

      But then he turned and I quickly realized that he wasn’t in fact a young lad.

      He was a young lady.

      A young lady in boy’s clothing.

      My sister had been known to wear my clothes from time to time when she had been riding in the fields or doing other things around the house.

      Dresses were quite cumbersome to get around in at times. So that wasn’t the part that surprised me.

      The young lady was most definitely not my sister.

      She was, in fact, a beautiful lady. And her britches fit her more snuggly than I’d ever seen britches fit on man or woman.

      Viewing her profile, I had an excellent view of her shapely backside.

      What strange woman had come into our home on an early Tuesday morning wearing boy’s clothing that hugged her figure like a glove?

      It was most unseemly.

      And most intriguing.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      She didn’t see me standing there.

      She should have felt me staring at her.

      After a quick glance over her shoulder toward the front door, she turned her attention to the clock.

      The steady ticking of the grandfather clock with its chimes that marked each and every hour of my life in this house were barely noticeable to me.

      It was just there.

      Like the rising and setting of the sun.

      But the girl was looking at the clock as though it was the one of the most unusual things she’d ever seen.

      When it began to chime the hour, she gasped and jumped back.

      I smiled to myself.

      Whoever this girl was, I definitely wanted to meet her.

      Perhaps she was one of Bailey’s friends… but Bailey didn’t have any friends.

      Maybe she was one of Thomas’s relatives. A sister perhaps.

      Bailey hadn’t said anything about Thomas coming to visit, much less his family.

      Almost on cue, I heard my sister’s footsteps coming down the hallway.

      She walked with a lightness and quickness of foot that no one else in my family had.

      Looking up to the top of the stairs, I called her name to get her attention.

      She stopped and looked down at me with a bemused expression.

      “Is Thomas here?” I asked without preamble.

      “Thomas? Hardly.”

      “What about his family?”

      “Why would they be here?” she asked, with a certain amount of irritation that I didn’t miss. “You may recall that we postponed the wedding.”

      “Then who is the—”

      I looked back downstairs, but the girl was gone.

      “Who is who?” she asked, coming down to the landing to stand next to me?

      “The girl,” I said, staring into an empty foyer.

      Bailey rolled her eyes at me.

      “You’ve been working too hard.” She turned and bounded back up the stairs. Then glanced back over her shoulder. “You should hire some help.”

      “I’d like to do just that,” I said, but I was only speaking to myself.

      Bailey closed her door, leaving me there alone to go downstairs and find the mystery girl on my own.
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      I’d been through the house three times, but there was no one there.

      I thought about calling the local sheriff, but it seemed like an overreaction.

      Besides, the man hadn’t looked dangerous.

      By the time I made it through the house for the third time, checking all the locks as I went, I was exhausted.

      Collapsing on the sofa in the main parlor, I decided I had either been hallucinating or… I had seen a ghost.

      I’d been playing around with the idea of making up a story about Brianna going back in time.

      But maybe there was something else I could add to my little make-believe story.

      Maybe the place was haunted with people from the past.

      In fact… maybe people came and went through time when they walked inside the house.

      My own story sent a chill up my spine.

      I was tripping too close to what had actually been going on around here.

      Brianna missing.

      A strange man walking into the house.

      I put a hand over my eyes.

      I had thought that moving here. Starting over. Would keep my thoughts from being fanciful.

      Of course, I would take the fanciful thoughts over the nightmares any day.

      And I hadn’t had any nightmares last night.

      In fact, my sleep had been dreamless.

      That, in itself, was a God-send.

      I could hope that I continued to have peaceful sleep.

      With peaceful sleep, I could deal with the fanciful thoughts.

      Maybe.

      If I didn’t wear myself out looking for intruders.

      And then there was the matter of the clock.

      I thought I’d heard it ticking, but it had been so faint. Could have been coming from anywhere in the house.

      But then the clock began to chime the hour.

      It had chimed eight times.

      And the pendulum had moved.

      I’d watched it swing steadily back and forth.

      Then just as quickly as it had begun, it had stopped.

      The doctor had said that I might have intrusive memories.

      Was that an intrusive memory?

      It was more than fanciful thinking.

      Because I’d actually seen the pendulum swinging. Just like I’d seen the man walk across the lawn, up the stairs, across the veranda, and into the house.

      It was stress. That was all.

      I was alone in a strange place.

      Getting over a traumatic event.

      Things were bound to happen.

      This job was going to be a lot of hard work, but it was going to be relaxing, too.

      Just getting away from Birmingham and all the memories that every corner held was going to be beneficial for me.

      Just as I opened my phone to text the landscaper a note to reschedule, the doorbell rang.

      Normally, doorbells didn’t cause me anxiety.

      But after what had just happened, I had to press my hands against my jeans to keep them from trembling as I walked across the silent foyer.

      The man on the other side of the door grinned as I unlocked the door.

      “Hello,” he said. “I’m looking for Madilynn. I’m Jerry. Here about the landscaping job.”

      “Jerry,” I said, holding out my hand to shake his. “I was just about to text you. To suggest that we reschedule. What with the rain and all.”

      He pulled off his hat and tapped it against his thigh to knock the rain off.

      “Aw. A little rain never hurt anybody. Besides. I’m very familiar with this property. If you don’t mind, I’d like to hear your ideas.”

      “Of course,” I said, stepping back to let him inside. “Please. Come in. We can sit in the kitchen.”

      As I led Jerry back to the kitchen, there was one thing I was certain of.

      The man I’d seen come inside the house earlier was most certainly not the landscaper. At least not this landscaper.

      This man was thin and had a scraggily beard.

      His eyes were kind and he seemed nice, but he was most definitely not my handsome ghost.
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      I poured myself a glass of whiskey and sat at my father’s huge oak desk.

      It was probably too early for whiskey, since I’d barely finished breakfast.

      But I needed the alcohol to fortify myself for the task of sitting at my father’s desk.

      No one sat at my father’s desk except him. Ever.

      But he was in no shape to handle anything right now.

      There was a stack of bills to be paid on one side of his desk.

      Thank God Father was organized.

      But it was just another thing added to my list of things to do.

      I made a mental note to talk to my sister about taking care of the paperwork. Mother was certainly in no condition to handle it. She barely left Father’s side and when she did, her head was back there with him anyway.

      I took a sip of the whiskey and waited while it burned its way down to my stomach.

      Then I pulled a fresh sheet of paper from his desk and prepared to write an ad.

      But I wasn’t so different from my mother at the moment. My head was not on the task at hand.

      I’d searched the entire house for the girl I’d seen standing at the foot of the stairs in front of the clock.

      She had not been in the house.

      Going outside didn’t seem like an option, since it was pouring down raining, but apparently that was just what she had done.

      I wasn’t going outside in it.

      At least not just yet.

      I would have to go out shortly and feed the horses, but the thought merely served as a reminder that I needed to advertise for a stable boy at the very least.

      I needed some more hands, but this was as good a place as any to start.

      I dipped my quill in the ink and got started.

      Stable boy needed.

      I tapped the end of the quill against my chin.

      The girl couldn’t have gone far. Not in weather like this.

      Maybe she was hiding in the barn.

      She could be a runaway, taking refuge in the house.

      She didn’t have to leave. I would have given her food and a place to sleep even.

      Hell, maybe she needed work. Girls could take care of horses just as good as boys could.

      I finished my ad and put it on top of the stack of bills.

      The next person to go into town could take it by the newspaper.

      Maybe I’d find the girl in the meantime and I could put her to work mucking stalls in exchange for food and a place to stay.

      The idea brightened my mood immensely.

      Now all I had to do was to find her.

      “Sir,” Theo said, stopping at the door and looking at me.

      “What is it Theo?”

      “You need to come, Sir. To see this.”
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      “I’d like to walk outside,” Jerry said. “Take a look around.”

      The rain was coming down in sheets, splashing against the glass.

      “It’s raining,” I said simply.

      “Ah,” he said. “it’s not so bad.”

      Raising my eyebrows, I looked at him. I wasn’t sure where he was from, but where I was from, it was best not to get out in weather like this if it was avoidable.

      And it seemed avoidable.

      “Why don’t I make you some coffee?” I asked. “Give the rain time to let up.”

      Jerry stood up.

      “How about you go ahead and heat the coffee?” He pulled a small umbrella out of his carpenter pants. “I’ll be right on back in. I just want to check and see if the rose bushes are still there.”

      Rose bushes? Seriously.

      “Okay,” I said. He seemed determined to get outside and I had no reason to try to stop him.

      As I filled the coffee pot and put in coffee grounds, Jerry opened the door, popped up his umbrella, and stepped outside in the blowing rain.

      I shivered as he closed the door behind him.

      He was a strange man, but he seemed to really love this property.

      I sat back at the table and looked over some of the drawings he’d made while we talked.

      He had sketched some rose bushes on his drawing over by a white picket fence.

      There was no white picket fence. And I certainly hadn’t seen any rose bushes.

      Jerry either had quite a good imagination or quite a good memory. Or maybe a little bit of both.

      I checked my cell phone for messages, and finding none, I slipped my phone in my back pocket and went to the window. But I couldn’t see anything.

      Curious about what Jerry was doing, I grabbed an umbrella and went to the back door and looked out. I wasn’t going out there, so grabbing the umbrella wasn’t necessary.

      Still, I might need it.

      I couldn’t see him through the rain.

      But as I stood there, the rain suddenly lightened up to a soft drizzle and I could see outside clearly.

      Jerry wasn’t there.

      Instead, there was a fence post at the edge of the building that was going to be the café for the bed and breakfast.

      It must have been a trick of the light that led me to see what was left of the fence post.

      And right there next to it, sprouting out of the wet ground was a rose vine. There was one little baby yellow rose blooming there on the other side of the fence.

      Just at the corner of where Jerry had drawn the roses.

      “What the…?”

      I opened the door, popped the umbrella, and stepped outside.

      Walking through the drizzling rain, I kept an eye out for Jerry as I walked toward the fence with the roses.

      I stopped in front of the fence and cupped the rose in my hand.

      As I bent down to sniff the rose, the flower came loose in my hand.

      And the deluge of rain started again.

      “Thought you were staying inside,” Jerry said, from behind me, shifting my attention away from the fence.

      I turned, still holding the flower in my hand.

      “Where did you get that?” he asked, looking at me with wariness.

      “From the rose bush,” I said, looking down at the little cluster of yellow rose petals in my hand.

      Jerry didn’t say anything. I turned around, following his gaze.

      There was no fence. No roses.

      Only some old brambles where flowers had obviously been grown.

      Of course, it shouldn’t have been there, but he was the one who’d drawn it, after all.

      Jerry took a step backwards, putting distance behind us.

      “I don’t…” I searched his gaze, looking for answers, but he kept walking backwards.

      “It’s just a wild rose,” I said, trying to smile. I didn’t understand why he was so obviously upset.

      Why was Jerry acting like this?

      I started to follow, but I slipped, landing on my knees in the mud.

      The umbrella fell from my hands.

      But I didn’t need it.

      The rain had stopped.
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      The rain had stopped.

      I no longer had any excuses to not go outside anyway.

      The windows were coated with condensation, but the sun was coming out.

      I grabbed my hat, jammed it on my head, and followed Theo outside.

      “What’s going on?” I asked as we walked toward the back door.

      “Sir,” Theo said. “It’s one of those things you have to see for yourself.”

      Theo wasn’t prone to dramatics.

      At least he never had been in my interactions with him.

      He mostly worked with Father.

      I had to shore myself up, though, to be more in charge.

      Knowing that I had to do that was a whole lot different than actually doing it.

      I wasn’t ready for this level of responsibility. But Father had taken ill suddenly.

      Theo opened the door and I followed him outside.

      The cool breeze had that fresh after rain scent that held just a hint of the cool autumn weather to come.

      It couldn’t get here fast enough for me.

      Riding my horse through the field, baking in the sun, was something I could live without.

      I looked out across the fields, revamping my schedule for the day. Maybe I’d save my tobacco plants for later, after all.

      They were sort of my reward for getting through all my other duties.

      I assumed we were going to the kitchen where Theo worked, but he stopped about halfway across the back lawn.

      I followed his gaze.

      It was her.

      It was the girl I’d seen in the foyer. The one who’d been staring at the clock.

      She was on her knees in the mud, looking at her hands.

      Mon Dieu. She must have fallen.

      She held a single yellow rose in her hand.

      I looked over at Theo.

      “What is this?” I asked, then reached her side in about three long strides.

      “Miss,” I said, softly. “Can I help you stand up?”

      She seemed to suddenly realize that I was there.

      Leaning away from me, she turned her gaze up to meet mine.

      She had the clearest, most beautiful green eyes I’d ever seen.

      Enchanting.

      But she was looking at me as though she was seeing a ghost.

      “You’re safe,” I said, going on instinct.

      She looked from me to Theo and back again.

      “Jerry?” she asked.

      I shook my head.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know Jerry.”

      She swallowed and turned her attention back to the yellow rose in her hand.

      “Please,” I said. “Allow me to help you up.”

      I put my hands gently on her elbows and she allowed me to help her stand up. She was light as a feather.

      She was soaked, but that wasn’t surprising considering that the rain had only just stopped a few minutes ago.

      She looked back at Mother’s climbing roses.

      “I don’t…” Her expression was so baffled. I wanted to pull her to me. To comfort her.

      But I had to keep my focus.

      I needed to help her.

      She must be lost.

      Or maybe injured. All these things ran through the back of my head.

      But there was one thing I needed to know first.

      “Where did you get that rose?” I asked.

      Instead of answering, she lifted her hands toward the roses climbing on the white fence.

      “No,” I said. “That isn’t possible.”

      Mother was very particular about her rose bushes.

      And she only grew red ones.
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      The white fence was covered with climbing roses.

      All miniature roses just like the one I held in my hand.

      Just like my grandmother used to have in her back yard.

      She’d let me cut them and fill vases with the freshly cut flowers.

      It was where I’d first discovered that I had both a knack and a passion for decorating and everything related to hospitality.

      But the fence had not been there moments before. Nor had the roses.

      I’d found one little wild rose next to a rotted fence post.

      Right here where the picket fence stood.

      And instead of Jerry, there were two men I’d never seen before.

      One was a middle-aged man with dark skin.

      The other, hovering close to me as though I was as delicate as the flower in my hand, was a young man around my age. Perhaps his early thirties.

      He had dark hair that skimmed the collar of his white shirt and looked like he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days.

      And he was wearing black riding boots.

      I gasped as I realized he was man I’d man seen outside the window.

      The one who’d gone inside the house that I’d looked for, but couldn’t find.

      “The rose,” he said.

      He wanted to know where I got the rose.

      “There,” I said, nodding at the fence post.

      He shook his head.

      “Mother only grows red roses.”

      “Sir,” the other man interrupted. “Shall I put on some water for tea?”

      “Of course,” the man answered, then turned back to me. “My apologies,” he said. “I should get you inside. You’re drenched.”

      I was soaked, but that was the least of my problems.

      I was standing here with two strange men, not the man I was in the process of hiring to do the landscaping.

      There was a white picket fence that hadn’t been there minutes earlier.

      And the fence was covered with miniature roses.

      Red roses.

      There were no other yellow roses other than the one I held in my hand.

      I allowed the man to lead me inside what I knew as the café. Or what was going to be a café one day.

      Instead, it was a working kitchen.

      There was a large kitchen table in the center of the room with several chairs.

      But it was mostly being used as a work bench.

      There were several people working. One young girl sat on a stool at the table peeling potatoes. Another, older woman was kneading dough, her hands covered in flour. They both wore long old-fashioned dresses and kerchiefs to hold their hair back.

      The older woman paid me no attention, but the younger one watched me with obvious curiosity from beneath her lashes.

      There was a blazing fire with a black kettle in the oversized fireplace.

      Something was cooking. Something spicy.

      I sat in the chair Beau pulled out for me.

      Somebody draped a soft cotton quilt across my shoulders. I wasn’t cold, but I shivered.

      The man pulled a chair up next to me and looked into my eyes.

      His eyes were clear blue like a bright cloudless summer sky.

      I could get lost in those eyes.

      But I was disoriented and I felt like I might lose my balance.

      Seeming to sense this, he put a hand on my shoulder to steady me.

      “My name is Beau Becquerel,” he said, his voice soothing and kind.

      “You’re safe here,” he said.

      I closed my eyes and slowly took a deep breath.

      Blinking, I opened my eyes and looked at the yellow rose in my hands.

      I may be safe.

      But I didn’t know where here was.
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      Theo set a cup of warm tea on the table in front of me.

      “Need anything else, Sir?” he asked.

      “Not right now,” I said, not looking at Theo.

      The girl sitting in front of me had clear, smooth skin that I longed to touch.

      Her lips were full and kissably bow shaped.

      I felt like she’d woven some kind of spell over me.

      “I have some hot tea,” I said, bringing my focus back to earth.

      She looked at me from beneath her lashes and nodded.

      I held out my hand.

      She hesitated and I didn’t think she was going to hand me the rose.

      But she did.

      She carefully placed it in my hands like it was a delicately rare butterfly.

      “Thank you,” I said, reaching for the mug with my other hand.

      While she sipped the tea, I ran a finger over the yellow rose petals. It was freshly picked and still moist from the rain.

      It must have simply fallen off the vine when she’d touched it.

      I needed to put it in some water to keep it alive. To show Mother. Perhaps she had an explanation.

      Pushing my chair back, I found a small jar, filled it with water, and carefully set the rose to float on the top.

      I felt her watching me the whole time, until I went back to my seat in front of her.

      The jar with the rose sat on the table next to us.

      My next order of business was to get her something dry to wear.

      She was close enough to my sister’s size that Bailey’s clothes would do.

      But before I took her inside the house, I needed to have some information.

      “Do you know your name?” I asked.

      The little quirk of a smile tugged at one corner of her lips.

      “Madilynn,” she said.

      “Good.” I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

      At least she knew her name.

      I’d heard of cases where a person hit their head and lost all memory of their identity.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Madilynn.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “How did I get here?” she asked.

      I sighed. My relief had come too quickly.

      She knew her name but she didn’t know where she came from.

      “We’re at the Becquerel Plantation,” I said.

      “I know. But how did I get here?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we should start at the beginning.”

      She just looked at me, her eyes wary.

      “Where are you from?”

      The question seemed to confuse her.

      “Birmingham,” she said.

      Birmingham. Then she must know my sister’s betrothed.

      “Are you here with Thomas?” I asked.

      I didn’t know much about Thomas. He could have a sister and I wouldn’t even know it. We hadn’t met his family.

      “I was here with Jerry.”

      “Right.”

      I didn’t know what else to do.

      The girl was obviously disoriented.

      “There’s no one named Jerry here.”

      “It’s okay,” she said, reaching out, but not quite touching me. “If you can just tell me how I got here.”

      I rubbed a hand on my chin.

      Then I remembered. Doc would be here soon.

      Doc could take a look at her.

      But first I had to get her properly dressed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 11

          

          
            MADILYNN

          

        

      

    

    
      I followed the man—Beau—out of the kitchen.

      He carried a jar with the flower in one hand and held my arm with his other.

      He didn’t seem to trust me not to fall down again.

      I didn’t trust me not to fall down again either.

      Not after what had happened.

      The sunshine was bright now, glinting off the dewy grass.

      So bright I couldn’t look toward the east without it hurting my eyes.

      The ground was moist, but I didn’t see any sign of the mud that I had slipped in.

      In fact, the ground was covered with soft grass and wasn’t muddy at all.

      Yet my jeans were soaked and caked with mud where I’d fallen.

      It was just another mystery that I couldn’t explain.

      We went up the stairs to the veranda and he opened the back door. Help it open while I walked through.

      I had no doubt anymore that this was his home.

      I was the one who was intruding.

      But he didn’t seem to mind me being here.

      He actually seemed more concerned than anything else.

      There was a gentleness about him that I responded to.

      Even though I felt disoriented, I trusted him.

      We stepped inside the house and all doubt that I wasn’t where I’d started that morning vanished.

      We passed what had been the kitchen. It was now a dining room with a large table and a least a dozen heavy wooden chairs around it.

      When we reached the foyer, I stopped and looked at the clock.

      It was gently ticking, steadily noting the seconds as they passed.

      The clock that had been broken.

      The face no longer had a rip between the six and seven.

      It was the same clock, only newer.

      And working.

      I turned and looked at Beau questioningly.

      “My Great Great Uncle Nathaniel had it sent over from France,” he said. “He bought it for… his wife...”

      Beau’s voice dropped. He was squinting at me and could see that he was thinking through something.

      He looked down at my mud-coated jeans, then looked down at the yellow rose in the jar of water.

      “What are you going to do with that?” I asked. Some of the fog was lifting a bit from my brain.

      “I’m… um…” he seemed to pull himself out of whatever he was thinking. “I’m going to show it to my mother. To see if she’s ever had that happen before.”

      “Oh,” I said, looking around.

      Somehow I’d gone from being isolated here by myself to having a houseful of strangers.

      Normally, I would have been alarmed.

      There wasn’t supposed to be anyone else here.

      It occurred to me then that I should probably check with Rachel.

      And I remembered that I had my phone with me when I went outside.

      Worried that it had fallen out, my hand automatically went to my back pocket.

      But it was there.

      Relieved that I had my phone and at least that was one normal thing at the moment, I pulled it out and checked for messages.

      It took me a minute, but I had no service. None.

      I checked for airplane mode, but all my settings seemed to be in order.

      “No service,” I said, mostly to myself.

      “Mon Dieu,” Beau said, pressing his free hand against his eyes.

      “What?” I asked, recognizing French, but not understanding the words.

      “Not again,” he said, looking toward the clock.

      I shrugged, thinking he was talking about the cell service being out again.

      Good to know that it wasn’t just me.

      It didn’t bother me like it used to would have.

      In some ways, it was actually a relief to not have to worry about staying in touch with the world.

      I’d come out here to get away from people anyway.

      I looked up at Beau. He was still looking at me with an odd expression.

      I just shrugged.

      If I had to be around people, he didn’t seem so bad.
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      This was not good.

      In fact, this was most definitely a problem.

      Everyone thought my Great Great Uncle Nathaniel—Uncle Nathaniel to me—was crazy. But, according to my father, it wasn’t that he was crazy.

      He just seemed crazy because his wife was from the past… or the future… At any rate, Vaughn traveled through time, leaving Uncle Nathaniel to wait for her. Never knowing when she would be back.

      That was no way to live.

      And then Briana had shown up and as much as I didn’t want to believe it, she was from the future.

      It had been love at first sight for my brother. They had, in fact, gotten married. Their wedding had been under the most unusual circumstances, but I’d witnessed it myself.

      Then Briana had… vanished. Returned to her time.

      After that, my brother, Bradford, had been just like Uncle Nathaniel. Wandering around aimlessly waiting for Briana to return.

      When she finally came back to him, he’d been ready. He’d tossed her in a wagon and gotten her away from here practically in the middle of the night.

      Supposedly my brother had figured out that there was a rip in time right here on this property.

      He must have been right. It had all started with Vaughn. She’d just arrived from France and had been on her way to marry a man in Natchez when her traveling party was set upon by Indians.

      An old Indian, obviously not one of the attackers, had made a spell to send her through time. That spell had saved her life.

      The way the story went, the Indian had warned her that the spell might not ever heal and others related to her could fall through it.

      Briana had fallen through that rip in time.

      And now it was quite possible that another one had come through.

      Perhaps I should have left with my brother.

      But, no, I had to be the responsible one and stay behind. To take of the family. To tend the crops and my brother’s horses.

      And now this.

      Another woman had fallen through time.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      And the hell of it was she didn’t even know it.

      I took her hand and led her to the parlor. She didn’t need to see Doc, after all.

      “Sit,” I said, leading her to the sofa.

      She glanced down. “I’m soaked.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said.

      Still wrapped in the blanket, she sat.

      I put the jar with the rose on the coffee table and took her hands in mine.

      “Madilynn.” I looked into her eyes. She had the loveliest green eyes.

      But I was determined not to be distracted.

      Not to be like my brother, falling in love with a woman from another time.

      Mon Dieu. I had enough to do.

      But what was I going to do with her?

      She would need protecting.

      “What is it?” she asked, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      The first thing I needed to do was to verify. With any luck, she really did just need to see Doc. Hopefully she’d been injured. Maybe hit her head.

      I scoffed at myself. Here I was wishing harm on her. I just didn’t know what to do with a woman from another time.

      “I need to ask you some questions,” I said.

      She nodded.

      “What year is it?”

      “2024.” She answered quickly, without even having to think.

      My spirits dropped.

      2024. It was so far away, I couldn’t even fathom it.

      This was 1846.

      In her world, I was long dead and forgotten.

      I truly didn’t see how my brother coped with this. It was too much for me to comprehend, must less think about.

      “I’m afraid you’re a bit lost,” I said.

      She looked around. “I don’t think so.

      Then she smiled.

      And my world turned upside down.
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      Since the accident, I could count on one hand the number of times I’d smiled at a man. Not the courteous smiles that were nothing more than an obligatory curve of the lips. A real, honest smile. A smile that went all the way to the eyes.

      It was technically called a Duchenne smile. I knew this because Bennett was a psychology professor.  He had delighted in randomly sharing obscure psychological facts with me.

      He said I had the most genuine smiles of anyone he knew.

      I had never told him that he was the one who brought those smiles out in me. I would see him and smile. It wasn’t something I could control. The man made me genuinely happy.

      But it had been nearly a year.

      At first I’d shut down completely. Then I’d spent some time going through the motions.

      It had been by accident that I’d come across this job posting. I hadn’t been looking. I didn’t have the energy.

      All my energy went to keeping the job I had.

      I’d work, then go to my apartment and crash.

      Work and sleep. The two things that had gotten me through.

      But seeing this job advertisement had either hit me at the right time or it had done something to jar me out of the hole I’d been wallowing in.

      Everyone said it was normal.

      That losing one’s fiancé in a car accident. A car that I was supposed to have been in. Was perfectly normal and to be expected.

      My boss had even told me that she would have been worried about me if I hadn’t had a hard time with Bennett’s death.

      So ten months and nine days had passed. I no longer counted the hours.

      I had tried to not count the days, but so far that hadn’t worked out for me.

      Anytime I lost track, my neurons would fire down that familiar path and do some quick math.

      I’d never been a fanciful person. In fact, I always considered myself to be rather practical. A thinking person. Analytical. Good at math and good with facts.

      But ever since Bennett had been killed, I’d been different.

      I’d wake up from strange dreams, most of which I couldn’t remember much about.

      And I found myself entertaining ideas that I normally would have dismissed out of hand.

      Right now I was entertaining the idea that I was in some kind of alternate reality.

      Actually, I was pretty sure that I’d gone back in time.

      I had no other explanation.

      And, oddly enough, I didn’t find it all that strange.

      Beau seemed like a kind man and I didn’t feel like I had to explain anything to him.

      I didn’t have to tell him about Bennett because my whole world—my whole life—no longer existed.

      Beau watched me closely.

      “Are you sure you know where you are?”

      I ran a hand along the glass jar where he’d put the yellow rose. It floated there and I wondered if maybe it would take root in a jar like some onions I’d had back in Alabama.

      “I’m at the Becquerel Plantation house.”

      Beau nodded slowly.

      “That’s correct.” He glanced down at my mud-coated jeans. “But does anything seem unusual to you?”

      “Everything seems unusual,” I said, looking back him.

      “And… you’ve been here before?”

      “Yes,” I said, deciding that telling him too much might get me burned at the stake. “I think so.”

      “But you’re from Alabama?”

      I’d forgotten that I told him that. So much for completely starting over.

      “Yes,” I said. “But I don’t live there anymore.”

      A door opened and closed somewhere in the house and I heard someone walking around upstairs.

      “Stay here,” he said. “I need to get you something dry to wear.”

      “Ok.”

      He stopped at the door and looked back. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      I smiled again. “I won’t.”
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      I met my sister on the landing.

      “Bailey,” I said. “Can I borrow one of your dresses?”

      “They’re too small for you,” she said, without a hitch.

      “Funny. It’s not for me.”

      Bailey crossed her arms.

      “If you’re going to give one of my dresses away, I should at least know who it’s for.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “There’s a girl.” I ran a hand over my chin. “She got caught in the rain.”

      “What girl?”

      “I don’t know. Her name is Madilynn.”

      “Why is she here?”

      “She just… sort of… showed up.”

      “Not you, too.” Bailey said, shaking her head, but she turned around to go back upstairs.

      “What do you mean?”

      I followed her, hoping that she was going to get a dress for me.

      She rolled her eyes as she looked at me over her shoulder.

      “What is it with my brothers and women from the future?”

      I froze with one foot on the top step. “What do you know about that?”

      Bailey kept walking, so I hurried to catch up.

      “Seriously?” she asked as she reached her bedroom door. “Do you think I can live in this house and not know what goes on with my brothers?”

      “Well… yeah. Sort of.”

      I waited at the door as she went to her wardrobe and rummaged through her many dresses.

      “How big is she?” she asked.

      “About your size,” I said.

      Bailey pulled out a yellow dress with lots of ruffles, brought it over and tossed it to me.

      “I don’t wear this one anymore,” she said. “You can give it to her.”

      “She just needs to borrow it,” I said.

      “So you say. Until she takes it with her through time.”

      The thought of Madilynn not being there when I got back gave me a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      I didn’t have time to find out how my sister knew so much.

      “Thank you,” I said, holding the dress to me, turning on my heel, and dashing toward the stairs.

      “You’re welcome,” Bailey called behind me.

      I’d deal with Bailey later.

      Right now I just needed to make sure Madilynn didn’t disappear on me.

      Unlike my poor, besotted brother, I’d been doing just fine.

      Until she smiled at me.

      The sad looking waif of a girl had suddenly transformed into a stunning fairy princess.

      Instead of pitying my brother and trying to ignore what he was going through, I should have paid more attention.

      I definitely should have had a conversation about how all this worked.

      And now it was too late.

      No Bradford lived in Washington D.C. with his lovely wife, Briana.

      From the letters he sent, he sounded happy as a clam.

      But there was a reason he’d left out of here so quickly. And it wasn’t because of his senatorial position.

      I happened to know that Bradford didn’t became a senator until after he moved to Washington.

      It had something to do with his wife.

      His wife from the future.
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      I sat in the dining room, staring at the yellow rose and wondered how, exactly, I was supposed to tell Beau that I was from the future.

      If I started talking about time travel, he might just have me sent away.

      Or burned as a witch.

      I really should have paid more attention in history classes.

      Bennett and I had taken U.S. history together and somehow I’d gotten through it. I know I made an A, since I never made anything less, but after the tests, dates and such just drained right out of my head.

      My strength was with people. I knew how to satisfy customers.

      But… Beau was a customer and talking about time travel didn’t come close to anything I was trained for.

      Besides, this wasn’t even really about him.

      I sat back and took a deep breath.

      And that was my answer.

      That was exactly why I’d been struggling with finding a way to tell him.

      I couldn’t figure it out because I shouldn’t tell him.

      The time travel was my issue, not his.

      And the customers didn’t need to know about the host. Talking about personal problems had no place in business.

      And this may not be business… not technically… but it may as well be.

      If I tried to talk about my personal problems—being in the wrong century—then I was disclosing something inappropriate.

      Relieved that I’d figured out a way to deal with this problem, I sat back and looked around.

      It was amazing how over the years, the kitchen had been brought inside. In my time there was a stove, a refrigerator, and a microwave. All the trappings of a modern life.

      But here there was just a table and a sideboard. The sideboard had a vase of flowers. Red rose buds. And candles.

      There was an oversized landscape painting on the far wall. I couldn’t quite tell what it was. A boat maybe.

      Two sides of the room consisted of tall French windows that opened out onto the veranda.

      I imagined that they would open the windows during those rare fair spring and fall days and probably in the summer, too, to keep a breeze going.

      With the air conditioner running, it was definitely quiet.

      The only sound came from the ticking of the clock down the hall.

      And the air felt different. More humid. Like when the electricity was out.

      Where I was from there was always either air conditioning or heat running for climate control.

      The only climate control here was from mother nature.

      I looked up as Beau rushed back to the door.

      He was breathing a bit heavy as though he’d been running.

      He brought a dress over and laid it across one of the chairs.

      “This is one of my sister’s dresses,” he said. “It should fit you.”

      I ran my fingertips along the soft yellow cotton.

      It looked more like a ball gown to me. Lots and lots of material and layers.

      And on top of that, the dress was yellow.

      What was it with yellow today?

      The rose and now the dress?

      “Where am I supposed to change?” I asked.

      And what I really needed to know was how I was supposed to get this dress buttoned up the back.

      Beau looked a bit surprised and confused by my question.

      “The guest room,” he said. “You can come upstairs to the guest room.”

      As I followed him out of the kitchen and down the hallway to the stairs leading to the second floor, I wondered if he’d thought I was going to change clothes right there in the dining room.

      Surely not.

      He didn’t look like he’d given much thought to anything past getting his hands on a dress for me.

      He definitely seemed distracted.
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      I stood in the hallway outside the guest room and waited for Madilynn to get changed.

      I leaned against the wall and listened for anyone who might be coming out of their bedrooms.

      My sister must have decided to stay in her room after I distracted her from whatever mission she’d been on.

      My father was in bed, of course, and Mother was most likely there with him in that dark, dank room.

      I wasn’t ready to explain to anyone about Madilynn.

      And maybe I would just tell them that Madilynn had been travelling and lost her memory.

      The idea, though, brought me up short. Hadn’t my brother said the exact same thing about Brianna when she’d shown up unexpectantly?

      Mon Dieu.

      My sister had a point.

      What was it with us Becquerel men and time traveling women?

      Before I had time to explore my own question, the door opened a crack and Madilynn stuck her head out.

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      “No,” she said. “I need help.”

      “You need help getting dressed?”

      She looked blankly at me.

      “Have you ever tried to put on one of these dresses?”

      Instead of answering, I put my hand on the doorknob.

      “What do you want me to do?” I asked.

      “You’ll have to button the dress.” She stepped back so I could open the door and step into the room.

      She was holding the back of the dress together with both hands.

      I quietly closed the door.

      Madilynn turned around and I saw what she meant.

      My sister had done this on purpose.

      She’d given Madilynn a dress that no woman could possibly put on without assistance.

      Fighting to hold the sides of the dress, together, she looked at me over her shoulder.

      I was seeing far more of her bare skin than would ever be considered appropriate.

      “Can you get it?” she asked.

      I swallowed and took a step forward.

      “Of course,” I said, though I had to admit that I hadn’t spent a lot of time buttoning women into their dresses.

      Her lovely brunette hair fell around her shoulders and halfway down her back in soft wispy tendrils.

      I put my hands in her hair—her soft hair—and swept it over one shoulder.

      I buttoned the top button up at the neck first, but that didn’t do much to help, so I skipped down and buttoned one at her shoulder blades.

      That helped some, so I blew out a breath and started at the top again.

      She let go of the sides of the dress and her hands fell to her side.

      The dress gaped open to her waist.

      Mon Dieu.

      I kept my eyes focused on the task at hand and avoided looking down at her pale skin.

      But my fingertips brushed her skin as I moved from one button to the next.

      Who would put such tiny buttons on the back of a dress?

      As I moved down to the small of her back, she shivered and I froze.

      She looked back at me again.

      I kept going, one button after another.

      As I went down the row, the buttons hugged closer to her skin and it was impossible to not touch her.

      She held her hair aside and looked back at me, her lips parted.

      I should have sent my sister in to do this job.

      This was not a job for a gentleman.
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      I had about a million thoughts running through my head, but with Beau’s fingers brushing against my bare skin as he buttoned the dress, those thoughts scattered.

      He smelled good. Like rainwater and clean soap.

      His hands were gentle as he moved down the row of tiny buttons.

      I’d tried to figure out how to pull the dress over my head with the buttons already buttoned. I’d tried to step into it and pull it up.

      None of that worked. The bodice was too tight. The only way to wear this dress was to put in on, then button it.

      The backs of Beau’s hands were pressed against my skin as his fingers deftly slipped the buttons through the buttonholes one by one.

      When did the act of getting dressed become so sexy?

      I shuddered as his hands inadvertently caressed my skin.

      As he moved down to my waist, I could barely stand it.

      I shifted and his hands slipped.

      He pulled away.

      “You have to be still,” he said.

      I reached back as I turned around.

      “I think I can get it from here.” I tried to slip one of the buttons into the buttonhole, but it was impossible to do from this angle.

      “You can’t do this,” he said.

      It had been months since a man had touched my bare skin.

      Months since Bennett…

      “I can,” I said, stubbornly.

      He took a step back and held up his hands.

      But he was still right there only inches away.

      If I just leaned forward…

      I whirled around and walked toward the bed.

      My senses were overwhelmed with him standing right there and I couldn’t think.

      But my arms ached from holding them in this awkward position behind my back.

      I let them drop and leaned against the bedpost.

      Tears sprang to my eyes.

      I’d thought I could do this.

      But already, I was overwhelmed and out of my element.

      It didn’t help that Beau’s fingertips against my bare skin gave me all sorts of feelings.

      Feelings I hadn’t had for another man.

      Feelings I wasn’t ready to have for anyone else.

      I hadn’t expected to have these feelings again.

      Not yet.

      One day.

      But right now, these feelings were too much.

      Beau stepped over to stand behind me.

      Without a word, he began buttoning the little buttons again.

      But instead of the same shock I’d experienced just minutes earlier, my body had somehow become accustomed to his touch.

      And my traitorous body craved even more of his touch.

      I pressed my fingertips into the wood of the bedpost and leaned my cheek against the back of my hands.

      Telling myself to just relax, I stood still while he buttoned the dress.

      He buttoned the last button, but didn’t move. He just stood there.

      I could feel him standing behind me.

      I waited for him to move away.

      But he didn’t.

      I looked back over my shoulder to see him watching me.

      Knowing I couldn’t stand this way forever, I turned around and pressed my back against the bedpost, my hands still on the smooth wood.

      His eyes were so blue.

      And he was looking at me as though he was searching for something or trying to figure something out.

      My breath hitched as I got lost in his gaze.

      Then without looking away, he put his hands on my waist and leaned forward.

      My eyes closed and my lips parted.

      I wanted him to kiss me. Needed him to kiss me.

      I turned off my thoughts and just went with my instinct.

      His breath brushed against the corner of my lips, but he didn’t kiss me.

      I leaned forward just a little.

      His hands were firm on my waist.

      Was this some kind of nineteenth century torture?

      When he pressed his lips against the corner of my mouth, every nerve on the left side of my face came alive.

      I couldn’t take much more of this torture.

      But instead of kissing me, he released me.

      I opened my eyes.

      He cupped my face with both his hands and swept a thumb over my aching lips.

      I was aroused to the core of my being.

      I closed my eyes again and waited.

      Waited for this man to kiss me.

      I’d never wanted a kiss so much in my entire life.

      But instead of his lips touching mine, I only felt his breath softly touch my skin.

      It wasn’t enough.

      I leaned forward, my lips parted.

      His thumb brushed against my lips again.

      I didn’t think I could take much more.

      I opened my eyes just enough that I could see him looking at me with an intensity I hadn’t seen in a really long time.

      He wanted to kiss me, too.

      My lips curved into a smile.

      Then he groaned and he pressed his lips against mine.

      And just like that, my world turned upside down.
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      Madilynn was the siren calling me toward the dangerous rocks.

      I was the hapless sailor. Drawn to her.

      Unable to resist her charms.

      And like the sirens of lore, she beckoned me toward some unknown danger.

      She’s just a girl.

      But she wasn’t just a girl.

      She was a wonder. A time traveler. A woman who had defied time itself to be right here at this very moment.

      In this time and place.

      My lips pressed against hers. Not moving. Just absorbing.

      The softness of her lips as she relaxed against me. The honeysuckle and vanilla scent that she exuded.

      It couldn’t be random. There was no way that it could simply be chance that she was standing here.

      I hadn’t understood my brother when he’d fallen in love with Briana. I hadn’t quite grasped the heartache he felt when she suddenly left him and traveled back to her own time.

      But now I knew. Now I understood.

      This woman enchanted me.

      I was under her spell.

      My hands cupped her head, my fingers entwined in her soft hair. Other than that, we weren’t touching, yet it was as though our souls touched.

      The clock, far away downstairs, chimed the hour.

      It was still morning, yet I felt as if my life had undergone an irreversible change in no more than a couple of hours.

      I don’t know how long I would have stood there, just feeling her lips against mine. But she put her hands on my arms and it jarred me back to some semblance of reality.

      I couldn’t stand here forever, though that was exactly what I wanted to do. For this moment to never end.

      And somewhere in the back of my mind, a fear was forming. A fear that if I let go of her, she would vanish.

      Unlike my brother who was certain that Briana had been real and that she would return to him in good time, I would wonder if this had all been no more than a dream.

      I didn’t think I could bear the wait that my brother had endured while Briana was gone.

      How had he found the strength to draw a breath day in and day out.

      I could see my future… our future… laid out in front of us.

      With just one kiss, I knew that I had found the love of my life.

      My purpose.

      My meaning in life.

      I had found the woman I was going to marry.
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      My fingertips fisted in the cotton of Beau’s shirt sleeves.

      As his lips pressed against mine, I felt connected with him.

      I wouldn’t say that I felt more connected with him than I had with Bennett.

      It had been different with Bennett. We’d known each other since children. We had history.

      Beau was brand new.

      I knew nothing about him other than the fact that he lived in the 1800s.

      That and that his handsomeness… his gentleness… took my breath away.

      I waited for the guilt to hit me.

      The guilt of kissing a man who wasn’t Bennett.

      But the guilt didn’t come.

      Just an overwhelming feeling of connectedness.

      Was this what happened to Briana?

      Was this why she disappeared?

      Had she gone back in time?

      If she had, I hoped she’d found this magic that I felt with Beau.

      And magic was the best way I could describe it.

      For me to be right here. Right now. With this man. That we lived centuries apart, yet something had brought us together.

      And his lips on mine seared into my soul.

      It was overwhelming.

      And the only thought that echoed in my head was that I never wanted to let go of him.

      The clock chiming in the background told me I wasn’t dreaming.

      A soft breeze wafted in from the open window.

      Birds in the trees outside, sang their morning birdsong.

      It was still early, yet it seemed like a lifetime had happened since I’d stepped out into that rain behind Jerry.

      I hadn’t felt this alive since the accident. Maybe even before that.

      He gently swept the hair back from my forehead and kissed the area above my eyes.

      He froze.

      “What’s this?” he asked, running a fingertip lightly against the scar that ran from the top of my right eye to my hairline.

      And the spell was broken.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “An accident.”

      He pressed his lips against the scar and something melted inside me. It was like he was kissing away some of the pain that I’d kept bottled up inside me.

      I sighed against his chest.

      But the universe conspired against us after all.

      A woman called from the hallway.

      “Beau! Bailey! Come quick.”

      Beau drew back, looking toward the closed door.

      “What is it?” I asked, trying to focus on what was happening.

      “I don’t know,” Beau said. “My father—”

      Beau looked back at me, searching my eyes.

      “I have to go,” he said. “But I have to tell you something very important.

      I nodded.

      “You have to stay here. Whatever you do, do not go anywhere. Can you do that?”

      His words were so full of conviction and warning.

      I just nodded.

      “I’ll be back,” he said, releasing me. “Stay.”

      He sprinted toward the door, threw it open, and stepped into the hallway.

      I put my fingertips against my lips as though to keep the feel of his kiss from fading.

      Though I’d agreed to stay here, I didn’t know if I could keep that promise.

      Not knowing why I was here to begin with, I didn’t know if being here meant that I’d be here forever or if it was a fleeting thing.

      Like a dream.

      I took a step to the right and dropped down on the bed, adjusting the voluminous skirts as I sat.

      It felt so real.

      The dress felt real.

      But his kiss.

      His kiss was most definitely real.

      That was the one thing I was certain of.
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      Mon Dieu.

      As I hurried down the hallway toward my father’s bedroom, I struggled to shake the haze from my head.

      I’d felt an anger deep inside me at whatever had hurt her. The scar across her forehead wasn’t new, but it wasn’t all that old either.

      Something had happened to her.

      Madilynn was the most intriguing young woman I had ever met.

      Her mesmerizing green eyes held so many unknowns. So many secrets.

      Perhaps I saw a depth in her because I knew she was from the future.

      What kinds of things did she know?

      It was impossible for me to even think about.

      And I didn’t even really care about that.

      I didn’t need to know what the future held.

      All I was concerned about was Madilynn.

      I wanted to explore her.

      But to do that, I had to keep her here.

      My brother hadn’t been able to keep Briana here and he was married to her.

      Same thing with Uncle Nathaniel.

      Uncle Nathaniel and his time traveling wife, Aunt Vaughn, had a love that had gone down in history as being legendary.

      Yet she, too, vanished through time.

      My brother had possibly found the one solution.

      He’d taken Briana and left here.

      Perhaps that was the key.

      Leaving here.

      But this was something I’d have to ponder later.

      I reached the open door to my father’s bedroom and stepped inside.

      I’d been in his room more in the last few days than in my entire life.

      As children and young adults, we’d known that our parents’ bedrooms were off-limits.

      Father and Mother had separate bedrooms, but were connected by an interior door.

      I never quite understood that.

      When I married, I planned to sleep next to my wife every single night.

      The thought of sleeping next to a wife brought back a flood of images that involved Madilynn.

      Heavens.

      She had me under her spell.

      My sister came into the room right after me.

      “What is it, Mother?” Bailey asked, rushing to our father’s bedside.

      “I don’t know.” Mother dipped a cloth into a pan of water, squeezed it out, and placed it on Father’s forehead.

      “He’s burning up,” she said.

      Bailey looked pointedly at me.

      “I thought Doc was coming.”

      “He is,” I said. “He should be here any minute.”

      “I’m not sure Doc can do anything for him,” Mother said.

      I stood across from her and looked down at Father. I couldn’t say how many hours we’d spent together riding in the fields.

      It was surreal seeing him here like this. Asleep or unconscious.

      Either way, Mother was right. He was feverish. Flushed even.

      I put the back of my hand on his cheek and jerked it back, looking at Mother.

      “He’s on fire,” I said.

      “I know,” Mother said. “I’ve seen this before.”

      “When was that?” Bailey asked, dropping into a chair next to the bed. Though she didn’t touch Father, anxiety radiated from her.

      Mother sat back. Inhaled deeply.

      “It was when I was still living in New Orleans.”

      I often forgot that Mother was born and raised in New Orleans. It was hard to picture her anywhere but here.

      “The fever,” Bailey said on a hushed breath.

      “Yes.” Mother nodded.

      Though she never talked about it, I knew that Mother had a mild case of yellow fever as a child. Once a person had yellow fever, assuming they survived, they were allowed in certain social circles.

      Social circles that excluded people who had never had the fever.

      But I only knew all this because Father had told me.

      Since Father had never had the yellow fever, he was forbidden from courting Mother.

      But they had found a way to see each other despite Mother’s parents attempts to keep her away from him.

      The story was that she had run away from Father in the night.

      I suddenly saw such a parallel between them and my older brother Bradford and his wife that I stopped and studied my mother.

      It was odd, really, that parallel.

      But my mother was definitely a woman of this time.

      Still. It made me stop and think.

      “I think,” she said looking directly at me. “that we need to send a letter to Bradford.”

      Her words froze my heart.

      I looked down at Father.

      Mother was suggesting that Father might not survive this fever.

      “No,” I said. “It’s too soon. Doc will be here soon.”

      Mother took the cloth from Father’s head. Dipped it in the cool water and put it back.

      “If you don’t write the letter,” she said. “I’ll do it myself.”
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      Beau had asked me to stay in the guest room.

      But after a few minutes of sitting alone on the bed, my curiosity had gotten the best of me.

      First I wandered to one of the windows covered with emerald green velvet drapes and looked outside.

      From here I had a perfect view of the Mississippi River. It looked pretty much the same as it always had, at least from here.

      After that, I roamed the room. Besides the huge four-poster bed, there was a dresser and a wardrobe.

      The wardrobe was empty other than an extra blanket. The dresser was empty, too.

      A quintessential guest room.

      Beau had left the door open, so I could hear their voices coming from down the hall.

      Beau and what sounded like two women.

      That would be his mother and sister.

      I didn’t want to eavesdrop on their conversation, so I went in the opposite direction, toward the stairs.

      Unlike earlier, when Beau had led me up here, I took the time to look around.

      There were sconces with burning candles on the wall. This was obviously a time when sconces were more than just decorative.

      As I started down the stairs, heading toward the landing, the clock began to chime the hour.

      I stopped and stood perfectly still, one hand on the banister.

      The sound of the clock reminded me that I had somehow fallen back through time.

      I couldn’t think of anything I’d done to cause it.

      As far as I could tell, it had simply happened.

      I wondered what was happening in the future now.

      Was Jerry trying to find me?

      Had I gone missing just as Briana had?

      Or did I cease to exist in that time period?

      I made my way to the bottom of the stairs and went to stand in front of the clock.

      But no more than a few seconds passed before someone knocked on the front door.

      I didn’t know what to do.

      So I waited.

      Waited for someone to come downstairs and answer the door.

      But no one came and the man knocked again.

      I went to the door and opened it.

      An middle-aged bearded man stood on the other side. He was dressed in black. Black pants. Black cloak. A black hat.

      He carried what was obviously a medicine bag. He could have walked straight out of a movie.

      “Good morning,” he said, looking a little perplexed.

      “Hello,” I said, trying to keep a smile on my face. “You’re Doc.”

      “That’s right,” he said. “I don’t believe I’ve made your acquaintance.”

      “Oh. I’m Madilynn.”

      “Well, Madilynn, do you have a last name?”

      “Of course. It’s Sinclair.”

      “Sinclair…” Doc said. “I knew some Sinclairs.”

      “I doubt I’m related.”

      “Well, we’ll sort it all out later. I’m here to see Mr. Becquerel.”

      “Right. Of course.” I stepped back and opened the door to let Doc inside.

      He took off his hat and handed it to me.

      I didn’t know what to do with it, so I just held it as he walked toward the stairs.

      He stopped. Just before setting a foot on the stairs and looked back at me over his shoulder.

      “I remember now. Sinclair.”
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      It didn’t take Doc long to confirm what we all suspected.

      Father had the yellow fever.

      I walked Doc out.

      We stopped at the foot of the stairs and Doc looked at me.

      “I have to be frank with you, Beau,” he said.

      All the fear for my father coalesced in my stomach and I thought I might be sick.

      “It’s not good is it?” I asked.

      Doc ran a hand over his beard.

      “I wish I could say different. But the thing about the fever is, there’s no way to know. Has he been around anybody that might have it?”

      I shook my head. We hadn’t had any guests lately. Father hadn’t even gone into town lately. I’d been doing it myself. Even before he went down with the fever.

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Well,” Doc said. “It’s in God’s hands now.”

      “My mother will do everything she can.”

      “Your mother.” Doc shot a quick glance upstairs and lowered his voice even more. “She’s had the fever?”

      “I think so. When she was a child.”

      “Good. But you and your sister. No?”

      “No.”

      “I would suggest you two stay away from him.” He held up a hand. “But I know you won’t.”

      “I can’t,” I said. “And my sister won’t. She dotes on Father.”

      “What about the other girl? Madilynn?”

      “Madilynn? How do you know about her?”

      “She was here. As a matter of fact, she took my hat.”

      I turned and looked around. Doc’s hat was sitting on the little table.

      I picked it up and handed it to him.

      “Well…” Doc put his hat on. “I’ll be back in a couple of days. We should know one way or the other by then.”

      I thanked Doc for coming out and watched him ride off.

      Father would be alright. He had to be. He was a big strong man. He would pull through.

      But by the time Doc disappeared around the curve in the road, I wasn’t thinking about Father or Doc.

      I was thinking about Madilynn.

      She obviously hadn’t stayed in her room. Now I had to find her.

      Since I was fairly certain she would still be downstairs, I started my search in the parlor.

      After not finding her in the parlor, any of the studies, or the library, I went out the back door.

      She was sitting in one of the rocking chairs on the veranda.

      I was struck again by heartbreakingly beautiful she was.

      Since she hadn’t heard me come outside, her expression was unguarded.

      She looked so sad.

      I wondered if it was because she was here, lost in time.

      Or if something else had happened to her.

      I had to tell her.

      I had to tell her that she was a time traveler.

      It wasn’t right to keep her here without telling her what I knew.

      She must have sensed me there. Watching her.

      She turned sharply and sat forward. She reminded me of a wild animal. Ready to bolt at any sign of danger.

      I smiled, trying to set her at ease, and went over to sit in the chair next to hers.

      I looked away, toward the rose bushes.

      “Your father?” she asked.

      “We should know in a couple of days.”

      “Should know… what?”

      “We should know if he’s going to make it,” I said, adjusting my collar.

      “Oh,” she said. “Does Doc know what’s wrong with him?”

      “It’s the fever.” Though I said the words matter of factly, as though I was talking about someone else, I had to force them past my throat that constricted on the words.

      “He has a fever?”

      “Yes.” Did she not know about the yellow fever? How could she not know about it? “He has the yellow fever.”

      “Yellow fever,” she said.

      I turned and met her confused gaze.

      “I thought…” she dropped the thought, whatever it was.

      Perhaps there was no yellow fever in the future.

      “Have you heard about it?” I asked.

      “Of course,” she said.

      I wasn’t sure I believed her. But it didn’t matter one way or the other.

      “There’s no cure for it,” I said.

      “What about quinine?” she asked.

      I wasn’t even sure what that was.

      “There’s nothing,” I said. “except to wait and see.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Doc wants us to stay away from him so we don’t catch it, but somebody has to take care of him. Mother can’t do it all.”

      She nodded slowly. “What are you doing for him?”

      “He’s in his bed. Staying quiet.”

      “I see.” She looked away. And I couldn’t help but wonder what she knew that she wasn’t saying.

      Surely medicine in the future was far more advanced than what was available now.

      “You know something?” I asked, unable to help myself. If there was any way to help Father, I would do it.

      But she just shook her head.

      “Not really.”
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      There was one thing I did know about yellow fever. It wasn’t contagious. It was transmitted by mosquitoes.

      And unfortunately, mosquitos were prevalent in the hot sultry south.

      I ran my hands over my arms.

      That would be too ironic. For me to go back in time and die from a disease that been all but eradicated, at least in America.

      “Have you had it?” Beau asked.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Then you definitely need to stay away from Father’s room.”

      “Okay.” He wouldn’t get an argument from me. Since I’d never traveled out of the country, I’d never been given the vaccine.

      So even though I knew I couldn’t catch it directly from Mr. Becquerel, I was pretty sure I could catch it if I were to be bitten by the same mosquitoes.

      Beau looked at me for a moment, then looked away again.

      “There’s a story, a legend really, about this place,” he said.

      “What kind of story?”

      He sat back in the chair and put his boots on the porch rail.

      “They say that there was a girl. A really long time ago. A girl named Vaughn Dupre who traveled from France. She traveled here for a better life. To marry a man of some means.

      “That was in the 1700s. But before she could make it to Natchez to marry the man, her traveling party was attacked by Indians.”

      I sat forward, hanging on Beau’s words. I had a feeling he was about to tell me something of some significance.

      “But an old Indian chief saved her life.” Beau turned and looked into my eyes. A little shiver ran down my spine.

      “How?” I asked.

      “He made a rip in time. And he warned her that the rip may never heal. That she may continue to fall through this rip. And not just her, but those of her blood.”

      “What does that mean?” I swallowed.

      “It means that anyone who carries Vaughn’s blood in their veins may travel through the rip in time.”

      That explained it then. It explained how Briana had disappeared. Rachel had said that Briana was a distant cousin.

      But it didn’t explain my time travel.

      As far as I knew, I wasn’t related to the Becquerels.

      “Have you ever… known anyone who traveled through time?” I asked, watching him carefully.

      “Yes,” he said. “Vaughn married my Great Great Uncle Nathaniel.”

      “You met her?”

      “Not that I know of. But I was young.”

      I blew out a small breath of relief. It was still possible that it was only a legend. That it wasn’t true.

      “And,” Beau continued, watching me now. “My brother married a girl who by all accounts was from the future.”

      My breath hitched again.

      “What was her name?”

      “Briana,” he said.

      I gasped.

      “You know her?”

      “Yes. I actually met her. She seemed…”

      She had seemed a little bit crazy. And Rachel had seen it, too.

      But I didn’t want to tell Beau that.

      “She seemed… distracted.”

      Briana was more than distracted, but if she’d gone back in time and somehow returned, then she had every right to be distracted.

      Did that mean she’d gone through time more than once?

      If so, that meant I could return home.

      Home to the place that no longer seemed like home.
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      Beau sat up, then sat back again.

      If Madilynn knew Briana, it was just one more nail in the coffin of reality that time travel was real.

      In some deeply buried part of me, I’d hoped that my brother had been wrong.

      That Briana wasn’t from the future.

      But here was another piece of evidence that she was.

      It was also a possible way for me to tell Madilynn that she was in the past without completely shocking her.

      “What happened to Briana?” I asked.

      “She’s missing.”

      “Missing.”

      I’d wondered what happened to people who traveled into the past. Did they just cease to exist, including all memory of them?

      The answer appeared to be that they simply vanished. And no one could find her.

      “Do you think it’s possible she traveled back in time?” I asked. “to get here.”

      Madilynn didn’t answer at first.

      Then when she spoke, I could barely hear her.

      “Yes,” she said. “I do think it’s possible.”

      She leaned forward. “There’s something I think I need to tell you.”

      “What is it?”

      She ran a hand along one of the ruffles on the yellow skirt.

      Then she looked back at me, her green eyes wide.

      “I think I’m from the future,” she said.

      I nodded slowly.

      “I think so, too.”

      We just sat there and looked at each other as the clock chimed the hour deep in the house behind us.

      “What am I supposed to do?” she asked.

      “I’ll protect you,” I said, quickly.

      Mon Dieu. I sounded exactly like my brother.

      He’d done the same thing with Briana.

      “Protect? From what?”

      “A woman needs protecting. And you don’t have anywhere else to go, so you’ll have to stay here.”

      “What do you ask in return?” she asked.

      “I don’t ask anything in return.”

      But as I looked at her full lips, I remembered the kiss we’d shared before I’d been summoned away from her.

      I might have asked for a kiss in return for protecting her, but now I couldn’t.

      Now if I kissed her again, she’d think it was in payment for keeping her safe.

      I’d make quite a mess of things.

      She nodded slowly and looked away.

      But not before I saw what looked like disappointment cross her features.

      I would figure this thing out.

      I knew that I didn’t want Madilynn to leave and I’d do whatever it took to keep her here.

      There were endless possibilities and I would definitely come up with a solution.

      I just needed some time.
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      I knew I was in a different time. A different world.

      And as much as I didn’t want to admit it, I knew Beau was right.

      I did need protecting.

      It would be tempting to declare that I didn’t need a man and walk away.

      But I was smarter than that.

      I was in a different time and I had to adapt.

      “So Brianna married your brother?” I asked.

      “Yes. Bradford and Brianna fell in love at first sight.” He smiled a little. “I was at their wedding.”

      “Where are they now?” I glanced around as though I’d see Briana at any minute.

      Beau frowned. “They’re living in Washington D.C. Bradford got her away from here as soon as he could.”

      “The house,” I said with a little nod. “He got her away from this house. Where the rip in time is.”

      Bradford looked a little surprised.

      “That’s what I think.”

      “And as far as you know, it’s working?”

      “We got a letter from them last week. They’re doing well.”

      That told me that if I wanted to get back to my time, I needed to stay near here.

      It made sense. And fit with everything else I was learning.

      But what I didn’t know was why. Why me?

      Bradford stood up and held out a hand.

      “Come,” he said. “I want to show you something.”

      I put my hand in his and he led me down the steps of the veranda.

      Using my free hand, I lifted the dress enough that I didn’t trip over it.

      We walked past the rose bushes and the kitchen.

      Smoke billowed from the chimney and carried the scent of grilled ham.

      My stomach growled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten since… quite some time ago.

      After passing the kitchen, we walked down another path that led to a large white two-story barn. Its double doors stood wide open and as we approached, I saw a young man pushing a wheelbarrow piled high with hay.

      He nodded in Beau’s direction, but continued his way into the barn.

      A stable hand perhaps.

      We followed the boy inside the barn. It smelled like fresh hay and horses.

      When we reached an end stall, Beau stopped.

      “Look,” he said.

      There was a large horse inside and at her side was a little foal, still wobbly on his feet.

      I glanced at Beau with a quick smile.

      “They’re beautiful,” I said.

      “The foal was born yesterday.”

      “This is so amazing.” I put both hands on the stall door and rested my chin on my hands.

      “Do you ride?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “I rode one time. On a trail ride in Colorado.”

      “But… you ride horses in the future then?”

      I pulled my gaze away from the foal.

      “Some people ride horses, but it’s not how people get around anymore.”

      “How do they get around?”

      I was hoping he wouldn’t ask me anything about the future. But he had to be curious.

      I know I would be.

      “We travel in… horseless carriages.”

      “Mon Dieu,” he murmured. “The future sounds like a grand place.”

      I looked down and watched the hem of my skirt as it swept the dirt.

      The dirt must be something people got used to.

      The future was grand.

      But it was also dangerous.

      An unbidden image of the accident swept through me, making me sway.

      I held on to the stable door, but my head was roaring.

      I was going down.
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      Madilynn fell gracefully to the ground.

      I’d seen women faint before, but it had never sent me into this kind of panic.

      As much as I tried, I couldn’t stop her from falling.

      Instead, I guided her to the ground.

      Her dark lashes smudged the pale area beneath her eyes.

      I couldn’t bear it if something happened to her. I’d only just found her.

      I gently swept a strand of hair from her eyes as she lay in my arms.

      Perhaps a kiss would wake her. Like Snow White.

      I lightly placed my lips against hers.

      Then her eyes fluttered open and she looked blankly at me.

      She was only out for a few seconds, but it was too long.

      “Are you alright?” I asked, looking into her green eyes. Green as a beautiful spring day.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “You fainted,” I said.

      She sat up, looking disoriented. “I’ve never fainted.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, wiping some of the dirt from her dress. “Sometimes a lady’s ‘um… undergarments are too tight and can cause fainting.”

      She looked at me puzzled.

      “I’m not wearing any undergarments.”

      I inhaled deeply.

      Indeed. Now that I thought about it, I knew she was telling the truth.

      I clearly remembered the softness of her skin beneath my hands as I buttoned the back of her gown.

      All my blood pooled in my privates.

      I might be the one to pass out next.

      To distract myself, I focused my attention on her.

      “You fainted when you were telling me about the horseless carriages.”

      “Right,” she said, burying her hands in her hair and looking away. “The cars.”

      “I apologize,” I said. “if I asked about something that caused you distress.”

      “No,” she shook her head. “It isn’t your fault.”

      Even so, I made a mental note to avoid the topic of horseless carriages with Madilynn in the future.

      “Have you eaten anything?” I asked.

      She shook her head and brought her gaze back to mine.

      “Not really.”

      “Alright,” I said, getting to my feet, and pulling her up with me.

      I held onto her arms to make sure she was steady.

      “You got it?” I asked.

      “I think so.” She looked up at me from beneath those dark lashes.

      “Come here,” I said, pulling her to me and holding her close.

      And we just stood there. The sound of the foal nuzzling his mother and the stable boy in the back hammering on a horseshoe.

      Just the normal sounds of my world.

      But my world was different now. I knew it in my gut.

      I understood now how my brother had fallen in love with a girl from the future.

      Briana and Madilynn were about the same age.

      It had me thinking about things like fate and destiny.

      But it was more than my head could handle right now.

      Right now all I wanted to focus on was how good Madilynn felt in my arms.

      I kissed the top of her head.

      And inhaled deeply. That scent I was quickly coming to love.

      Honeysuckle and vanilla.

      Somehow, it seemed, in the future, they had learned to bottle the fresh scent of honeysuckle.

      The future was a grand place indeed.
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      Beau’s cotton shirt was soft against my cheek.

      I wondered if he could feel the blood racing through my veins.

      I didn’t want to let him go. Wanted to stay in his arms and never move.

      The realization surprised me.

      I hadn’t thought that it would be possible for me to feel these emotions again. Again at least not so soon.

      But they washed over me like a balm to my soul.

      Beau smelled like clean soap and hay.

      When he released his hold and shifted back, I immediately felt his loss.

      But before I opened my eyes, his lips found mine again and it felt like going home.

      His tongue swept my bottom lips and my lips parted.

      He cupped my face with his palms and tangled his fingers in my hair.

      I leaned forward and he deepened the kiss.

      I couldn’t get close enough to him.

      His lips were soft and firm and moved over mine with a slow intensity that wiped all thoughts from my head.

      I fisted my fingers in the sleeves of his shirt and let myself just feel.

      His tongue swept gently over mine and lightly touched the roof of my mouth.

      The intimate sensation sent the blood straight to my core.

      I wanted him.

      The thought shocked me out of the haze that his kisses enveloped me in.

      I pushed gently at his arms.

      I didn’t want to stop kissing him, but I needed time to process all these emotions.

      All these desires.

      He responded immediately.

      “I apologize,” he said, his breath light against my ear sending even more delicious shivers along my spine.

      “It’s okay,” I said, lowering my gaze. “I just ‘um… I just.”

      I don’t want you to ever stop and the more you kiss me, the more I want you kiss me.

      He kissed the top of my head and took my hand.

      “Come,” he said. “I promised to get you something to eat.”

      We walked out of the barn and retraced our steps back toward the house.

      The soft breeze tossed my hair into my eyes and I swept it back.

      I had the distinct feeling that everything was different.

      I believed that everything happened for a reason.

      Except maybe Bennett’s death. My brain refused to believe that there was a good reason for that.

      But as for the time travel, it was so big, so unusual, that there had to be a reason for it.

      Surely it wasn’t possible that I was one of Vaughn’s descendants.

      I should have paid better attention to my grandparents when they talked about their past.

      I wasn’t close to my parents, but if I could I’d give them a call.

      They would know if any of their people had come from this area.

      We went in through the back door and into the dining room.

      “There you are,” a large man with straight white teeth said. “Thought you two might be hungry.”

      “Theo,” Beau said. “this is our guest Madilynn.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am,” Theo said. “Can I get you anything else?”

      A platter of bread and another of cheese sat on the table with a bowl of fruit.

      “We’ll be fine,” Beau said. “Thank you, Theo.”

      As Theo left, Beau held a chair for me to sit.

      He sat across from me and smiled.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said.

      I didn’t say anything, but his words felt like a healing balm on my heart.

      And the way he looked at me with those deep blue eyes told me that his words were true.

      Looking away, I caught sight of the little yellow rose in the jar.

      I had to be cautious.

      This time travel thing could be permanent. But then again, it could be only temporary.

      And I didn’t think my heart could withstand another heartbreak like the one I’d experienced when a young driver had lost control of his car while texting.
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      It was my turn to sit with Father.

      A double-edged sword.

      Not only was it hard for me to see my father like this, but I had to leave Madilynn alone in the guest room.

      She’d said she needed to take a nap.

      The only thing that bothered me was that Brianna had traveled through time several times until my brother had taken her away from here.

      What if that happened to Madilynn, too, and she wasn’t able to come back?

      I didn’t think I could bear it.

      Somehow Uncle Nathaniel had endured it as had my brother.

      “Beau?” My father’s raspy voice interrupted my thoughts.

      “Father,” I said, leaning forward and automatically putting my wrist against his forehead.

      His skin didn’t burn me.

      That had to be a good sign.

      I poured water from a pitcher into a glass and helped him lean forward enough to drink.

      When he finished, he lay back and closed his eyes.

      Even that small effort had taken all his strength.

      “How do you feel?” I asked.

      Father opened his eyes and looked at me.

      “I’ve felt better.”

      I smiled. “I would think so.”

      “Doc was here,” he said.

      Father would want to know what Doc had said.

      Mother would probably not want Father to know that he had the fever.

      She believed that knowing might take some of the fight out of him.

      “It’s the fever, isn’t it?” Father asked, taking away the option of not telling him.

      I nodded imperceptivity.

      Father sighed.

      “I suspected as much,” he said, then added with an emphatic nod. “It’s the mosquitoes.”

      “They don’t know what causes it,” I said.

      “I’m telling you. It’s the mosquitoes. They just haven’t figured it out yet.”

      There was no arguing with Father when he made up his mind.

      Besides, I didn’t know if he knew something others didn’t.

      Father had known Vaughn. And Vaughn had spent a lot of time in the future.

      “Did someone tell you that, Father?” I sat down in the chair next to the bed.

      What secrets did my father know that he wasn’t sharing?

      “Nah,” he said, closing his eyes. “I figured that one out for myself.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed him. Not completely anyway.

      “I heard you have a guest,” Father said.

      Startled, I sat forward.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Your sister told me.”

      Sometimes Bailey was a thorn in my side.

      But there was no denying that I did indeed have a guest.

      He was staring at me again with that unsettling intensity he sometimes had.

      “Is she related to Brianna?”

      Father knew that Brianna had been from the future.

      And somehow he had managed to put it together that Madilynn just might be from the future, too.

      Although I didn’t think the two girls were actually related, I knew what Father was asking.

      “Maybe,” I said.
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      Beau left me in the guest room while he sat with his sick father.

      I leaned against the headboard, the bed draped with mosquito netting. Although it was used to keep mosquitoes at bay, they didn’t know that it was also a protection from disease.

      And even though Doc knew that Beau’s father had yellow fever, he didn’t know that it was caused by the pesky mosquitoes.

      And catching yellow fever from mosquitoes was a serious threat to me.

      I almost felt like I’d traveled to a foreign country. A country without modern medicine or conveniences.

      But that wasn’t the most salient thing on my mind at the moment.

      I flipped through the pictures on my iPhone, going back several months.

      I had lots of selfies with Bennett.

      Staring at his photos, I wondered if I would forget.

      My phone only had thirty percent battery left.

      First of all, I wasn’t good at keeping it charged.

      And, second, searching for service probably didn’t help with battery conservation.

      I needed to turn it off. To conserve battery.

      Yet at the same time, I wasn’t sure why.

      I had no way of charging it and it was going to eventually run out.

      Blowing out a breath, I fought the panic that came with the knowledge that I was about to lose my last link with my own time period.

      And not only was I losing my link with the future, I struggled to keep Bennett’s memories from being overwritten by a handsome plantation owner’s son.

      When Beau kissed me, I wasn’t thinking about Bennett.

      I wasn’t thinking about anything except him.

      My love for Bennett had been steady and comfortable.

      We’d known each other since we were kids. And we probably would have been married already, except that he wanted to finish his neuro psychiatric internship first.

      I hadn’t minded. I had been busy with my own career.

      And I was certain that Bennett would always be there.

      Until he wasn’t.

      I turned the phone over and closed my eyes, fighting the flashback that threatened to overwhelm me.

      Instead, I allowed myself to think about Beau.

      Beau was the opposite of Bennett in that there was no steady comfort in being around him.

      In its place was a searing passion.

      With just a touch, he sent my blood racing through my veins and my thoughts scattering.

      The house was quiet now as darkness settled in.

      Beau had been gone for longer than I’d expected.

      I powered my phone off and slipped it beneath my pillow.

      Perhaps there would be enough battery for me to take one more look at our pictures.

      One more look at the life I’d left behind.

      Thirsty, I climbed out of bed and decided it was safe to go in search of a glass of water.

      I grabbed the candle from my nightstand and carefully opened the bedroom door.

      The hallway was in shadows and the house was silent except for the steady ticking of the grandfather clock.

      I walked quietly to the top of the stairs, then began to slowly navigate the steps. Holding the candle with one hand and my skirts with the other, it was tricky at best.

      I gave some serious thought to going back upstairs and changing into my own clothes. But they were still wet from the rain.

      Reaching the landing, I stopped and rested for a moment before going the rest of the way to the first floor.

      Just a little bit further.

      Finally I reached the bottom floor and took a minute to adjust my skirts.

      The clock began to chime the hour.

      It was only eight o’clock, but it seemed so much later.

      Without electricity, day and night were no longer blurred into one.

      There was a definite demarcation between the two.

      I walked through the foyer and turned right down the hallway toward the dining room.

      Surely there would be a pitcher of water there.

      I probably should have waited for Beau to come back.

      But I’d gone this far. There was no turning back now.

      Fortunately, I’d been right.

      The pitcher of water I’d seen earlier in the dining room was still there.

      After setting the candle down, I filled a glass with water and drank deeply.

      Tomorrow I would remember to make sure I had water in my room before it got dark.

      I filled the glass again and went to sit at the table.

      The jar was still there. The yellow rose still floated in the water.

      Where had the rose come from?

      There were only red roses here. Beautiful red roses. And I was pretty sure that Mrs. Becquerel hadn’t been trying to cross colors.

      There was only one explanation.

      Someone over the years had added yellow roses to the area by the fence and one had come up wild.

      I’d brought this rose with me from the future.
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      “How much do know you about Brianna?” Father asked.

      I sat back in the chair and watched the flickering candlelight cast shadows over my father’s features.

      “I was there when she and Bradford got married,” I said, sidestepping the question.

      He was asking about the time travel, but it didn’t seem right to just jump right into the topic.

      But Father shook his head. Maybe it was the fever, but he didn’t seem inclined to take the time to warm up to the topic.

      “I know,” he said. “But I’m talking about the time travel.”

      I ran a hand through my hair.

      “I know that Brianna was… is… from the future.”

      “And you know the story about Vaughn.”

      “Of course,” I said with a little smile.

      All I’d had to do was stand back and listen to Father and Bradford’s conversations. They’d get so wrapped up, they’d forget I was there.

      “Tell me about your girl. Madilynn.”

      Your girl.

      Such a simple statement, but it sent my heart racing.

      “She appeared suddenly,” I said.

      Father nodded. “Go on.”

      “And she was soaked, though it wasn’t raining.”

      “Just like Vaughn,” Father said, staring into space, remembering.

      “Yes. Just like Vaughn. And there was something else.”

      Father waited patiently, locking his gaze on mine again.

      “She was holding a yellow rose.”

      “Yellow?” Father shifted a bit as though he’d forgotten he couldn’t sit up.

      “A freshly picked yellow rose.”

      “Not one of your mother’s,” Father said. “In fact, I’ve never seen a yellow rose on this property.”

      “Nor have I. But I have it. It’s downstairs in a jar of water.”

      Father ran a trembling hand over his chin. A reminder of the weakness left by the fever.

      “How do you feel about her?”

      I sucked in a deep breath and slowly let it out.

      “I want her to stay.”

      Father looked at me sideways. “But there’s more.”

      I nodded.

      “Yes. There’s more. There’s a… connection. I fell drawn to her.”

      I couldn’t read Father’s expression. It was a cross between resignation, caution, and maybe a little happiness.

      “That’s the biggest part of it,” Father said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that’s why she’s here. To be with you.”

      When I didn’t answer, he kept talking.

      “Just like Brianna was here for Bradford.”

      “You’re talking about soul mates?”

      “Something like that,” he said. “But—”

      “I’m sorry,” Bailey said, sweeping into Father’s room, putting a swift stop to our conversation. “I was asleep.”

      I could have knocked on my sister’s bedroom door an hour ago, waking her for her shift, but I hadn’t minded the extra time with Father.

      And now I wish I had more time.

      But I could talk with him again tomorrow.

      I stood up as Bailey automatically went to his side and touched his forehead.

      “He’s better,” she said, looking at me.”

      “You two didn’t think you’d get rid of me that easy did you?” Father asked.

      Bailey dropped into the chair I’d just vacated.

      “Thank goodness,” she said.

      “Doc will be back in the morning,” I said. “to confirm.”

      “Go on,” Father said. “Get out of here. You’ve got things to do.”

      I knew he was talking about Madilynn.

      And yes, I did have things to do.

      The primary one was to figure out what to do to keep her here.

      I left my sister with Father and went down the hall to the guest room.

      After a perfunctory knock, I opened the door.

      Everything was as I’d left it.

      The velvet curtains were open, letting in the soft moonlight.

      The mosquito netting was draped over the bed.

      But as I pulled it back, my heart slammed in my chest.

      Madilynn was not here.
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      As the wind started howling outside, I went to the window and looked out.

      The clouds drifted over the moon, and I stared out into blackness.

      There were no streetlights to break the darkness.

      Nothing but utter blackness beyond this room and my meager candle.

      I shuddered.

      The wind was blowing up another storm.

      There would be no power outages. Yet, still, the thought of being alone in such a storm sent a chill down my spine.

      I needed to get back upstairs to my room and hopefully Beau would be back soon.

      I took my candle and carefully made my way from the dining room and down the hall to the foyer.

      As I passed the ticking grandfather clock, I held the candle up to its face.

      Time.

      Everything was about time.

      And this clock seemed to know it.

      It kept a steady count—a constant reminder—that everything was about time.

      Without time, there was nothing.

      Even now, in this century, the seconds swept past, marked by the ticking clock.

      Looking into the clock’s face, I got the sense that the clock knew what it was all about.

      Then footsteps coming down the stairs pulled me out of my trance.

      Someone holding a candle was coming toward me.

      “Madilynn?”

      It was Beau.

      “Yes.” Relief washed through me as he reached my side and took my hand.

      “There’s a storm coming,” he said.

      He led me into the parlor and we sat together on the sofa.

      I didn’t want to let go of this hand.

      As long as I held his hand, I felt grounded.

      “Your father?” I asked.

      “Better. His fever has broken.”

      Beau pulled me closer, wrapping me in his arms.

      “I thought I’d lost you,” he said.

      I wrapped my arms around him and leaned my face against his chest.

      “You want me to stay?” I asked, explaining what I meant by that. I didn’t have to.

      “More than anything.”

      “But… How? I don’t have any control over it.”

      “I know,” he said. “They only way to make sure you stay is for us to leave here.”

      I turned so I could look into his eyes. The candlelight cast shadows across his face.

      “But your family. Your home. You can’t.”

      He swept a strand of hair away from my cheek and tucked it gently behind my ear.

      “It’s a choice I have to make,” he said.

      So that was it?

      Beau had to choose between me and his family?

      That was a position I never wanted to put anyone in.

      It was an impossible choice.

      One no one should have to make.

      And in that moment, I realized that in order for Beau to continue his life, I had to leave it.

      An impossible choice.
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      The storm raged outside. The distant thunder moved closer and a flash of lightning lit up the tree line.

      With Madilynn held tightly against me, I breathed in her scent of vanilla and honeysuckle.

      Maybe it was the storm, but I felt energized. Like my life had suddenly taken on a new meaning. A new purpose.

      I’d been going through my life, living day by day, not daring to think about what I was missing.

      Not daring to breathe life into my dreams.

      But now that Madilynn was here, something had shifted and I yearned for more.

      Mother and Father had focused on finding my older brother, Bradford, a wife and they’d focused on Bailey, the youngest.

      As the middle child, I’d avoided notice.

      Sure, Father and I spent a lot of time together and I considered us to be close, but he didn’t pay much attention to my future.

      It was the plight of the middle child. To be in the shadow of the older and younger siblings.

      I’d fallen into the trap of just existing.

      And I hadn’t even realized it until right now.

      I wanted more from my life than merely existing from day to day.

      And I didn’t need my parents to throw lavish balls to find me a wife.

      I had found me a wife.

      I’d never thought much about a possible life outside of this plantation.

      It wasn’t that I assumed that I’d live here forever, it was just that I’d put off thinking about possibilities.

      Bradford had left.

      Bailey was engaged to be married and would be leaving here soon. Going to Birmingham to be with her husband.

      Somehow it had become my plight to stay here and carry on the family business.

      But it wasn’t my destiny.

      My destiny was with Madilynn.

      But Madilynn couldn’t stay here.

      I had to choose.

      I had to choose to continue my existence here or to go away—like Bradford had—and take her with me.

      If all accounts were accurate, then it was the only way to keep her here.

      She shifted and sat up, keeping her gaze toward the window.

      “I should go upstairs,” she said. “I should get some sleep.”

      “It’s early yet,” I said, knowing it wasn’t true.

      I didn’t want to let her out of my sight. Out of my grasp.

      “I’m not feeling well,” she said.

      I put a hand on her forehead. Her skin was cool to the touch.

      “Are you ill?”

      “No,” she said. “I think I’m just tired.”

      “Very well,” I said, but every bone in my body argued that it wasn’t alright.

      That I shouldn’t let her leave my side.

      “But I’ll stay with you,” I said, standing up and holding out my hand to help her up. “Until the storm settles.”

      “I’ll be okay,” she said, but she put her hand in mine and I helped her to her feet.

      “I know, but I’d feel better not leaving you just yet.”

      She nodded, seeming to resign herself to me staying with her.

      I wasn’t sure what caused this sudden change in her demeanor.

      Perhaps this time travel caused her some discomfort.

      I picked up one candle and handed it to her, then picked up the other for myself to help us make our way through the darkness.

      The wind howled outside and the thunder drowned out the ticking of the grandfather clock.

      When we reached the foyer, she stopped before we set off up the stairs.

      “I meant to bring some water upstairs with me,” she said.

      “There’s no water in your room?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “The pitcher is empty. But there’s some in the kit—the dining room.”

      “Wait here,” I said. “I’ll get it for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      The grandfather clock began to chime as I left her there and hurried toward the dining room to grab the pitcher of water.

      There was no need to drag her down the hall and back if she wasn’t feeling well.

      As I reached the dining room and wrapped my fingers around a full pitcher of water, a clap of thunder seemed to make the whole house shake.

      As the thunder’s echo faded, I just stood there, my hand wrapped around the cool handle of the pitcher.

      A flash of lightning followed on its heels and I slowly turned around.

      The yellow rose still floating in the jar of water was all I could see as the lightning lit the room.
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      As I waited for Beau to grab the pitcher of water, I put one hand on the banister to steady myself.

      I’d told him I didn’t feel well.

      It was partly true.

      I felt sick because I knew I was the one who was going to have to make the decision for him.

      I had to find a way to return to my time. It was the only way Beau could stay in his world. With his family.

      I couldn’t let him uproot himself on my account.

      At the same time, a big part of me hoped that I would stay here in this time anyway.

      If I could stay in this time. Stay here with Beau, I would be content.

      If I did stay, I had to convince him that we could live here.

      The whole thing made my head ache.

      The storm raged overhead. For all I knew, there could be a hurricane out there.

      Without modern weather forecasts, people had no warning about storms. No time to prepare.

      Though I’d been trying to find a way to leave Beau and go to my room, I missed him now.

      I’d thought that maybe if I had some time to think I could figure out how to get back to my own time.

      But perhaps that had been a bad idea. At least for right now. Maybe after the storm had passed.

      A huge burst of thunder seemed to shake the whole house.

      I stood perfectly still. Staring into the darkness. Willing Beau to return.

      The clock began to chime discordantly and lightning seemed to flash from all directions at once.

      Stepping closer to the banister, I hugged it as though it could somehow protect me from this onslaught.

      The candle fell to the floor, dripping warm wax onto the mahogany floor.

      It sputtered as it hit the floor, leaving me in utter darkness.

      Echoes of thunder pounded in my ears.

      I stared hard, but couldn’t see a thing in the darkness.

      Then it was quiet.

      So quiet.

      No thunder. No ticking clock.

      But the darkness faded and sunlight came through the front windows.

      I didn’t move.

      Something was wrong.

      I blinked rapidly as my eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness.

      

      Releasing my hold on the banister, I stepped forward to stand in front of the grandfather clock.

      The silent grandfather clock.

      I stared blankly at the rip slashed across the clock’s face between the numbers six and seven.

      Then my brain registered the distant hum of the central air conditioning.

      Putting an arm over my head, I dropped to the floor.
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      The pitcher of water crashed to the floor as I dashed from the dining room.

      I didn’t know how I knew something was wrong.

      I just did.

      I reached the foyer within seconds.

      But I was too late.

      Madilynn was gone.

      My foot struck something on the floor. I bent down and picked up her candle.

      The wax was still warm.

      Though I held my own candle high and looked around, I knew I wasn’t going to find her.

      Madilynn had returned to the future.

      Running a hand over my face, I kicked myself.

      I should not have left her alone.

      I knew this was going to happen the moment I left her.

      I just hadn’t thought.

      She’d wanted water and it seemed like such a simple thing to just grab the pitcher before we went upstairs.

      I sat down on the stairs, my mind racing.

      It was almost like she knew. She’d become distant, barely making eye contact.

      Though I knew it was futile, I’d search the house.

      I’d make sure she hadn’t gone on upstairs in the brief minute I’d been in the dining room.

      But in my gut, I knew.

      I faced the same fate as my brother and Uncle Nathaniel.

      They’d both waited.

      Waited until their women had come back to them.

      Their women.

      I stared into the darkness as the storm continued to rage overhead.

      Madilynn was my woman.

      Mon Dieu.

      This was not how I expected my life to go.

      Even though I hadn’t put any effort into it, I expected one day to meet a local girl. Get married. Have children.

      It wasn’t a plan really. Just a vague script that seemed to illustrate the way things were supposed to go.

      But there was nothing about Madilynn that was the way things were supposed to go.

      I needed to talk to Father.

      He was the only person who had an semblance of knowledge about what was going on.

      Except for my sister. Bailey knew more than she should. But I didn’t want to talk to my sister about Madilynn.

      

      As I sat there on the stairs, the storm moved out, leaving as quickly as it had come.

      It was almost as though it had swept Madilynn away with it.

      It was a fanciful thought.

      But it was a fanciful thought in the wake of a woman who traveled through time to the past, stole my heart, and vanished.

      I stood up, straightened my shoulders, and prepared to do what I had to do.

      I’d search the house.

      Then I would wait.

      If need be, I would wait for Madilynn until the end of time.
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      Things were coming together.

      Our first guest would be arriving in four days.

      Rachel had doubts that we were ready, but it was time.

      Opening the bed and breakfast was a lot like having a baby.

      There was no right time. And a person could never be completely ready.

      I stepped out onto the veranda with my new phone and a cup of hot tea.

      I’d left my old phone in the guest room beneath the pillow… in 1846.

      I often wondered what they must have thought about it.

      Since it was password protected, they could only see the screen and that wouldn’t last long before the battery died.

      The first few days after the storm, after I’d come back through time, I’d walked around in a daze.

      Jerry was nowhere to be found and without my phone, I couldn’t call him.

      I went into town, bought a new phone, and got Jerry’s number from Rachel.

      She’d eyed me with questions and a bit of suspicion.

      But I didn’t give her an explanation.

      I couldn’t. There was nothing logical to say.

      I went back in time, fell in love, then quite simply came back.

      There was a trunk in the attic that I needed to look through.

      I’d opened the lid, then immediately dropped it closed.

      My sense was that it held secrets from the past.

      Secrets I wasn’t ready to know. No just yet.

      As I sipped my hot tea, I wondered if today was the day I’d open the trunk.

      A hummingbird swooped down and hovered in front of me.

      For a second or two, I stared at the beautiful bird.

      It was so close I could see the yellow on its wings.

      Yes, I decided.

      Today was the day I’d go through the trunk.

      Today was the day I’d find secrets about Beau Becquerel and learn what had happened to him after I left.

      At least that was my hope.

      A hope that was so entwined with dread, I couldn’t separate them.

      But I had to know.

      I couldn’t continue through life not knowing something—anything—about Beau.

      I certainly couldn’t leave this house without knowing.

      Since coming back from the past, I’d hardly thought about Bennett at all.

      His memories had been tucked away neatly in a box.

      But not Beau.

      Beau was an incomplete memory.

      The irony of course, was that I had lost both of them.

      Just in different ways and in different centuries.
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      This year’s tobacco crop was going to be my best yet.

      I walked along the rows of fresh green plants. Following the afternoon rain, the jasmine flowers had burst into white blooms that smelled like a mix of leather and spring flowers.

      They reminded me of Madilynn.

      Not a surprise, since everything reminded me of her.

      I took out the little rectangular box that she’d left beneath her pillow. It was a piece of glass with an emblem of a half-eaten apple on the back.

      At first it had lit up when I touched the glass, but then it had just stopped.

      I instinctively knew that it was something important to her life in the future. I’d kept it with me since the day she’d vanished. When I’d found it in her room. It made me feel closer to her. Connected even.

      It had been six months since that night she’d vanished during a thunderstorm.

      Even as I’d searched the house for her, I’d known she wasn’t there.

      And I already knew my fate.

      My fate was to wait.

      Just like Bradford had done.

      Just like Uncle Nathaniel had done.

      Knowing that waiting was my fate was somehow comforting.

      I’d found the love of my life.

      All I had to do was to wait for her to return.

      It was out of my hands.

      And that brought me comfort.

      Unexpected comfort.

      It wasn’t something I could explain to anyone.

      I could have explained it to Bradford, though I don’t think he accepted his fate very well.

      He’d thrown himself into his horses.

      Actually that wasn’t something that had happened right away. Bradford had moped around for weeks before Father bought him the first thoroughbred to work with.

      The person I would really love to talk to was my Uncle Nathaniel.

      Uncle Nathaniel lived here his entire life.

      His wife Vaughn came and went over the years. According to Father, there had been no pattern and she’d spent more time away from Nathaniel than with him.

      Very sad.

      I didn’t want to live that way, but I’d trade a year of my life for just a week to spend with her.

      However…

      If Madilynn ever returned to my time period, I had a plan.

      A loosely formed plan that could be implemented at a moment’s notice.

      Much like my brother Bradford apparently had.

      In retrospect, it was impressive how quickly he’d moved.

      Bradford had an advantage over me, though. As a senator, he spent a lot of time away from home.

      I was more of a traditional plantation man. I stayed home and along with my father, ran the estate.

      Father had recovered from the fever. But not without scars.

      He tired much more quickly.

      As a result, we’d hired half a dozen workers to help out.

      Finally. It was long overdue.

      One fellow in particular was good with the horses. He now lived in the loft over the stables.

      I mounted my horse and trotted back toward the house.

      There was already a chill in the air, a precursor to the chilly spring night to come.

      As the sun ducked behind the trees, a flurry of early evening lightning bugs sparkled against the foilage.

      As I neared the house, I passed by the garçonnière, then the kitchen. The garçonnière where by all accounts, I should be living.

      I rode past the white fence separating the kitchen from the main house.

      And reached the area where I’d first seen Madilynn.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. As much as I told myself I could do this, the pain in my heart would strike without warning, nearly bringing me to my knees.

      As I reached the fence post where my mother’s red roses were starting to bloom again, I slowed.

      Everything seemed so normal.

      Yet, for me, nothing would ever be normal again.

      I stopped at the fence post and wrapped my fingers around one of the little red roses at the top of the rose bush.

      And I froze.

      Right there, hidden behind the red roses, was a single yellow rose.
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      I knelt in the attic in front of a large open trunk, with stacks of paper spread all around me.

      The morning sunlight shimmered through the windows, giving the large attic scattered with discarded chairs and trunks and various other household items look almost magical.

      It looked like someone had sorted everything, then tossed it back into the trunk.

      Someone had even thrown the family Bible inside it.

      I couldn’t imagine who’d done that, but if I had to guess, I’d say it was someone in a hurry to get things put away after Brianna went missing.

      Of course, I knew she wasn’t actually missing. She had gone back in time. But I was the only person who knew that and I couldn’t tell anyone else.

      The only people who knew were the ones back in time. People in today’s world had no clue what was going on.

      I carefully opened the Bible and found the pages where all the important things had been written. Mostly births and deaths.

      This Bible was unbelievably old.

      The first entry was back in the early 1800s.

      I scanned for names I recognized. The first ones were Vaughn and Nathaniel Becquerel.

      Then I saw Bradford’s birth followed by his marriage to Brianna.

      They had four children.

      Wow. If anyone had bothered to look, they could have found out exactly where Brianna disappeared to.

      Beau and Bailey were there, too.

      I ran my fingertips lightly down the page until I came to Beau’s name.

      I couldn’t do it.

      I shifted my gaze to the sunlight streaming in the window.

      I didn’t want to know what happened to him.

      I preferred to remember him as he’d been the last time I’d seen him.

      Young and virile.

      Handsome and charming.

      I didn’t want to know who he had married.

      Or how many children he had.

      Or even how long he lived.

      I closed the Bible and set it back inside the trunk.

      I had been right.

      The trunk held answers to secrets.

      But they were answers I couldn’t bear to know.

      At least not right now.

      Maybe some day.

      After enough time had passed and I had moved on.

      If that day ever came.

      Right now I wasn’t sure it ever would.

      And I wasn’t sure if I even wanted it to.

      After the heartbreak of losing Bennett and right behind that losing Beau, I decided it was best to simply stay to myself.

      Getting off the floor and dusting off my blue jeans, I walked over to the window to look out.

      The window gave me a bird’s-eye view of the road leading down to the Mississippi River.

      The ancient oak trees had moss-covered limbs so big and heavy they dipped down, nearly touching the ground.

      It was a sight to behold. Reminded me of how grand the estate once was before houses like this were overwhelmed by the high-rises of cities.

      Now a house like this was simply a place for people to get away for a weekend. To a slower, quieter pace if only for a few hours.

      A paddle wheeler floated by on the river. A tourist attraction. A flash back to the past. It was surprisingly crowded with tourists, but from here they were no more than a blur.

      I turned, then, and froze.

      Instead of the open trunk, surrounded by stacks of papers, journals, and a Bible, there was an open trunk.

      But the stacks were gone.

      Instead there was a pale lavender gown with miles and miles of material draped across the edge of the trunk.

      I blinked rapidly against the sun sparkles. That’s when I saw her.

      A lovely woman, dressed in a long full gown, kneeling in front of the trunk.

      She ran a hand over the dress, a contented smile on her face.

      Her brunette hair was pulled back at the nape of her neck, tendrils falling messily on either side of her face.

      She was beautiful.

      Though I’d never seen her before, I instinctively knew who she was.

      Vaughn Dupree Becquerel.

      It had to be her.

      Reaching into the trunk, she pulled out what looked like a white silk shawl.

      She spread it across the dress and sat back on her heels to admire it.

      “This is perfect,” she said out loud.

      Startled, I gripped the wooden ledge behind me.

      Then I saw who she was talking to.

      A younger girl, not a day older than fourteen, picked up the dress and held it up to her.

      She twirled around, the skirts flowing around her.

      Then she stopped and looked at the older woman.

      “Aunt Vaughn,” she said. “This will be perfect for the ball.”

      “As long as you wear the shawl over it,” Vaughn said. “Remember you have to show decorum.”

      “I know,” the girl said, carefully draping the dress back over the trunk. “I will.”

      “Of course you will,” Vaughn said. “You’re a very proper young lady.”

      The girl grinned and sat on the floor next to Vaughn, her dress belling out around her.

      I stepped forward, deciding to let them know I was here.

      “I’m so glad you came back Aunt Vaughn,” the girl said. “I hope you never have to leave again.”

      “Me too,” Vaughn said, hugging the girl close. “Me too.”

      The girl looked up at her, her expression hopeful.

      “Do you think Momma will come home?”

      “I don’t know,” Vaughn said. “I’m sure she will come back if she can. Madilynn loves you very much.”

      I froze.

      Madilynn.

      Momma.
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      I slid off the back of my horse and stood next to the fence post.

      The briars scratched my hands, drawing blood, as I searched frantically for other yellow roses.

      But there was only the one.

      One yellow rose.

      Where had it come from?

      And why was it here?

      Determining that it was the only one, I stood up straight and looked around. Searching for any sign of Madilynn.

      But all I saw was Theo carrying two pails of water from the well. He nodded as he saw me, just before he ducked into the kitchen.

      I just looked at him. I didn’t have enough energy to even lift my arms.

      I felt immobile.

      It had been so long since I’d seen Madilynn. But maybe this yellow rose was a sign.

      A sign that Madilynn would be returning soon.

      The yellow rose gave me hope.

      Hope I hadn’t felt since the night she’d vanished.

      Instead of breaking the rose from the vine, I left it there.

      Pulling myself together, I got back on the horse and rode slowly back to the stable.

      The stable boy, a young fellow named Ralph, came out to take the horse.

      Ralph was the first one I’d hired. He’d turned out to be a good hand and I’d kept him on.

      “You doing alright, Mr. Beau?” he asked.

      “Sure,” I said, handing over the reins.

      “You sure? You look like you saw a ghost or something.”

      “No,” I blinked to shake off the shock of seeing the yellow rose growing there with my mother’s red roses.

      “I’m good. Just ‘um…” I looked up and saw that the clouds had darkened. “The weather’s got me a bit on edge.”

      “Yeah,” Ralph said. “That storm just came up all of a sudden. My Pa says when that happens change is coming.”

      “Is that so?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but he’s seen a lot in his days.”

      I was curious about just what kind of things Ralph’s Pa had seen, but I didn’t ask.

      “I hope it’s a good change,” I said, turning back toward the house.

      “Yes, Sir.” Ralph started to walk away, then stopped. “Say, I was wondering…”

      I stopped and turned back.

      “I was just wondering what happened to that girl.”

      “Madilynn?” Saying her name out loud felt strange. I said it all the time in my head, but I hadn’t uttered her name out loud since I’d seen her last.

      “Yeah,” Ralph said. “Her.”

      I wasn’t about to tell Ralph anything.

      It was odd that he’d asked about her, though. Right after I’d found the yellow rose.

      I grabbed at my hat to keep a gust of wind from sweeping it off my head.

      Though I tried to keep my expression blank, Ralph must have seen something there anyway.

      “I apologize,” he said. “I shouldn’t have asked. Not my business.”

      “No,” I said. “She’ll be back. As soon as she can.”

      Ralph just nodded once and led my horse into the barn.

      And as I walked along the path toward the house, the wind whipping around me, I realized that I believed it.

      Madilynn would be back.
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      My ears buzzing, I dropped to my knees right there on the attic floor.

      I was less than three feet away from Vaughn and the girl.

      They couldn’t see me.

      And I could barely hear them anymore.

      I squeezed my eyes tightly closed and blinked rapidly, but the sun’s glare was worse now.

      Either that or they were fading.

      They were definitely fading.

      As I sat there on the floor, the sun shifted, climbing higher in the sky, leaving behind an emptiness.

      The trunk was still there.

      But the women were gone.

      And the stacks of paper were back.

      I sat back on my heels and pressed my fingertips against my forehead.

      What had I just seen?

      Ghosts?

      A vision?

      The legendary Vaughn, for sure. But had it really been her? Or had I seen a vision?

      And the girl. Oh. My. God.

      Was the girl my daughter?

      If the girl was my daughter, then…

      Then I had gone back in time.

      But then I’d left again.

      This portended something to come.

      I’d lost all my interest in going through the trunk.

      I needed to get outside. To take a walk to clear my head.

      The attic was suddenly suffocating.

      After quickly tossing all the papers and books back into the trunk, I closed the heavy lid and walked carefully down the steep stairs leading to the second floor of the house.

      The only sound was the echo of my sneakers on the wood floor.

      I normally didn’t mind being here alone.

      I’d been enjoying the quiet time to myself.

      But after seeing the images of Vaughn and the girl who may very well have been a vision of some kind of my daughter, I felt edgy.

      I quickly made my way downstairs to the first floor and, without looking at the silent wounded grandfather clock, I walked through the foyer and turned right toward the kitchen.

      My hands shook as I turned on the faucet and filled a glass with water.

      I drank quickly, like I’d been wandering in a desert.

      The glass empty, I set it down and walked out the back door.

      I stood on the veranda and looked across at the building that was going to be a café. On the same spot where the kitchen had been in the 1800s.

      The single fence post was still there. All that was left of the white fence that had separated the house from the kitchen back in the day.

      A breeze tugged at the hair I’d pulled back into a ponytail at the back of my head.

      I sat on the nearest rocker and pulled my feet up beneath me.

      I rocked, consoling myself.

      Whatever it was I had seen, it had been real.

      I hadn’t imagined it.

      It frightened me, yet at the same time, I felt a little thrill of anticipation.

      I would see Beau again.

      If I was to believe what I had seen, then I would not only see Beau again, but we would have a child together.

      I put a hand over my mouth.

      That could only mean one thing.

      Beau was my destiny.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance and I noticed a gathering of dark clouds coming in from the west.

      A storm was brewing.
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      I walked slowly along the path toward the house.

      There was an electricity in the air.

      Whatever it was put my nerves on edge.

      Something was about to happen.

      I could see the roof of the house in the distance.

      Smoke curled from the chimney, sending a wisp of white into the sky.

      I reached the edge of the fence where Mother’s red roses bloomed.

      I stopped at the fence post and looked again for the yellow rose, but it wasn’t there.

      Standing straight, I looked around. I didn’t see anyone who might have picked it.

      The little rose bud had been tucked in among the red flowers. Hidden. No one would have come out here looking for it.

      There was no one who would picked in in the short time it had taken me to stable my horse.

      I looked again, not caring that the briars picked at my skin, drawing little streaks of blood.

      But it wasn’t there.

      Maybe I had imagined it.

      Putting my hands on my hips, I stood and looked toward the back of the house.

      No one was on the veranda.

      My father was out in the cotton fields. Mother was upstairs in her room and Bailey was probably with her.

      The two of them had spent a lot of time working on her wedding trousseau, but it had been completed a long time ago.

      The last time I checked, they’d been working on embroidering new cushions for the chairs in the parlor.

      Tedious work.

      Something I would never have the patience for.

      I turned back around and faced the fence again.

      That’s when I saw her.

      Kneeling on the ground, her hands tangled in the rose bush.

      “Madilynn.” Her name came out on a breath, barely audible.

      But she heard me and turned.

      Dropping her hands to her sides, she just stared at me, as though she didn’t really see me.

      Was it really her? Or was I imagining it?

      She was wearing pants, like she’d been wearing the first time I’d seen her. She had returned from the future.

      I took a step forward, my boots, crunching on a fallen twig.

      She gasped as though she suddenly realized that I was really there.

      “Beau?”

      “Madilynn.”

      I reached her in about half a second and was on my knees, pulling her into my arms.

      “Mon Dieu,” I said, kissing the top of her head. “You came back.”

      She smelled like vanilla and honeysuckle combined with the scent of the roses.

      I sat back and pulled her into my lap.

      This time, I vowed, I was not going to let her out of my sight.

      Whatever it took to keep her here in this time with me, I would do it.
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      I sat in a big oversized rocker on the back veranda of the house.

      Beau sat on the chair next to me.

      He had a hand on my shoulder and hadn’t let go of me since he’d pulled me into his arms out in the yard.

      I’d gone outside, drawn to the fence post with a burst of wild roses climbing to its top.

      They were red roses.

      I’d been focused on the incoming storm and hadn’t noticed them at first.

      But when I saw that they were red roses, I’d been drawn to them.

      How were there suddenly little red roses climbing around the abandoned fence post?

      I’d spied a yellow rose near the ground nestled in a cluster of briars.

      So that’s why I’d been on my knees when the thunder had started.

      But the odd thing was, once I was on my knees, the yellow rose was no longer there.

      It had vanished.

      That’s when I’d heard Beau calling my name.

      “How are you here?” he asked. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, looking up in his blue eyes. They were bluer than I even remembered. And I’d thought I remembered every detail about him.

      “Nothing was different?” His hand was comforting on my shoulder. And as long as we had that contact, I felt grounded. Like I could stay here. In this time.

      I remembered having that feeling before with him.

      And that’s when he’d let go…

      He’d left me to go to the dining room to get me a drink of water.

      So my feeling had some basis to it.

      “No,” I said. “The yellow rose…”

      “I saw it, too,” Beau said.

      “You did?” I put a hand on his arm. “But… it was gone.”

      “No. I think it’s there. Unless…”

      “Unless what?” I asked. “What are you thinking?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. It just seems like maybe sometimes time gets crossed.”

      “Like the boundaries are blurry,” I said, looking out across the lawn toward the fence with its beautiful red roses spilling all over it.

      It was like in the attic when I’d seen the two women and the trunk filled with gowns.

      “Are you well?” he asked, kneeling in front of me and searching my eyes.

      “Yes,” I said with a little smile. “As well as can be… considering how abruptly I left here.”

      “I know, love,” he said, taking my hands and kissing the backs of my fingers.

      My heart swelled.

      The love I’d been feeling for him was returned.

      I couldn’t help but think about Vaughn and the girl I’d seen in the attic.

      She’d asked about her momma. About Madilynn.

      Was she my daughter?

      Mine and Beau’s?

      “I can’t control the time travel.” I was mostly talking to myself, but I said it out loud.

      “I know,” Beau said, standing up, but keeping a hand on my upper arm. “I have a plan.”

      “What kind of plan?” I asked.

      “We have to get out of here.”

      I looked down at my hands clasped in my lap.

      That was what I wanted. Wasn’t it?

      To stay in this time with Beau. Even if it meant leaving here.

      Then why did his words strike such trepidation in my heart?

      “Madilynn?” He knelt again, searching my face.

      I looked back into his eyes.

      The idea of my life being scripted left me feeling ill.

      Did that mean that my life had already happened?

      That it was over?
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      I’d imagined this moment a thousand times.

      And every time I imagined it, Madilynn was happy.

      Not once in my imaginings did she have this fear-stricken expression on her face.

      What had happened? What had changed?

      It had been a long time. Six months. A lot could change in six months.

      Perhaps she was betrothed to someone else.

      Perhaps she no longer wanted to be with me, much less marry me. We hadn’t talked about marriage. There hadn’t been time. She’d been here for such a fleeting time.

      But that fleeting time had been so intense—so life altering—that it very well could have been much longer.

      Yet here she was.

      But had it been an accident? Maybe she hadn’t wanted to come back here.

      My mind raced with possibilities.

      Something had changed. Something was different.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, fearing the answer.

      She met my gaze again and tried a smile, feeble as it was.

      “Nothing.” She shook her head. “It’s just been so long.”

      Her eyes were full now as though with one blink, tears would stream down her cheeks.

      “I didn’t know if you would still be here. If you would wait.”

      I squeezed her hands.

      “I would wait for you until the end of time. I didn’t get to tell you that, but I will.” I took a deep breath and kept going. “I want to take you away from here. We’ll leave now. I never want to be apart from you again.”

      “But what if…” She stopped herself in mid-sentence. Shook her head.

      “Has something changed? Something is different.”

      “No,” she said. “I just don’t understand what’s happening.”

      I smiled. “You’re here. That’s all that matters. And we’re meant to be together.”

      There it was again. That shadow that crossed her features.

      I sat back on my heels, with my hands lightly pressed against her soft white shoes.

      I had to keep a hand on her somewhere, no matter how lightly.

      I couldn’t stand the thought of her traveling through time again.

      If she did, I was planning to go with her.

      I didn’t know how it worked. And it might even kill me, but I wasn’t letting her go without a fight.

      At least not until I figured out what was bothering her.

      If there was a reason for us not to be together, that would change things.

      Then I remembered the glass I carried with me. Reaching in my pocket, I pulled out the black glass with the apple on it and pressed it into her hands.

      “Oh my God,” she said. “How?”

      “You left it under your pillow.”

      She nodded as though remembering.

      “It’s important to you?”

      She nodded.

      “What’s it used for?”

      “People… carry them… to stay in touch.”

      I grinned. “That explains it. It explains why it why me feel close to you. We were communicating.”

      Leaning forward, she put her hands on my shoulders.

      “Do you believe in destiny?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said. I didn’t even have to think about that one.

      “And fate?”

      I nodded. “I believe that we’re meant to be together.”

      She nodded slowly.

      “I think that true love brings people together no matter when they’re born. Look at my Uncle Nathaniel and my brother. Both of them found love across time.”

      She searched my eyes, looking for… something.

      Maybe answers.

      I didn’t have the answers she was looking for.

      I only had the answer that was in my heart.
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      He believed it. I could feel the conviction that ran through his veins.

      And I had to admit that I believed it, too.

      Especially after what I had seen.

      That meant that everything that had happened to me up until this point had all happened to get me here. Right here to this moment in time.

      Bennett and his death had led me here.

      I’d come here to get away.

      If Bennett hadn’t died, I would have stayed in my old job, in my old world. I wouldn’t have answered a random ad for a job in another state.

      I’d loved Bennett, but it had been a comfortable, calm love.

      He’d been a safe haven in the storm of life.

      We’d gotten through high school together, then college. We’d grown up together.

      But now he was gone.

      And I’d opened myself up to a different kind of love.

      A love that sent my blood pounding through my veins.

      A love that haunted me day and night.

      His hands were on my shoes right now.

      He wasn’t letting go of me.

      Even that simple touch of his hands lightly resting on my shoes sent my heart racing.

      I could barely think while he was this close to me.

      Instead of a safe haven, he was a whirlwind for my emotions.

      And I’d traveled through time to get to him.

      I believe he was right.

      If it hadn’t been meant to be, it would not have happened.

      And I had chosen him.

      I had chosen to stay here in this house after returning to my own time.

      I could have chosen to go back to Birmingham. It would have been the sensible thing to do.

      But I couldn’t. Anytime I’d thought about leaving, I’d been physically ill.

      So I’d stayed.

      And I’d waited.

      I’d waited until this moment when I would be swooped back to his time. His world.

      Beau was my soul mate.

      I inhaled sharply.

      I’d always imagined that Bennett was my soul mate. But instead, he’d merely been a stepping stone to get me to Beau.

      No. Not just a stepping stone.

      I’d love him.

      But it wasn’t like this.

      Nothing I’d experienced prepared me for the overwhelming feelings I was having right now being back in Beau’s arms.

      Even if it was predestined.

      Perhaps because it was predestined.

      “Okay,” I said. “Where are we going to go?”

      Surprise registered on his features.

      “You’ll come away with me?”

      I nodded, feeling a smile that I couldn’t hide.

      When he grinned, I grinned, too.

      He swooped me up in his arms and before I knew what he was about, I was sitting in the rocker in his lap.

      “I haven’t figured that out yet,” he said. “I just know that we have to leave here.”

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “No,” he said, placing a finger lightly on my lips. “Don’t apologize. I don’t want to stay here on this farm for the rest of my life. I think I’ve just been waiting for you.”

      He lowered his head until his breath mingled with mine.

      Then after that moment’s hesitation, his lips were on mine.

      He kissed me with all the passion of a love starved man.

      And I matched him kiss for kiss.
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      We had to go.

      Holding her hand tightly, I led her to the stables.

      Fortunately, there was no one else around to ask questions.

      I’d planned this out to the letter.

      At first I’d stashed everything in the loft, but it had occurred to me that I’d have to leave her in order to climb up there and get to it.

      And that wasn’t happening.

      So instead, I’d packed a wagon and hidden it behind a stack of hay bales.

      With Madilynn in tow, I went to the wagon and grabbed a six-foot-long scarf. It was actually two scarves tied together, but it was strong.

      I tied one end of it around Madilynn’s wrist, then tied the other around my left wrist.

      She watched me with a raised eyebrow.

      “What is this?” she asked with a nervous laugh. “You’re binding me to you?”

      I kissed the tip of her nose.

      “What better way to make sure we don’t get separated before we can get away from this place?”

      She nodded slowly, then followed me to the stall to get my horse.

      With her right there on the other end of my scarf, I hitched up the horse and made sure everything was ready to go.

      Then I heard someone walking toward us. A light step. Like my sister.

      “Beau?”

      Damn. It was my sister, Bailey.

      I kept my arms down as she walked toward us. It would be hard to explain why I’d bound us with a scarf.

      But as she neared, I could see that something was wrong.

      Her face was streaked with tears.

      “What’s wrong, Bailey,” I asked, taking a step closer.

      In my alarm, I nearly forgot that Madilynn was tied to me.

      But she followed me without a sound.

      Bailey held up a letter, but looked behind me at Madilynn.

      “She’s back,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      I took Madilynn’s hand and laced my fingers with hers.

      The scarf wasn’t so obvious now.

      Bailey just wiped at her face with one hand and handed me the letter with the other.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It’s Thomas,” she said.

      I took the letter from her, but didn’t look at it.

      “Just tell me,” I said.

      “He’s not coming.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Bailey glanced at Madilynn before her gaze locked back onto mine.

      “He’s changed his mind.”

      “About…?”

      “He’d decided not to marry me.”

      Rage shot through me. Rage toward anyone who would hurt my sister.

      “He can’t do that,” I said.

      “Well,” she said, looking down at the letter. “He is.”

      “I’ll find him,” I said. “Demand satisfaction.”

      Bailey almost smiled. “You can’t challenge him to a duel. That was be just plain stupid.”

      “It has to be done.”

      Bailey shook her head. “To what end? One of you would die and if it’s you, he still wouldn’t want to marry me and I certainly wouldn’t marry the man who killed my brother.”

      “You have a good point,” I said. As the rage drained away, it was replaced by relief.

      This fellow Bailey was engaged to—Thomas—lived in Alabama and we really knew nothing about him.

      He had come home with Bradford a couple of years ago and had taken a sudden liking to my sister.

      Bailey could have any man in the county, but she’d been swept off her feet by the suave city fellow.

      One thing led to another and before we knew what was happening, they were engaged and planning to move to Alabama.

      My parents had pretended to be happy for her.

      Thomas had presented as a gentleman. And Bradford seemed to vouch for him.

      So they had begun to plan for a wedding.

      But Thomas had never come back for a visit.

      He and Bailey had corresponded by letters.

      The wedding date had been pushed back at his request. Twice.

      And now he’d cancelled the wedding altogether.

      As my rage drained away, I had to work to hide my relief.

      My sister was obviously devasted.

      She walked into me for a hug just like she’d done when she was little after some sort of disappointment.

      I might could fix a broken doll or find a missing dog, but I didn’t know how to heal a broken heart.

      I looked helplessly over her head at Madilynn.

      Madilynn just shrugged. There was nothing she could say either.

      “It’ll be okay,” I said to my sister.

      “Can I go with you?” she asked, pulling back to look from me to Madilynn and back again.

      How had she known we were going?

      “I don’t know where we’re going yet,” I said.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I need to get away from this place.”

      Then she looked at Madilynn with those puppy dog eyes that I’d never seen anyone refuse.

      “You don’t mind, do you, Madilynn?”

      Madilynn looked helplessly at me.

      “Of course not,” she said.
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            MADILYNN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Bailey,” Beau said. “We can’t wait for you. We have to leave now.”

      “I know,” she said. Her tears had dried, at least. “I can be ready in about two minutes. I just have to run to my room.”

      “You have to hurry,” he said. “And we only have room for one small valise.”

      As Bailey turned and dashed from the barn, her blue skirts billowing out behind her, Beau ran a hand through his hair and looked at me.

      “She’ll change her mind,” he said. “There’s no way she can be ready that fast. She has at least a hundred dresses and there’s no way she’ll be able to choose.”

      “You think she really wants to leave here?” I asked.

      I’d run away, too, but my situation had been a little bit different.

      Or had it?

      “I don’t know,” Beau said. “She’s disappointed. But they had barely spent any time together.”

      She squinted at me. “I hope you don’t think that really matters.”

      “Of course not,” I said, pulling Madilynn against me. We had only known each other for less time than Bailey and Thomas, yet I was certain I was in love with her.

      “You’re right.”

      “Which direction are we heading?” I asked against his chest.

      As a planner, I didn’t particularly like the idea of heading into the wilds of the 1800s, much less without a destination.

      “My brother lives in Washington D.C.,” he said, stroking my hair. “But I don’t really want to go anywhere near Birmingham where Thomas lives.”

      “I don’t care to go back to Birmingham either.”

      Not that it would be anything like it had been when I’d left it hundreds of years in the future, but I wouldn’t be able to resist making comparisons and it would bring back memories best left buried.

      “West,” he said, putting his hands on my arms so he could look into my eyes. “We’ll go to Texas.”

      It was first time I’d seen him look excited about anything. And I had never been to Texas.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s go to Texas.”

      Just then we heard Bailey coming back, carrying a large bag in both hands. This was what Beau had called a valise. But it wasn’t a small one at all.

      “There’s no way you just packed that,” Beau said to his sister.

      She looked at him sheepishly.

      “I’ve actually had it packed for awhile. I was thinking about going to Birmingham.”

      He took the valise from her and tucked in the back of the wagon.

      “I guess it’s a good thing you didn’t do that,” he said.

      “Guess so,” she said with a shrug.

      “I guess we’ll go then,” Beau said.

      Bailey had seen the scarf binding us together and though she looked at us with a bit of concern, she didn’t say anything.

      Beau helped us both climb into the wagon, then climbed in himself.

      I was squeezed in between Beau and his little sister.

      And we were about to ride in this wagon all the way to Texas.

      This was going to be an interesting trip, to say the least.

      Beau picked up the reins, then looked over at me.

      He put a finger lightly beneath my chin and kissed me right on the lips.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      And then we were off.

      Setting off on our trek to Texas.

      I’d traveled to Dallas once for a hospitality conference, but I’d gone by plane. Other than that, I’d never been west of the Mississippi.

      I was a southern girl, through and through.

      As much trepidation as I felt about the trip and about taking Bailey with us—something I never expected to happen, I was more than happy to be leaving with Beau.

      The further we got away from this place, the less likely I was to time travel back to my time.

      This was what I wanted.

      I wanted to be with Beau.

      No matter where.

      Or when.
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        Three months later

      

      

      

      I carried a pail of water from the well in one hand and opened the door to the little cabin with the other.

      It was a three room cabin. A main room that included a kitchen and living area. Then a bedroom and a small room, a study maybe, where Bailey could sleep.

      My sister sat in front of the fireplace, needle in hand.

      Madilynn stood at the stove, pulling a pan of biscuits from the oven.

      We’d lucked upon this cabin just outside of Longview, Texas, and were able to rent it for a good price.

      It was Madilynn’s idea to rent because we didn’t know what we were going to do from here.

      Despite the long trip, we hadn’t talked very much simply because Bailey was with us.

      Madilynn and I were just happy to be away from rip in time.

      My sister didn’t know what she wanted to do either.

      We’d actually spent a lot of time helping Bailey process what had happened with Thomas and her decision to up and leave with us.

      We’d worked on a letter to our parents explaining as best we could and posted it. Our parents were not going to be happy. I hoped that they would understand enough to get through it.

      Father and I had talked about Madilynn and the time travel enough that I truly felt like he would understand. Mother was another matter entirely.

      I halfway expected Bailey to decide to go home any day, but she hadn’t.

      After she got over the initial shock of Thomas breaking off the engagement, she actually seemed a bit relieved.

      I set the pail of water down on the table and held out a hand toward Madilynn.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” I said.

      We had only gotten here to the cabin this afternoon and I wanted to look around. I also wanted to have some alone time with Madilynn before dark.

      She put her hand in mine and we walked outside.

      “Don’t get lost,” Bailey called behind us.

      Madilynn laughed. She and Bailey were on the way to becoming good friends.

      “We won’t be long,” she said over her shoulder.

      The moon was already visible in the sky.

      There was something about a Texas sky that just seemed bigger than it had back in Mississippi.

      We walked around the cabin and found a swing hanging from a tree limb.

      It was no more than a board attached to rope, but it seemed to be sturdy enough so I held it for Madilynn to sit.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      She shrugged, swaying lightly on the swing.

      “I don’t know. It’s pretty here.”

      Other than the big sky, it did resemble Mississippi in a lot of ways.

      Lots of tree, mostly pine trees though, instead of the oak trees I was accustomed to. And, of course, there was no mile-wide river.

      I paced a few feet away. Put my hand on the rough bark of a pine tree.

      “We could build a place. Maybe get some horses. Or even cows.”

      She smiled. “Cows are probably a good idea.”

      “You aren’t going to tell me anything, are you?” I asked.

      Even though I really didn’t want her to, I found it amazing how she could keep all that information to herself.

      “Only if it’s necessary,” she said with a little smile.

      “Are you glad you’re here?”

      She knew I wasn’t talking about the cabin or even Texas. She knew I was talking about 1846.

      “Yes,” she said simply.

      “Do you think—?” I stopped in mid-sentence and walked around behind her.

      It seemed I had an answer to my own question.
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      Twisting in the little swing, I turned to see what had caught Beau’s attention.

      The swing was no more than a board hanging from a tree limb. The rope was thick and rough against my hands.

      I wondered who had put it there and where they had gone.

      Someone had said there were still Indians around here.

      I wasn’t particularly happy about that possibility.

      Beau bent down, but I couldn’t see what he’d found.

      I got up and walked over to stand next to him.

      I was wearing a long maroon dress. Bailey had said it was an everyday dress. To me it seemed awfully fancy to be considered an everyday dress, but then where I was from most women only wore dresses on special occasions.

      Beau stood up and looked at me, his expression unreadable.

      Then he held up his hands.

      He was holding a little yellow rose.

      Just like the one I’d found in his backyard.

      “What?” I looked down at the wild rosebush I hadn’t noticed before in the fading light.

      The wild rose bush had at least a dozen of the little yellow roses blooming on its vines.

      Beau handed me the flower.

      Its petals were soft and moist in my hands.

      I looked from it to Beau.

      “I think this means something,” I said.

      “It means we’re in the right place.”

      Carefully holding the rose, I looked around, seeing everything differently.

      Before, I was only seeing this as a temporary stopping place, though I didn’t know where we were going.

      But now I looked at it differently. As a potential place to put down roots with Beau.

      He’d mentioned cows. Texas was definitely cow country.

      We could do this.

      I turned and smiled at him.

      “I think you’re right,” I said.

      “I know I am.”

      He pulled me into his arms.

      “I’m in the right place with the right girl.”

      He kissed the top of my head. And I sighed against him.

      “At the right time.”
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        Two years later

      

      

      

      I sat on one of the little rocking chairs on our front porch.

      The light evening breeze swept at my hair. I was no longer worried about the scar on my forehead. I rarely even thought about it anymore.

      The house had gone up quickly.

      To me it looked suspiciously like the house in Mississippi.

      But then Beau was a Becquerel. You could take the Becquerel away from the plantation, but you couldn’t take the plantation out of the Becquerel.

      I didn’t mind.

      I would have been happy if we’d stayed in the cabin.

      Of course, things would probably have been a whole lot different if we hadn’t built a bigger place.

      “Here you go,” Bailey said, handing me a glass. “Fresh lemonade.”

      “How did you?” I asked, then shook my head. “Never mind.”

      I sipped the cool, sweet lemonade. Bailey had a way of finding things. Growing up in this time period gave her a definite advantage over me in that area.

      “He’s getting good at that,” Bailey said, nodding toward Beau who deftly roped a steer.

      “He definitely has a knack for cattle,” I said.

      I couldn’t help but wonder how everything had seemed to fall in to place.

      Us being here in this pretty area of east Texas.

      We built our house right there on a knoll and could see for miles. Lovely rolling hills dotted with our cattle.

      “What do you know about the west?” Bailey asked.

      I lowered my glass and looked at Beau’s sister.

      Bailey had never said anything to me about the time travel.

      I assumed that she didn’t know.

      “What do you mean?”

      She shrugged and looked toward the west.

      “I was just curious. I’ve read some things about the west. And I just wondered if they were true.”

      “Why are you asking me?” I asked with a little laugh.

      It wasn’t feasible that I had traveled west. Not in this time period.

      Was she asking about now or the future?

      She was looking at me now with a curious expression.

      “Just thought that may be in some of your travels, you might have visited the west.”

      I shook my head. “Look. Beau is coming this way.”

      With good timing so I didn’t have to answer Bailey’s question, Beau was trotting toward us on his dapple gray horse.

      Reaching the porch, he slid off the horse and looped the reins around the hitching post.

      In about two seconds he was standing right in front of me. He swept his hat off his head, leaned over and planted a kiss right on my lips.

      “The neighbor stopped by today,” he said. “Guess what I learned.”

      “What?” His enthusiasm was contagious and I didn’t even know what news he had.

      He knelt in front of me and took both my hands in his.

      “The preacher is supposed to be coming this way in a couple of days.”

      “Well, that’s good news,” I said, though really, I couldn’t see how it had anything to do with us.

      He grinned. “I’m thinking it’s time we got married.”

      I squinted at him.

      “That’s about the least romantic proposal I’ve ever heard.”

      I glanced over at Bailey. She was supposed to be the one getting married right about now.

      “Seriously, Beau,” Bailey said. “That’s not how you’re supposed to propose.”

      “I’m on my knees,” he said.

      “One knee,” I corrected. “I think it’s supposed to be one knee.” But I couldn’t help the grin that lit up my face.

      He laughed. “Okay.”

      Then he kissed the backs on my fingers.

      “Madilynn,” he said. “Somehow. Despite everything. Despite time itself. You found your way to me. And I love you more than life itself.”

      My heart was beating so fast, I could barely catch my breath.

      “So,” he continued. “I want to spend the rest of my life with you. To grow old with you. Will you marry me?”

      I was so overwhelmed, I couldn’t speak.

      I just nodded.

      He pulled me into his arms.

      “Yes,” I whispered into his ear. It was all I could manage.

      I’d traveled hundreds of years just to be with this man.

      Beau had been right.

      It was love that pulled two people together across time.

      And since we’d left the area near Natchez where the rip in time was, we hadn’t had to worry about me slipping back to the future.

      “That’s much better,” Bailey said, rocking in her chair. She was still looking toward the west.

      I had a feeling that she and I were going to finish our conversation about traveling west sooner rather than later.

      But right now I was ensconced in the arms of the man I loved.

      We’d defeated the odds.

      We’d found each other despite being born centuries apart.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            MELISSA ST. CLAIR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Time

      

      

      Wind whipped at the gray gauzy moss draped from the old oak trees with limbs so old and heavy they dipped down, nearly touching the ground.

      The trees, at least two dozen of them, lined the long winding dirt road leading to the Becquerel Bed and Breakfast.

      Its little wooden sign, attached to two white posts, swayed, the chains creaking in the wind.

      Safely inside the house, I sipped my hot green tea sweetened lightly with honey.

      The tall French windows were framed by rose colored velvet drapes. Very elegant.

      The wind howled around the corner of the house and I checked the radar on my phone.

      This whole area had the red background that came with being in the swatch of a hurricane.

      But Natchez was supposed to be far enough inland that there shouldn’t be much more than wind and rain.

      The wind was already here and according to the radar, the rain was on its heels.

      This was supposed to be a trip for relaxation.

      Not stress.

      Doctor’s orders.

      Even if the doctor was my brother.

      Being from Colorado, we were used to snowstorms and blizzards, not hurricanes. I hadn’t even known the hurricane was coming. Hadn’t thought to look.

      Nonetheless, Rachel, the hostess assured me that the house had withstood such storms before and would again.

      The generator was fueled and ready for any possible power outage.

      I took a deep breath and let the warmth from the hot tea mug do its job of soothing.

      The storm would pass and I have the rest of the week to just enjoy some nice summer weather.

      My brother had recommended this place. Said it used to be owned by some distant relatives. Must be very distant relatives because he’d never met them. But our mother had told him about them. My brother John was ten years older, so he’d had a lot of time with our parents that I hadn’t had.

      A twenty-year-old son is a lot more concerned with things like distant relatives than a ten-year-old daughter is.

      Or at least that’s what I’d been telling myself for the last fifteen years.

      But two weeks ago, everything had come crashing down around me.

      And I found that I wasn’t over losing my parents like I thought I’d been.

      John, a psychologist, had insisted that I get away.

      He’d booked the room. Bought the airline ticket.

      I hadn’t lifted a finger.

      He’d even been there to help me pack my bags.

      To say that I was distraught was an understatement.

      I had never been so completely ripped apart.

      When I’d told him I didn’t think I could bear it. That I couldn’t go on. He’d told me that everything happened for a reason.

      Leaving the storm to do what it would, I went to the sofa and sat.

      The glint of my diamond engagement ring caught the light. It was perfect.

      Zach knew me better than anyone.

      He knew what I liked.

      The diamond was a classic Tiffany engagement ring. The six-prong setting symbolized the classically perfect relationship we’d shared.

      But in spite of Zach’s pure heart full of love for me, his biological heart had given out.

      They’d said the hole in his heart was congenital. That he’d had it all along, but hadn’t known about it until that day he’d collapsed.

      He even gotten a transplant.

      And for one bright moment, we thought that our life as we knew it would continue. He would be whole again. The past few weeks would only be a nightmare that would fade into the past. Something to tell the grandchildren.

      Until it wasn’t.
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        1856

      

      

      As a thirty-year-old physician, I was what people considered to be an eligible bachelor.

      I had been introduced to probably a hundred young ladies over the years.

      Not a single one of them had snagged my attention for more than a brief dalliance.

      I was careful not to dally with anyone local though.

      As the doctor here in Natchez, my father had an exemplary reputation. When I came back from medical school to work with him, I knew that I had to maintain that reputation.

      Not being married sometimes made that a bit more difficult.

      The disappointed mothers were a testament to that. But I refused to marry just for the sake of being married.

      Every year I was introduced to another group of young ladies and every year I broke their mother’s hearts.

      Today I was safe. Today I was on my way to visit Daniel Becquerel. He’d had yellow fever almost ten years ago and my father checked on him every few months. Daniel had suffered a few lingering effects over time.

      But Father was staying in town these days, only seeing patients who came to him.

      He was older now and, embracing the natural slowing of his workload. I naturally picked up the slack.

      Fortunately, Daniel’s daughter had left home years ago and there were no other single women at the Becquerel Plantation to be dangled in my direction.

      It was sad, really, how when ladies reached the age of twenty, they were considered too old to be desirable brides, but the older men got, the more attractive they seemed to become to those same ladies and their kin.

      The winding road leading to the main house was lined with large oak trees decorated with gray moss. The moss preferred the older trees—the ones with more substance.

      Perhaps how people viewed men. The older they got the more substance they had.

      Adding to all that, a woman’s prime childbearing years were before she reached the age of eighteen. After that, the medical community considered them to be at a greater risk of complications during birth.

      My experience supported that theory. Older women did indeed seem to have more difficulty with the birthing process.

      As the house came into view, two hound dogs ran forward, barking at me in greeting, then escorted me the rest of the way to the house.

      I’d been here before, with my father, but it was my first time to come alone.

      The dogs seemed to approve. I only hoped that old Mr. Becquerel approved as well.

      After sliding off the horse, I looped the reins around the iron hitching post.

      Miniature yellow roses wound their way around the veranda. There must be hundreds of them, their vines twining around any available post.

      I didn’t remember the roses being there before, but they smelled fresh and added some life to the old house.

      Besides the flowers, I heard piano music drifting from inside.

      Daniel met me at the door.

      “Good morning,” he said. “How did you get away without Doc?”

      “He’s taking it easy these days,” I said, sliding my hat from my head and stuffing it into my pocket. “Staying close to town.”

      Daniel ran a hand through his gray hair. “You give him a hard time for me. He’s not a day older than I am, you know.”

      “I know,” I said. “But he’s staying busy enough at the clinic in town.”

      “Aw now, I’m sure he is.” He held the door open. “Come on in. It’s such a beautiful day, it’s a shame to waste it inside.”

      “I won’t keep you long,” I said, following the older man inside.

      The morning sunlight reflected off the mahogany floors. A vase filled with some of those yellow roses sat on a little table on one side of the foyer.

      I saw where the piano music was coming from. Mrs. Becquerel sat at the grand piano in the foyer, her eyes closed, her fingers flying over the keys.

      On our way to Mr. Becquerel’s study, we passed the tall grandfather clock that stood sentinel over the foyer.

      “Mrs. Becquerel is really good at the piano,” I said as we stepped inside the study.

      Daniel moved a stack of books from a chair and put them on the bookcase.

      “She hasn’t touched the piano in years, yet she plays like she never missed a day.”

      “Impressive,” I said, sitting in the chair Daniel had cleared.

      Daniel sat across from me, a smile on his face.

      “Our son, Bradford, is on his way home.”

      “Is that so? Has he visited since he left for D.C?”

      I didn’t know the circumstances, but Father seemed to think that the move had been sudden and carried a bit of mystery. Apparently there had been some kind of scandal involving his wife.

      “Not once,” Daniel said. “My wife is ecstatic. They’re bringing their three children with them.”

      “Three. That’s going to be quite the occasion.”

      “Indeed,” Daniel said. “We’re planning a barbeque. You must come. And bring your father. Tell him he doesn’t have to work. Enjoyment only.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” I said. “And I’m sure Father will be happy to see you.”

      “Well, it’s settled then,” Daniel said. “We’ll see you on Saturday.”
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      I didn’t know how long a hurricane was supposed to last, but the storm outside raged for the rest of the day.

      The power had gone out, but the generator had kicked in without a hitch.

      Rachel was in the kitchen baking something that smelled wonderful. The scent of whatever she was making for dinner mixed with the unmistakable scent of apple pie.

      Even though we had electricity, my cell phone service had gone down about an hour ago. Down to just one bar that wouldn’t do anything.

      Like most everyone I knew, I was tethered to my phone and internet.

      Lost with nothing to do, I wandered the house.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour as I walked through the foyer on my way to the library.

      I did most of my reading on my phone, but I wasn’t opposed to reading an actual printed book.

      And I’d noticed earlier that the library was packed with books.

      Running a hand along the book spines, I looked for a title that caught my attention.

      It was hard to focus with the bolts of lightning shooting through the windows and the thunder booming overhead.

      Giving up on finding anything to read at the moment, I sat in one of the chairs and just watched the storm outside.

      I pulled my feet up and curled them beneath me.

      Since the accident, I’d gone from being always busy and driven to being content to just sit. Sometimes I would sit for hours and not think about anything.

      At least not anything that I could remember.

      My mind just wandered, leaving me almost in a daze. It had only been two weeks so I wasn’t hard on myself.

      I’d gone back to work for all of one day.

      My supervisor had caught me just sitting and staring into space. She’d insisted that I go home. You’re not ready to be here.

      She was right, of course, but I’d been pushing myself to get better.

      But… still… I needed to be on top of my game if I was going to be back at work. As a recreational therapist, I had to be able to focus on others. I didn’t have the luxury of being there in body and not spirit.

      It was my brother who ultimately convinced me that I should take as long as I needed.

      My gaze wandered to the desk to a brown leather journal. It was closed, but it was just lying there on the desk.

      I heard Rachel moving about in the kitchen. She’d told me to make myself at home.

      Did making myself at home include reading someone’s journal?

      Surely it wouldn’t be in here if it was private.

      I picked it up and carefully flipped through pages that crinkled with age. The paper was thick and the ink faded.

      I picked a random page and started reading.

      My dearest love,

      I miss you more than words can ever convey.

      Since you left, I haven’t been the same.

      I think about you every minute of every day.

      If I could just see you for one more minute. Just talk to you one more time.

      With a hitch in my breath, I slammed the journal closed.

      I could have written those words myself.

      I could have easily written them to Zach.

      It was an odd feeling to read words that conveyed the way I was feeling.

      “There you are,” Rachel said, coming to the door.

      I laid my arm over the journal, hoping she didn’t see what I’d been reading.

      Just in case.

      “I made dinner,” she said. “Come on.”

      “Okay,” I said with a little smile. “I’ll be right there.”

      “Don’t be long,” she said and bounded off back to the kitchen.

      Rachel didn’t know the details of what had happened to me, but she could tell that I’d been through something.

      Everyone could.

      I didn’t talk about it, but I didn’t try to hide it either. I didn’t have the energy.

      I placed the journal back on the desk the way I’d found it.

      I shouldn’t have opened it. I felt like I’d intruded on someone’s most private innermost thoughts.

      Thoughts that probably never should have been written to begin with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            SAMUEL

          

        

      

    

    
      I finished Daniel’s exam in no time.

      For an older man my father’s age, he was fit as a fiddle.

      I didn’t even know why my father insisted on keeping such a close watch on him. I suspected it had more to do with an excuse to see his friend than it was to actually give Daniel an exam.

      I didn’t mind. Daniel was a pleasant man. And it was a lovely day to get out and ride in the country.

      As I stood up to leave, I pulled my hat out of my pocket and shook it out.

      “Don’t you forget now,” Daniel said. “Be here Saturday. I’ll be expecting you.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” I said. “We’ll both be here.”

      I just hoped he didn’t try to introduce me to eligible young ladies. I didn’t say anything, but I also hoped that Bradford made it here in time for the party.

      The piano music had stopped and I didn’t see Mrs. Becquerel in the parlor.

      “Give Mrs. Becquerel my regards,” I said.

      “I will.”

      The clock began to chime. Had I really been here for an hour? It didn’t seem like it.

      I reached into pocket for my pocket watch, but it must have fallen out.

      “You know what?” I said.

      Daniel turned around.

      “I think I dropped my pocket watch. I’ll just run back and get it.”

      “Take your time,” Daniel said. “I’ll just step out and enjoy the rare temperate weather.”

      I retraced my steps back to Daniel’s study.

      It seemed oddly quiet in the house without the piano. There was the lingering echo of the clock’s chimes.

      Or maybe I was hearing the clock in my head.

      I reached the study door and froze.

      Sitting right there in the chair I’d left not more than a handful of minutes ago sat the most beautiful young lady I had ever seen.

      Long, softly curled brunette hair framed soft features. She stared straight at the bookcase, but she was as still as a statue.

      And she looked so incredibly sad.

      As forlorn as anyone I’d ever seen.

      Her hands were clasped in her lap and instead of wearing the customary dress, she wore men’s pants and a loose woven jacket of some sort.

      Where had she come from?

      Daniel hadn’t said anything about visitors. He was expecting his son’s wife, but not for a few more days. Surely they hadn’t arrived early. If that was Bradford’s wife, then…

      I couldn’t even finish the thought.

      I hated to disturb her, even for my pocket watch.

      Perhaps I’d just leave it and pick it up on Saturday when I came back for the party.

      I glanced over my shoulder as I heard someone coming down the hall.

      Probably Mrs. Becquerel.

      Deciding that leaving my watch was indeed the best answer, I turned to go. I had no business intruding on these people.

      But before I left, I stopped and put a hand on the door frame.

      The girl was like a siren calling out to me.

      I wanted to see her one more time.

      And if I discovered that she was Bradford’s wife, then I would at least know that my heart wasn’t actually frozen as I’d begun to think.

      I looked back.

      But she was gone.
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      Rachel’s apple pie was as good as it smelled, though I only ate two bites.

      I’d learned a long time ago that eating sweets left me feeling ill.

      The casserole was excellent too. I ate a least a dozen bites of it before I lost all appetite.

      I hoped she understood that it had nothing to do with the delicious food she’d prepared. I just couldn’t bring myself to eat more than a few bites at a time.

      I’d excused myself shortly after dinner and retreated to the guest room.

      Though I changed into a pair of comfortable blue pajamas, I couldn’t sleep.

      I kept thinking about the words written in the journal.

      Such heartbreaking words. Words that felt like they’d been pulled straight out of my own heart.

      I sat in a chair and stared outside at the howling wind until I heard Rachel’s bedroom door close.

      The sound seemed to jar me out of the trance I’d been in.

      I had to know more.

      More about the person who had written the words that seemed to come straight from my soul.

      I quietly opened the bedroom door and slipped out into the hall.

      The house was dark, lit only by the occasional nightlight.

      The wood floor was cool on my bare feet.

      I hadn’t brought any slippers—something my brother had missed—and didn’t feel like putting on my shoes.

      I walked down the stairs, stopping for moment on the landing.

      From here I had a clear view of the wind whipping the moss from the oak trees.

      Deciding that standing in front of a window wasn’t very smart, I hurried the rest of the way down to the first floor.

      I made my way through the foyer and turned right toward the study.

      I flipped on the light switch and as my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw the journal still lying on the desk.

      Grabbing it up, I took it the sofa on the other side of the room and, pulling my feet up under me, carefully opened the front cover.

      This time, instead of opening at random, I started at the beginning.

      The words were written in a sure, steady handwriting in bold black ink. The paper was thick and crackled with age.

      There was a name written at the top of the first page.

      Olive

      September

      Pregnant with first child.

      There were other details beneath that. I just scanned them.

      

      On the next page there was another name.

      Daniel

      October

      Yellow fever 10 years ago

      No obvious residual effects

      Again, there were notes below.

      Using my fingers as a bookmark, I closed the book and leaned my head against the back of the sofa.

      This wasn’t just somebody’s journal. This was something more like a physician’s log.

      From the 1800’s.

      The storm outside seemed to be leveling out. It was still raining, but the wind wasn’t howling anymore.

      I directed my attention back to the journal.

      These were notes, but I’d seen a letter earlier.

      I was certain there had been a letter. A letter that ripped out my heart.

      It looked like the first part of the book was just a lot of names and medical conditions.

      Notes with each one.

      Like an ancient type of charting.

      I flipped several pages forward, seeing more the same.

      Then my fingers froze and I turned back a page.

      Melissa St. Claire

      New Patient

      October

      I held my breath as I kept reading.

      How odd that this physician, whoever he was, had a patient with the same name as mine.

      Sprained wrist.

      Appears to be healing nicely, but swollen and tender to the touch. Still causing some pain.

      I pressed my hand against my left wrist. It still had the colorful purple and greenish bruises. Was still swollen.

      A shiver skittered up my spine.

      An odd coincidence.

      Bed rest recommended.

      Bed rest? For a sprained wrist?

      Perhaps in some earlier century.

      I kept reading.

      In addition, patient exhibits loss of memory.

      She claims she is from a settlement called Denver.
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      “Olive,” I said removing my stethoscope from my patient’s abdomen and pulling the ear pieces from my ears.

      “You are definitely with child,” I said.

      Olive sat in the examination chair in my office. She was, of course, fully clothed.

      I’d listened to her symptoms, then I’d heard the heartbeat of her fetus.

      She had what the boys in medical school called a baby bump.

      She was right at that point in her pregnancy when she was just starting to show.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “I’m quite sure,” I said.

      “Oh dear.” Olive placed a palm over her eyes.

      “What is it Olive?” I asked.

      Olive’s face turned a nice shade of pink and she peeked at me between her fingers.

      “I’m not married,” she whispered.

      “Oh,” I said. This was never a good thing. But she had options.

      If she had a relative in another town, she could go there for an extended visit. Then return after the baby was born. After placing it in a good home, of course.

      There was a place in south Texas that took girls for the duration of pregnancy. But they were rather pricey and I didn’t know Olive’s financial condition.

      From the looks of her faded gown, I guessed that the place in Texas was outside of her means.

      “But,” she said, removing her hand from her face. “Ben and I were thinking about getting married.”

      And marriage was always an option.

      Relieved, I put the stethoscope around my shoulders.

      “Problem solved, then,” I said.

      “Maybe,” she said. “Please don’t tell anyone.”

      “Wouldn’t think of it,” I said. “But the sooner you marry this boy, the better.”

      “Should I tell him?” she asked.

      I almost said yes. Then I almost said no.

      This was one of the worst predicaments an unmarried female could find herself in.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “But I think you need to do whatever it takes to get that marriage done. Before people find out.”

      I glanced at her abdomen. “You won’t be able to hide it much longer.”

      There was that flush across her features again.

      “I understand,” she said.

      I held out a hand to help her up.

      “Come back and see me in about a month,” I said. “Hopefully you’ll be a married woman by then.”

      I hoped this fellow Ben married her. Otherwise, I’d have to help her figure out how to hide this pregnancy from the town.

      Her reputation would be ruined forever. I’d seen it happen too many times before.

      Of course, a woman from a good background could erase the scandal by getting married.

      With Olive out of the office and on her way, I sat down and opened my leather journal.

      I scribbled some quick notes about her.

      But already, my thoughts had shifted away from the poor pregnant girl.

      Instead, I was thinking about the beautiful, sad young woman I’d seen at Daniel Becquerel’s home.

      After standing there for several minutes, trying to decide if I’d hallucinated her, I’d even discreetly asked Daniel if anyone was visiting them.

      He denied it. And I didn’t think Daniel would have any reason to lie.

      I didn’t tell him I’d seen a young lady sitting in his study.

      But now I was counting the days until Saturday when I could return to the Becquerel Estate for the barbeque.

      I would tear the place apart if necessary, but I needed to see the girl again.

      I couldn’t get her out of my mind.

      And for me, that was quite unusual.

      I liked women just fine, but up until now, my heart had been unaffected by any one particular female.

      I could see that changing.

      But it was just my luck to finally find the girl that woke my frozen heart only to find that she didn’t really exist.

      Perhaps I should take a visit to my father’s office across the hall.

      Have him check me out.

      Any number of illnesses could cause hallucinations.

      I pushed my journal aside to give the ink time to dry before closing it.

      Maybe I would wait until after the barbeque before I revealed my symptom to my father.

      Perhaps it was nothing.

      Perhaps the girl really did exist.
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      An hour later, I gave up trying to sleep and walked out onto my bedroom’s balcony.

      The wind blew softly now, gently tousling my hair. The rain had stopped and the moon was actually big and bright, hanging just over the tops of the trees.

      The eye of the storm perhaps?

      The hum of the generator overshadowed any other sounds, whether frogs or crickets or howling wolves.

      I rubbed my hands over my arms. I was wearing a thick comfortable sweater, but the damp cold chilled me to the bone.

      Or maybe part of the reason I was shivering was because of what I had read in the journal.

      My name. My wrist.

      And a loss of memory that I didn’t have.

      It was too odd to be a coincidence. But it had to be a coincidence.

      The entry date had been 1856.

      I needed to call my brother.

      He’d call it stress induced psychosis or some such. But I could send him a photograph.

      That’s what I’d do.

      In the morning I’d go back and take a picture of the journal entry. Then he wouldn’t think I was crazy.

      He’d tell me not to worry. That it was a strange coincidence.

      That we had distant relatives from here on our mother’s side.

      Feeling a bit better, I went back inside and secured the French door that also served as a window.

      I needed to get some sleep.

      I climbed back into bed and snuggled beneath the warm blankets.

      But I couldn’t sleep.

      I kept thinking about the words written in the journal.

      Pulling out my phone, I sent my brother a text.

      ME: Do you have a minute to talk.

      I waited for over fifteen minutes for him to write back.

      JOHN: With a client. Can it wait?

      ME: Of course.

      It seemed like he was always working. I was grateful for the time he’d spent with me after the accident.

      But still…

      I wrote back.

      ME: It’s nothing. Going to sleep now. Talk tomorrow.

      It’s nothing.

      But it was something.

      I pressed my phone against my forehead. I will not feel sorry for myself.

      Zach was gone, but life went on. My brother wasn’t responsible for taking care of me every minute of every day.

      Then the generator hiccuped and turned off.

      And with it the electricity went out.

      Silence.

      And darkness.

      There was no wind howling around the house either.

      It was just still. Still and quiet.

      The generator was off, but there was no power.

      Something had happened to the generator.

      It was nearing Midnight, so Rachel would be asleep.

      Taking my phone, I climbed out of bed and went to the door.

      I opened the door and peeked out into the hallway.

      It was pitch dark.

      Using my phone as a flashlight, I looked right and left.

      Then the grandfather clock began to chime.

      I gasped and nearly jumped out of my skin.

      But the clock didn’t run off of electricity.

      It was the one thing in the house that kept working without power.

      I went to the top of the stairs, stopped, and looked down.

      A wolf howled in the distance.

      I shivered again.

      Maybe I should just go back to the safety of my room.

      Then I heard piano music.

      It sounded like live piano music. There was a grand piano in the parlor.

      Rachel?

      Maybe Rachel had gotten up. And was playing the piano.

      In the dark.

      Then I heard a man laughing.

      Rachel was not alone.

      A door opened behind me and someone came down the hall.

      “Melissa?” she asked. “Are you okay? The generator is off.”
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      An unexpected rain storm had moved the barbeque inside.

      Sounds of the piano mixed with the din of voices, providing a festive atmosphere.

      It looked like there must have been hundreds of candles placed around the house along with the lanterns. The light and festive atmosphere pushed back at the dark dreary rainy night.

      The house was overflowing with people.

      Apparently, I was fashionably late.

      I’d never met Bradford Becquerel, but I knew who he was even before we were introduced.

      He was a tall man with a large presence. Men gathered around him, asking him all sorts of questions.

      Bradford wore an amused expression and managed to get in an answer now and then.

      But it wasn’t Bradford I was looking for.

      Father clapped me on the shoulder.

      “I’m going to find Daniel,” he said. “Try to enjoy yourself.”

      “I’ll try,” I said.

      I’d halfway acted like I didn’t want to come tonight. I hadn’t wanted to explain my uncharacteristic eagerness to my father.

      Though we’d never talked about it, he knew I’d never courted a woman from this area.

      Of course, I didn’t know if the girl I’d seen in Daniel’s study was from this area.

      I knew nothing about her.

      I didn’t even know if she was real.

      But that didn’t stop me from scanning the room, looking carefully at all the young ladies.

      I wondered which one was Bradford’s wife.

      Nonetheless, my gaze kept moving, not stopping on anyone.

      The girl I’d seen here earlier in the week was not here now.

      Not unless she was upstairs or somewhere in the back.

      Perhaps she was in the study or the ladies’ parlor.

      She could even be outside, though I couldn’t understand why anyone would want to be outside in this dreary weather.

      “Come,” Father said, appearing at my side. “I want you to meet Bradford.”

      “You didn’t find Daniel?” I asked, reluctantly letting my father pull me toward the men’s room across the hall.

      “He’ll get with me later. He’s in the middle of something.”

      Always doing business. That’s how men of the older generation were. They never took the time to enjoy life.

      “Who am I meeting?” I asked, though there was only one person I wanted to meet.

      And I didn’t know her name.

      “Bradford Becquerel,” Father said.

      The man I’d identified as Bradford when I’d first walked in was standing alone near the fireplace.

      “How did you manage to disengage yourself from your admirers?” I asked.

      Bradford laughed. “Fortunately, the ladies dragged them to the ballroom.”

      “And you,” I said, looking around. “where is your wife?”

      A shadow crossed his features.

      “My wife couldn’t make it.”

      “How about a bourbon?” he asked, going to the sidebar and pouring two glasses without waiting for me to say one way or the other.

      A number of emotions coursed through me. The first was relief. If Bradford’s wife hadn’t come with him, then his wife wasn’t the young woman I’d seen in the study.

      The other was confusion. A man like Bradford Becquerel didn’t seem like the kind of man who would travel this far without his family.

      Of course, I’d only just met him. I was basing my ideas on what my father had told me about him.

      Father had always been an admirer of both Daniel and Bradford.

      I didn’t ask him why. I might have asked another man, but something about the shadow that crossed his features dissuaded me from prying.

      “Well,” I said. “Maybe next time.”

      Bradford just nodded, not saying one way or the other.

      There was more to this story. I just hadn’t figured it out yet.

      I took the glass from him, but didn’t drink.
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      “I thought I heard something,” I said.

      “Just the house. Old houses make a lot of strange noises,” Rachel said, but she said it matter-of-factly, as though she wasn’t concerned.

      I looked back downstairs, but there was only darkness.

      And quiet.

      The piano music was gone as was the laughter.

      The house was silent again.

      “I’ll call tomorrow,” Rachel said. “Jerry doesn’t live far from here. He’ll take a look at the generator. Get it going again.”

      I nodded. “Okay.” And followed her back down the upstairs hallway.

      “Rachel?” I asked.

      Rachel stopped and I could see she was looking at me in the glow of light from our phones.

      “Something wrong?”

      “Is this house haunted?” I asked.

      I wasn’t sure which was bothering me most. Asking the question or fearing the answer.

      Rachel didn’t answer at first.

      Then she seemed to choose her words carefully.

      “The house has a long history,” she said. “And sometimes people… experience things.”

      “What kind of things?”

      She shrugged. “Just sounds and such. You don’t need to worry. There’s nothing dangerous.”

      “Good to know,” I said and we headed back to our rooms.

      “Let me know if you need anything,” she said, before I stepped into my room.

      “I will,” I said.

      I went to close the door, then thought better of it and l left it open.

      I needed the comfort of knowing that Rachel was nearby more than I needed privacy.

      But as I reached the bed, the clock began to chime again.

      Something seemed off.

      I turned around and practically ran to the door, closed it, and leaned against it.

      My heart was racing.

      There was nothing out there, but still… I had a tingle running down my spine.

      I turned the lock and kept my cheek pressed against the cool wood of the door.

      Took deep breaths, just like my brother had taught me, and tried to steady my heart rate.

      Then I heard it again.

      Music.

      Laughter.

      I didn’t care what Rachel said, this house was haunted.

      I thought about the journal on the desk in the study. The one with my name in it.

      Something was going on in this house.

      I finally understood the expression about curiosity killing the cat.

      I clicked open the lock on the door and slowly opened it.

      Then I stepped into the hallway.

      It wasn’t dark.

      There were sconces on the wall, all with lit candles in them.

      The flickering candles gave off a surprising amount of light.

      I retraced my steps back to the stairs.

      Holding my phone close to my side with one hand, I gripped the banister with the other.

      I wanted to go down those stairs. To see what was going on.

      There was even more light downstairs than there was upstairs.

      Yet as much as I wanted to go down there, I was terrified.

      I stretched to my full five feet three inches and forced myself to walk down to the landing.

      Rachel really hadn’t said whether the house was haunted or not. She’d just said people had experiences.

      If others had experiences and lived through it, then it must not be so bad.

      I took a few more steps down, my hand firmly on the bannister.

      Now I could see into the parlor.

      There were people in there.

      At least a dozen men and women. All were fashionably dressed. But they were dressed like in one of those old movies.

      The men were dressed in frock coats and the ladies wore hoop-skirted dresses.

      I squeezed my eyes tightly closed.

      I’d never had a hallucination before and I was pretty sure I wasn’t having one now.

      I opened my eyes, but they were still there.

      Rachel was wrong.

      This house was haunted.

      Since no one seemed to see me, I went to the bottom of the stairs and turned to the right toward the study.

      But the study was no longer there. Instead, there was a ballroom.

      At least a dozen couples waltzed to the piano music I’d heard earlier.

      I just stood there. Watching them.

      They were so elegant. So formal.

      Outside of old movies, I’d never seen anything so impressive.

      One of the ladies seemed to actually see me standing there.

      As she twirled, she nodded in my direction and her companion followed her gaze in my direction.

      I must be a sight. Standing here in my pajamas.

      But if ghosts could see me, what did that mean?

      I turned and started back toward the foyer.

      My little curiosity experiment had gone too far.

      Not only was I seeing ghosts that weren’t supposed to be there, the ghosts were seeing me.

      If ghosts could see me, I needed to get out of there.

      But before I could make it to the foyer, two men stepped out of one of the rooms on the right and stood in front of me, blocking my view.

      One of them looked at me with a familiarity that I found very unsettling and the other one looked at me as though he was seeing a ghost himself.

      I pressed my fingertips against my forehead.

      They’re only ghosts. They won’t hurt me.

      I actually didn’t know that.

      It was just a feeling.

      If the movies were right, I could just walk right through them.

      So I did.

      I steeled my nerves, squinted, and walked forward.

      And I walked right into two very real, very strong men.
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      “Whoa,” I said as the girl walked right into my arms.

      She’d seen us. I know she had.

      But then before I knew what she was doing, she’d simply walked straight into us.

      She gasped and stepped back, looking from me to Bradford and back again.

      “You’re real,” she said.

      “You’re here,” I said at the same time.

      Bradford was looking at her, a strange expression on his face.

      “Do you know her?” he asked.

      “No,” I said, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      Her hair was long and dark. Her skin was flawless and her lips were plump and kissable even in her obvious confusion.

      “Come with me,” Bradford said with a quick glance around, then he motioned for us to follow him back into the study.

      I followed Bradford and since my hand was still on hers, I led her along with us.

      Once we were all three in the study, Bradford closed the door and leaned back against it.

      The girl and I stood looking at him. Waiting.

      “Sit,” He motioned toward two chairs.

      The girl still looked dazed and confused, but she looked up in my eyes when I urged her to sit in the nearest chair. Her eyes were green like a summer field.

      Keeping my gaze on hers, I released her and sat in the chair next to her.

      Already, I felt the loss of her touch. Her breathing was shallow and seemed to have trouble catching her breath.

      But I tore my gaze away from hers and looked back at Bradford.

      Bradford was scowling.

      He walked over and slowly lifted the girl’s hand.

      Mon Dieu.

      She was holding some kind of instrument with a light.

      I hadn’t noticed it before.

      But Bradford didn’t seem to be surprised.

      “May I?” he asked.

      She nodded and placed the instrument in his hands.

      He pressed a finger against the face of the device and the light turned off.

      “What’s your name?” Bradford asked, his voice gentle as he knelt in front of the girl and looked into her eyes. Green eyes with tiny streaks of blue.

      “Melissa,” she said, her gaze locked on his.

      He handed the device back to her.

      “Melissa, do you have a last name?”

      “St. Claire.”

      Bradford nodded.

      “I’m Bradford Becquerel and this is Samuel Sinclair.”

      She turned and looked into my eyes again.

      I held out my hand and she placed her hand in mine.

      I squeezed her hand and her breathing seemed to steady.

      “Melissa,” Bradford said, trying to regain her attention.

      “Do you know where you are?”

      She turned back to him. Tilted her head to the side.

      “The Becquerel Bed and Breakfast.”

      Bradford stood up and leaned back against the desk.

      A small smile played about his lips.

      But he didn’t correct her. He didn’t tell her that this was his home.
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      My blood was pounding dangerously through my veins.

      I’d run right into two men I’d thought were ghosts.

      But if they were ghosts, then everyone else had it wrong.

      These particular ghosts were not permeable and not silent.

      The one named Bradford seemed to understand my confusion better than I did.

      The other one—the one named Samuel—had eyes that mesmerized me.

      There was something familiar about him. I hadn’t seen him before, but his deep blue eyes looked familiar and his hand on mine had a calming effect.

      But Samuel looked as confused as I felt.

      Confused, but kind.

      I was drawn to him.

      And I trusted Bradford.

      So between the two men, I found that I wasn’t afraid even though neither of them was supposed to be in the house.

      There wasn’t supposed to be anyone there other than me and Rachel.

      Yet there were people in the house. Playing music. Dancing. Laughing.

      I tried not to think about it. I tried to keep my focus on the two men sitting in front of me.

      Bradford had asked me where I was.

      The Becquerel Bed and Breakfast.

      Something about that made him want to smile.

      When he didn’t say anything else, I looked back at Samuel.

      Samuel Sinclair.

      He smiled at me.

      I felt like I knew him, though that was impossible.

      Both he and Bradford were wearing frock coats. Bradford wore a crimson scarf around his neck and Samuel wore a dark gray one.

      They were both handsome men, but Samuel was younger.

      Samuel was closer to my age.

      Perhaps that’s why I felt drawn to him.

      “You’re safe here,” Bradford said. “I just want you to know that.”

      I nodded and looked back at him.

      He was being quite kind.

      “I think it’s best if you stay here with Samuel for a bit,” he said.

      “Why?” It wasn’t that I minded staying here with Samuel. It was just that I didn’t understand what was going on. I didn’t understand why we were here in this study.

      Why he seemed to be speaking to me in such a cautious manner.

      “I need to talk to Samuel in private for a moment,” he said.

      “Okay.”

      There was that slightly amused expression again.

      “It’s important that you not try to leave this room.” He paused a moment. “You’re not dressed properly and there are people here who wouldn’t understand.”

      I glanced down at my pajamas.

      Good heavens.

      It hadn’t even occurred to me that I was wearing my pajamas. And on top of that, I was barefoot.

      Now I understood.

      There was no telling what others would think.

      All the others who were dressed formally wouldn’t understand why I was wearing pajamas.

      “I understand,” I said.

      “Good,” Bradford said and stood up. “Samuel. Will you step out onto the veranda with me for a moment?”

      Samuel didn’t say anything at first.

      Then he squeezed my hand.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said.

      I nodded.

      As the two men stepped outside, I saw that the rain had stopped.

      It looked like a beautiful night.

      No signs of a storm of any kind.
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      Bradford closed the door after we walked outside onto the veranda.

      The night air was fresh and crisp.

      I could see Melissa through the glass in the soft glow of the candlelight.

      Though she was looking in our direction, I knew she couldn’t see us.

      Beautiful.

      And she had that same sadness about her she’d had when I saw her in the study.

      Bradford leaned against the railing and looked out across the lawn.

      “I wondered if this was going to happen again,” he said.

      Reluctantly pulling my gaze from Melissa, I joined him at the railing.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      I expected him to say something about stray girls showing up at his house or something like that.

      “This is why Briana couldn’t come here with me.”

      “Your wife?” I asked, though I knew perfectly well who he was talking about.

      “Yes,” he said. Though he’d looked perfectly calm when he’d been talking with Melissa, he looked visibly shaken now.

      Or maybe it was just a trick of the moonlight.

      Bradford had quite a legendary reputation around here.

      He was Mississippi’s Senator in Washington.

      No one knew anything about the girl he’d married. That fact was much to the regret of the locals who had seen him as quite the catch back then.

      Bradford turned and looked at me.

      “Have you heard the stories that surround this house? This family?”

      Not particularly interested in hearing about his old family legends I shrugged.

      “Father has mentioned some mysterious things now and then.”

      “My Great, Great Uncle Nathaniel built this house,” he said.

      I steeled myself to listen. As a physician, I had to do a lot of it. People were always telling me far more information than I needed to know.

      Like explaining the day’s events leading up to that moment they decided to pick up that frog and how they didn’t see the snake that already had dibs on it.

      Hearing long drawn out tales was part of my job.

      But, damn it, I wasn’t working right now. This was supposed to be a social event.

      So I did something I rarely did. I let my mind wander.

      I wanted to go back into the study and talk to Melissa.

      Sure, I’d wanted to meet Bradford. To get to know him. But I really didn’t need his life story. Not right now. Maybe another time.

      I’d finally found the girl that snagged my attention. The thing that everyone assured me would happen one day had happened.

      This was one day.

      I’d found the girl I was going to marry.

      Bradford said something about time.

      Yes. Time was ticking.

      He was making Melissa wait for no reason.

      “Samuel?” he asked, looking directly at me. “Are you listening?”

      “No. Sorry,” I admitted. “My mind wandered for a moment. Bourbon does that to me.”

      “It must especially do that to you when don’t drink it,” he said, crossly.

      Apparently Bradford noticed everything. Even that I’d left my glass of bourbon in the study. Untouched.

      “Apologies,” I said. “What were you saying?”

      “I said that Melissa is like my wife.”

      I nodded. I assumed he meant that both Melissa and Briana were both beautiful women. Maybe he even meant that they had found their way here with little to no explanation.

      I pressed my hands against the smooth wood of the banister and looked across the lawn at the white fence with yellow roses climbing along every available rail and post.

      A wolf howled somewhere in the distance, only faintly audible over the music drifting from inside the house.

      “Melissa has traveled through time from the future.”
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      I sat alone in the study. The door closed. The men outside in the darkness.

      They could see me, but I couldn’t see them.

      That’s how it worked.

      The question was why. Why had Bradford summoned Samuel outside?

      Bradford had spoken to me so kindly. Softly. Like my brother had.

      Actually Bradford reminded me of the psychologist at the hospital.

      He’d spoken to me that way. So gentle and kind.

      As though I might shatter if spoken to with any severity at all.

      And I just might have.

      How was that they knew I was vulnerable?

      I knew how the psychologist knew. He was there. At the hospital.

      When they told me about Zach. As though I didn’t already know.

      I’d been there. In the car.

      I rubbed my wrist beneath my long-sleeve pajama top. The springy bandage was still wrapped around my wrist.

      It was funny. I hadn’t even thought about it when Samuel had held my hands.

      It was as though the whole thing had been erased from my memory. If only for a few seconds.

      Seconds that had stretched into minutes.

      I took a deep breath. Usually a deep breath like that stabbed my heart.

      The doctors said it was because I was sore from the accident. The seat belt.

      But if I was sore from a physical injury, why did that deep breath not hurt this time?

      I let the air out slowly.

      Then tried again.

      Still no pain.

      Deciding not to press my luck, I went back to my normal, more shallow, breathing.

      I wanted to see Samuel again.

      To figure out why there was something familiar about him.

      Holding his hand had a calming effect on me.

      And his eyes.

      His eyes had seemed to see deep into my soul.

      Only one other person had ever looked at me that way before…

      I reined myself back quickly and shut off my thoughts.

      I just let my mind go blank.

      This was not a good time for me to go down that route.

      I pressed my fingertips against my eyes. Stepped back from the precipice.

      Most of the time I caught myself too late. But this time, I’d stared into the darkness where I knew Samuel Sinclair stood.

      And just knowing he was there, just outside that door, had a similar calming effect that holding his hand had.

      This was definitely a new development.

      Perhaps my brother had been right.

      Maybe I’d just needed to get away from Denver. Away from everything that reminded me of Zach.

      But in the meantime, I had to figure out what these people were doing here.

      And what had happened to the hurricane?

      I lifted my phone, thinking to check the weather.

      But I had no service. Zero service.

      It looked like my phone was on airplane mode. But I checked.

      It wasn’t.

      Instead of getting better, the cell service had gone completely out.
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      Bradford had lost his mind.

      My first impulse was to call my father. He had more experience in this type of thing than I did.

      And he knew this family.

      He would know if the Becquerels had a propensity for madness.

      I vaguely remembered reading a study while I was in medical school. One of the doctors had proposed that being bitten by mosquitoes caused a man to go mad. Of course, the researcher had also proposed that mosquitoes caused yellow fever.

      A preposterous notion, but it gave me an answer I’d been looking for. That was why my father kept such a close watch on Daniel Becquerel.

      Daniel had had yellow fever at one time. So that would explain why Father watched Daniel so closely. Not just to make sure he didn’t have any lingering effects of the fever, but possibly to make sure he wasn’t going mad.

      “Have you been bitten by mosquitoes?” I asked.

      Bradford looked at me as though I’d sprouted another head.

      “What? Why are you asking me that? Didn’t you hear what I just said.”

      “I heard you,” I said. “And some believe that mosquitoes cause madness.”

      Bradford looked blankly at me.

      Then he burst into laughter.

      “I’m not insane,” he said. “Melissa is from the future.”

      I was definitely going to need Father.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because I just know. The way she’s dressed. The way her dark hair has golden streaks. Her cell.”

      I shook my head and blew out a breath.

      I was in over my head. Bradford was rattling off things about Melissa’s hair and clothing… Her clothing was strange. But women wore all sorts of things to bed. Just because she was wearing men’s clothing, obviously to sleep in, didn’t mean she was from the future.

      And her hair… Her hair did have golden streaks through the dark strands.

      Probably a trick of the candlelight.

      “What’s a cell?” I asked.

      “The thing she held in her hand. It’s for communication. Didn’t you see the light?”

      There was an excitement in his voice now as he spoke about the gadget Melissa held.

      “Is it some kind of magical device?” I asked.

      “Sort of,” he said, with a little smile. “Damn. I wish Briana was here. She’d love this.”

      Bradford had said that Briana and Melissa were alike. That set off even more alarm bells in my head.

      “Why would she love the device… the… cell?”

      “Because she—” Bradford shook his head. “That doesn’t matter right now.”

      “Alright,” I said slowly. Though I agreed with him, I didn’t know what was behind his reasoning. “Then what do you propose we do?”

      “We have to figure this thing out,” he said, stroking his recently shaven chin and looking back toward the girl in the study.

      I leaned against the nearest column and waited to see just what Bradford was going to come up with.

      Instead of being alarmed now, I was beginning to find this interesting.

      Perhaps I could write my own paper.

      “We can’t just leave her there,” I said. Melissa had her hands on her knees, tapping her bare feet nervously against the floor.

      “Of course not,” Bradford said.

      I straightened. “This is nonsense. I’ll just give her my coat and escort her back upstairs to her room.”

      “Wait,” Bradford said. “You don’t seem to understand. Melissa isn’t a guest here.”

      I crossed my arms and glanced at the girl with the golden streaks through her hair.

      “You’re saying she’d some kind of runaway?”

      Bradford shook his head.

      “You aren’t listening,” he said. “She’s from the future.”

      “Then how the hell did she get here?” I asked.

      Bradford looked at me blankly.

      “How should I know?”

      “Well, then, if you don’t want her upstairs, then I’ll take her home with me.”

      Bradford was shaking his head, but I turned and put my hand on the door knob.

      “You can’t do that.”

      I just stood there. Waiting. Even though Bradford may well be insane, my gut told me to listen to what he had to say.

      “If you take her away from this house, she can’t return to her time.”

      I let me hand fall from the door knob and slowly turned around to look at Bradford.

      “Why do you think Briana isn’t here?” he asked. “If she comes back here, she could return to the future.”

      Bradford believed this. He honest to God believed what he was saying.

      I looked at Melissa.

      If there was any possibility that Bradford was right, I had to heed his words.

      Though what the implications of that were, I had absolutely no clue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 15

          

          
            MELISSA

          

        

      

    

    
      The two men came back inside.

      Without a word, they both came and sat down in front of me.

      I couldn’t decide what they were trying to do.

      They almost looked like they had bad news.

      Oh God.

      My breath hitched.

      They were looking at me the way the doctors had the night…

      I couldn’t finish the thought. I could barely breath.

      Wrapping my arms around my waist, I bent forward.

      Took deep breaths the way I’d been taught.

      Forced myself to think about something else.

      Kittens and daisies.

      Kittens chasing butterflies.

      One of the men said something, but I couldn’t understand him. The ringing in my ears was too loud.

      I was going to pass out.

      Right here. Right now. In front of these men.

      Then Samuel was scooping me up and sat with me in his lap.

      He held me close and spoke quietly.

      “It’s going to be alright,” he whispered. “You’re okay.”

      Safely in his arms, I began to settle.

      It should have been weird. Sitting in a stranger’s lap.

      I leaned my cheek against his shirt that smelled like tobacco and… something else. Some kind of medicine.

      It should have been weird. But it wasn’t.

      I flashed back to another time and place.

      It was not after… we’d left the hospital.

      We sat on a park bench. People came and went. Walked. Talked. Moved about like nothing in the world had changed.

      But in my world, everything had changed.

      I’d sat next to Zach on the cold metal bench, a light breeze tugging my hair loose from a messy ponytail.

      I’d watched as a little girl and her grandfather had stopped and tossed seeds to the black birds.

      The little girl laughed as the birds got too close and the grandfather patted her on the head.

      “It’ll be ok, Kitten,” he’d said. “They won’t hurt you.”

      Kitten.

      My grandfather had called me Kitten when I was younger.

      Seeing the little girl with her grandfather had sent me over the edge.

      I’d just watched my own grandfather take his last breath.

      Minutes before, he’d looked into my eyes and said “It’ll be ok, Kitten.”

      The pain in my heart had broken free and I’d started to cry.

      I’d cried so hard it hurt.

      I cried so hard I didn’t think I was ever going to be able to stop.

      Zach had picked me up and held me close in his arms.

      My tears had soaked his shirt.

      But he’d soothed me until I could catch my breath again.

      I don’t know what I’d have done if he hadn’t been there for me.

      Zach had always been there for me.

      That’s how I knew I was going to marry him.

      Then the piano music coming from the parlor stopped and I remembered where I was.

      And it wasn’t Zach’s arms holding me close.

      It was Samuel.

      A complete stranger.

      Yet the effect had been the same.

      He had managed to calm me.
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      Melissa had been having what I called an episode.

      She was going to break down right there in front of us.

      I’d never been a conventional man and it didn’t look like I was going to start tonight.

      I needed to do something.

      I needed to stop her from falling apart.

      So I’d scooped her up into my lap and held her close.

      I’d seen this work with children, but never with an adult.

      But my gut had been right.

      Father always said that a big part of being a physician was listening to your gut.

      In medical school, we been taught to base our treatments on the evidence. Examine the patient. Choose the treatment.

      But the more I practiced out here in the real world, the more I was finding that Father knew more than any of the medical books.

      And he’d been right about going with my gut.

      It didn’t matter what Bradford or anyone else thought.

      What mattered was that Melissa’s heart rate had slowed back to normal.

      I looked over Melissa’s head and shook my head. Bradford and I needed a new plan.

      He nodded.

      Seconds later, Melissa sat up and looked into my eyes.

      Her green eyes had a depth to them that a man could get lost in.

      And I was falling right in.

      “Better?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      Bradford and I had determined that we would tell her that she was from the future. But I didn’t think she could handle that information. Not right now.

      She was fragile.

      Whatever had happened to her had left her with a minimum of fortitude.

      I couldn’t take her from here and yet she didn’t belong here.

      So the only solution was that we devise a plan that would allow her to stay here anyway.

      “The garçonnière,” Bradford said.

      “What?” I asked, pulling my gaze from Melissa’s long enough to look over at Bradford.

      “The garçonnière. You can take her there.”

      Melissa shook her head.

      “I have a room,” she said. “Upstairs.”

      “I’m sorry,” Bradford said. “You can’t stay there tonight.”

      “But…” She looked confused, but stronger now.

      “Melissa,” Bradford said. “What year is this?”

      Damn it, Bradford. I’d wanted him to hold off on having this discussion with her.

      But Melissa answered quickly. “2022,” she said, giving him a strange look.

      Bradford exchanged a look with me as if to say I told you so.

      I looked over at Bradford and shook my head again.

      “Not now,” I said.

      But Bradford didn’t seem to even hear me. He seemed to be hell-bent on telling Melissa that she was no longer in her own time.

      “Actually it’s not,” Bradford said.

      “What do you mean?”

      Bradford swept a hand around the room. “Do things look different to you? Are we dressed differently than you’re used to?”

      “Yes,” she said, slowly.

      “Did we appear suddenly?”

      Melissa shifted uncomfortably on my lap, but I held her to keep her from standing up.

      “Are you ghosts?” she asked, that sadness back in her eyes. “Have I died?”

      “No,” I said, gently. “We aren’t ghosts.”

      I took a deep breath.

      There was no turning back now. Bradford had opened that door.

      “But this is 1856.”

      “No it’s not,” she said with a quick gasp.

      “I’m afraid so,” Bradford said. “You’ve traveled into the past.”

      She looked from one of us to the other.

      “That’s not possible,” she said.

      “That’s what I said.” I linked one of my hands with hers and glared at Bradford. This was his doing.

      “How do you know?” she asked, talking to Bradford now.

      “My wife is from the future. Maybe you know her. Her name is Briana. She was Briana Dupre.”

      Melissa’s lips curved into a small smile.

      “There are millions of people in the future. I’m sorry. I don’t know her.”

      Bradford didn’t try to hide his disappointment and I suddenly understood why he was so determined to tell Melissa.

      He was trying to get information for his wife.

      Maybe he was trying to help her.

      I understood. Already I felt like I would do anything to help Melissa.

      “Will you let us help you?” I asked.
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      I stood up, walked to the window, and pressed my forehead against the cool glass.

      The clouds from the storm were gone and a full moon illuminated the lawn.

      There should be limbs down, but there was no debris from the storm.

      Everything looked different. I argued with myself that it was supposed to look different in the moonlight than it did in the day.

      And I hadn’t had much time to explore outside before the storm hit and forced me to stay inside.

      1856.

      My thoughts were scattered all over the place.

      There was no electricity, but the power was out. I had no cell phone service.

      Again, no power due to the storm.

      But where was the storm? Was this the eye of the storm? Or had it moved out?

      I didn’t have any way to check. No Internet. No news.

      Then there was the matter of the people in the house.

      The only people who were supposed to be in the house were me and Rachel.

      And Bradford had been right. Everything did look different. The way they were dressed.

      The furnishings. Things looked… fresher… newer. While still being old-fashioned.

      The house smelled different. It smelled like tobacco and some kind of oil. A vanilla scent.

      I couldn’t wrap my head around the possibility that I was in the past.

      Yet I couldn’t dismiss it out of hand either.

      And Samuel. Samuel had held me close and soothed me.

      Just like Zach had done.

      Hearing the clink of glass, I turned around.

      Bradford was at the sideboard pouring amber liquid into two glasses.

      He handed one to Samuel, then saw me looking at him.

      “Would you like a drink?” he asked me as though it was an afterthought.

      I shook my head. I could only imagine that it was improper for a lady to take a drink, especially in the company of men.

      Yet Bradford seemed more openminded than I expected.

      His wife would have taught him how ladies were in the future.

      I blew out a breath. It seemed my brain was trying to find a way to accept at least the possibility that I had traveled to the past.

      And I really didn’t see any choice other than to go along with it.

      If I were in the past, no matter how remote the possibility, then I needed help. I couldn’t just walk back through the house in my pajamas and expect these people to accept me as I was.

      Besides, survival would be a challenge.

      Why would I throw away the offer of protection just because I refused to accept a possibility?

      Zach would want me to do whatever it took to stay alive.

      He’d sacrificed himself to save me.

      I couldn’t throw that gift away and make it all for nothing.

      “Yes,” I said, looking into Samuel’s waiting gaze. “I’ll let you help me.”

      “Wait here,” Bradford said. “I’ll be right back.”

      Bradford left me alone with Samuel.

      Keeping his gaze on me, he took a sip from his glass.

      There was something about him.

      Something I didn’t understand.

      He set his barely touched glass aside, stood up, and held out a hand.

      Unable to resist, I went to him and put my hand in his.

      I felt a spark of connection run between us.

      He swept a strand of hair off my cheek and I blinked several times.

      Wherever and whenever I was, this man had a way of making me feel safe.
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      I wasn’t sure how long we stood there our gazes locked.

      Melissa’s liquid green eyes, even with their sheen of perpetual sadness, held me captive.

      Just having her hand in mine caused my blood to race.

      She jumped when Bradford came back into the room and used his shoulder to close the door behind him.

      He held up a dark gray cloak.

      “This will help,” he said, handing me the cloak, then holding up a pair of lady’s shoes. “Not sure if these will fit,” he said. “but it was best I could do on such short notice.”

      “This is wonderful,” I said, setting the cloak aside and taking the shoes from him.

      “I’m going to go ahead,” Bradford said and make sure the garçonnière is ready. You know how to get there, right?”

      “It’s just down the path behind the house?” I asked. I had a vague memory of going there with my father, though I couldn’t remember why.

      “Yes,” Bradford said. “I’ll make sure everything is ready.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded at Bradford and placed the shoes on the floor in front of Melissa.

      As Bradford left again, this time out the French door to outside, she sat down and pulled the shoes on her feet.

      “Can you wear them?” I asked.

      “A perfect fit actually,” she said.

      The music across the hall started again. This was good.

      That meant people would be dancing again and wouldn’t notice us slipping out the back.

      I didn’t want anyone asking questions about Melissa.

      For one, I didn’t know the answers.

      And for another, I didn’t feel like sharing her.

      “We should go then,” I said, holding out both my hands to help her up.

      Picking up the cloak, I wrapped it around her and tied it at her neck.

      I fought the urge to pull her close. We needed to leave this house. To get away from prying eyes.

      If Melissa truly was from the future as Bradford insisted, she didn’t need to have attention drawn to her.

      I wondered if the garçonnière was far enough away to keep Melissa safe from traveling back to her own time.

      I selfishly hoped it was, but I doubted it. If it was that easy, Bradford wouldn’t have taken his wife so far away from here.

      The Becquerel family had been close back years ago. But after Bradford had left, the other two siblings had left shortly thereafter, too.

      Daniel seemed to think they had their reasons, though I could only imagine the agony that it gave Mr. and Mrs. Becquerel to have their children  scattered away from home like that.

      As an only child, my father relied on me to carry on the family business. Fortunately, practicing medicine was what I wanted to do, so I didn’t consider it a hardship.

      The thing I wasn’t so sure about was the whole country doctor thing. I didn’t mind the house calls in the country. Not right now anyway. But I anticipated that it would become tiring over time.

      And at the point where I took a wife and started a family, I wouldn’t want to be away from them all day long and sometimes overnight while I traveled about the country.

      I looked over at Melissa as we went down the three steps to the ground.

      Her head was bent and she used her right hand for balance on the wooden stair rail. The cloak’s hood over her head hid her long hair and shielded her face.

      Her feet on the ground, she looked at me, her face innocent and sad in the moonlight.

      Mon Dieu. She actually had me thinking about that one day when I would marry her.
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      My borrowed leather boots crunched on fallen leaves as we walked down a path away from the house.

      The trees blocked the moonlight making it hard to see anything, yet somehow Samuel seemed to know where he was going.

      The air had a chill to it, but the cloak was warm. Velvet on the outside and soft fur on the inside.

      When I’d come downstairs in my pajamas, I hadn’t planned on going outside. Of course, there had been a storm raging outside. Nothing like now with the bright moonlit cloudless sky.

      A few more feet and the dense oak trees blocked any moonlight with their canopy of moss.

      Unable to see anything in front of me, I stopped and rubbed my arms beneath the fur-lined cloak.

      I heard Samuel stop, too, and walk back to me.

      Wordlessly, he took my right hand in his and led me blindly along the path.

      With my hand in his, I was fearless.

      He was safety.

      About five minutes later, we reached a clearing and a cottage.

      Though it was smaller and only one story, it carried the same sense of grandness that the main house did.

      The windows on either side of the door were lit with pale light on the inside.

      Bradford opened the door and candlelight spilled out around him.

      “Everything is ready,” he said. “She’ll be comfortable here.”

      “No one is using the cottage right now?” Samuel asked.

      “Not tonight.”

      Samuel nodded and together we went inside.

      The cottage was larger than it looked from the outside.

      There was foyer and a room on either side, much like the other house.

      A smaller version of the grandfather clock stood guardian.

      Still holding my hand, Samuel led me to the right into a parlor.

      It was simply furnished.

      A sofa and chair in front of a fireplace with a fire that Bradford must have started.

      On one wall there was a bookcase with a dozen or so books. And on another wall was a sideboard with a water pitcher and glasses.

      “The bedroom is in the back,” Bradford said.

      Samuel nodded, but didn’t let go of my hand.

      “Do you want me to wait for you?” Bradford asked.

      Samuel squeezed my hand.

      “You go ahead. I’m staying here.”

      “She’ll be safe here,” Bradford said.

      “Perhaps,” Samuel said. “but I’m not leaving her here alone.”

      Tears welled behind my eyelids.

      The thought of staying here alone had me trembling on the inside.

      “Alright then,” Bradford said. “Have a good night.”

      We stood still as he left, closing the door behind him.

      The fire crackled as the flames greedily licked at the logs in the fireplace.

      I closed my eyes and slowly blew out a breath.

      But now that Bradford was gone and I was alone with Samuel, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do.

      I wanted him to stay with me, but I wondered if I’d misread his intentions.

      Perhaps the fact that he reminded me Zachary had clouded my judgement.

      “Are you tired?” he asked.

      I shrugged and kept my gaze lowered.

      “You can rest here on the sofa and I’ll get you some water.”

      I sat on the sofa and wrapped the cloak around me like a blanket.

      “I’ll just be a minute,” he said. “I think there’s a well out back.”

      “Okay,” I said as he took the pitcher and went down the hallway behind me.

      I rubbed my arms and looked into the fire.

      The leather of the boots was rubbing against my toes so I untied the boots and slipped them off.

      I pulled my feet up beneath me and waited.

      Though I wasn’t sure how I’d ended up here. In this place. With this man.

      Perhaps even in this time.

      But I had sense that everything was going to be okay.

      More so than I’d had at any point since the accident.

      I slipped my cell phone out of my pocket and checked for service.

      None.

      I would have liked to let my brother know that I was ok. That his insistence that I come on this trip had been a better idea than I’d expected.

      But that would have to wait.

      The back door opened and Samuel came back down the hallway to the parlor.

      Holding the pitcher with both hands, he saw me watching him and smiled.

      “The water needed to be freshened,” he said.

      “Thank you,” I said and watched as he filled two glasses with water.

      My gut sense was to trust him.

      And my gut was almost always right.

      Besides, he wouldn’t know it, but he was breathing a kernel of life back into me.

      Taking the glass of water he handed me, I wrapped my fingers around the cool glass.

      The water cool, not cold, but cooler than room temperature.

      And it tasted different from the bottled water I was used to.

      It had just a hint of texture to it. Well water, I thought.

      But it wasn’t bad and I was thirsty so I drank deeply.

      Samuel sat down on the other end of the sofa.

      I balanced the empty glass on my knees and waited.

      “Are you from here?” he asked. “I mean do you live here. In the future?”

      “No,” I said, absently. “I’m from Denver.”

      He didn’t say anything, but he looked a bit perplexed.

      I tapped the water glass. What exactly did a person do after traveling back in time?

      Suddenly Samuel scooted closer.

      “What happened to your wrist?” he asked.

      My pajama sleeve had slid down, exposing the compression wrap around my wrist.

      “Just a sprain,” I said, tugging the sleeve back over the wrap.

      This was something I didn’t want to talk about.
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      The crackling fire cast a soft glow across Melissa’s face.

      I’d been so entranced by her lovely eyes and her full lips that I’d missed the wrap around her wrist.

      “What happened?” I asked again.

      She shook her head and lowered her gaze.

      “Can I see?”

      Blinking, she looked up. Her eyes were moist.

      If I had to guess, I’d say that her sprained wrist had something to do with her sadness.

      I decided she wasn’t going to let me examine her wrist. Then it occurred to me that she didn’t know I was a doctor. Bradford had introduced me just as Samuel.

      “I’m a physician,” I said.

      Looking at me curiously, she nodded slowly. Then she held out her hand.

      I gently took her hand in both of mine and ran my fingertips along her thumb.

      The flesh-colored bandage explained why I hadn’t noticed it before. White bandages had a tendency to stand out.

      I followed the bandage halfway up to her elbow.

      “I think it’s coming loose,” I said. “Can I rewrap it for you?”

      With a shrug, she looked away toward the fire, but she didn’t pull her hand back.

      Unable to find the tie, I scooted close and shoved her sleeve up higher.

      I finally found a little clasp and unhooked it.

      The whole bandage sprang unwound all at once.

      Holding the stretchy material in my hands, I looked at Melissa, but kept her gaze on the fireplace.

      “This is strange material,” I said, carefully unwrapping it.

      She watched me with a hint of amusement as I tugged the bandage this way and that.

      Somehow I was going to have get this back around her arm.

      Setting aside the mysterious bandage, I examined her wrist.

      It was a bit swollen, but not bad and had some colorful bruising.

      I agreed with whoever had decided to wrap it up.

      “How does it look?” she asked, her voice soft.

      “I don’t know how bad it was to begin with,” I said. “but I’d say it’s healing nicely. Does it still hurt?”

      “Not really,” she said, looking back at me now.

      Sitting this close to her now, I saw the slight bruising on her right cheek. It was almost healed and I hadn’t noticed it before. Just a hint of a lingering bruise and some little red streaks across her cheek.

      I lightly touched her cheek. She jerked back and turned her cheek away from me.

      I wanted to know how this happened, but all my instincts warned me not to push her. She’d tell me when she was ready.

      Besides, like I always told myself about patients, how it happened wasn’t important for treatment.

      I toyed with the springy bandage a bit more before beginning the interesting task of wrapping it back around her wrist.

      I was beginning to think I should have left it alone when I figured out that I just had to keep it pulled tight and then fasten it with the metal clip.

      I took my time, enjoying just being here with Melissa.

      She seemed to be more relaxed now, her elbow propped against her knee. With the bandage back in place, I gently massaged her fingers

      Closing her eyes, she leaned back and rested her cheek against the sofa.

      Taking that as a good sign, I took the water glass from her other hand, set it aside, and massaged that hand as well.

      “It’s warmer here by the couch,” I said, releasing her hands. “Would you like to sleep here or in the bedroom?”

      Blinking, she opened her eyes. I think she’d already been sleeping.

      “I’ll just stay here,” she said.

      Smiling I stood up. “I’ll get you a blanket and a pillow.”

      I took one of the candles to light my way and went in search of extra linens.

      I hated to leave her there on the couch, but the bedroom had a chill to it that I didn’t want to subject her to.

      I found an extra blanket and a pillow in the bedroom wardrobe and took them back to the parlor.

      Melissa was already sound asleep.

      Careful not to wake her, I placed the pillow under her head and putting my arms beneath her, straightened her out on the sofa.

      She was light as a feather and apparently sleepy enough that moving her didn’t even wake her.

      The time travel experience just by nature had to be quite exhausting.

      I straightened the cloak over her, then added the blanket for extra warmth.

      Kneeling next to the sofa, I swept a strand of hair off her cheek. Her lips were parted slightly in sleep.

      I bent over and kissed her lightly on the cheek before standing up.

      Then I spent some time tending the fire.

      I realized I was stalling. I didn’t want to leave her out here alone.

      The door to the cottage was locked. I’d checked it twice. Wandering over, I checked it a third time.

      She could wake in the night, alone, in a strange place.

      I couldn’t allow that to happen.

      Going back to the bedroom, I pulled the blanket and quilt from the large four-poster bed, and dragged them back to the parlor.

      After building a little pallet for myself right next to the sofa, I crawled in between the blankets and laid down.

      Putting my arms behind my head, I listened to Melissa’s soft breathing and stared at the ceiling where flames from the fire cast shadows.

      If this girl was indeed from the future, and other than my own logic, I had no reason to believe otherwise, then she was going to need… everything.

      Protection, I mused, was the main thing she was going to need.

      She had come here with nothing.

      Nothing other than a sprained wrist and a sad soul.

      I had options to choose from, all of which would keep her safe.

      But keeping her safe wasn’t my only objective.

      I wanted to keep her for myself.

      Even knowing that she wasn’t mine to keep didn’t change that feeling.

      I had some things to think about.

      And I would figure it out.

      I was nothing if not good at problem solving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 21

          

          
            MELISSA

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke disoriented.

      I’d had the strangest dream. Something about falling down a rabbit hole.

      Well, not literally, but I dreamed I’d fallen back in time. Into another century.

      I’d had a lot of strange dreams since the accident, many of them waking me drenched in sweat.

      But this wasn’t that kind of dream. This dream was actually the most peaceful dream I’d had since that rainy night when my life had been turned upside down and inside out.

      It was still dark, with just a low banked fire in the fireplace chasing away the shadows.

      My memory came back slowly, piece by piece. I was in a cottage…

      And maybe my dream had been more than just a dream.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket. Still no service. None. And the battery level had dropped significantly.

      It was four in the morning. Just before dawn.

      Thinking I’d get my bearings and shake off the cobwebs, I tossed back the blankets and moved to put my feet on the floor and stand up.

      And promptly fell over a lump of something on the floor.

      That lump of something had arms that cushioned my fall.

      Still, I somehow landed on my bottom.

      And was face to face with the man that apparently hadn’t been a figment of my dreams after all.

      “Whoa,” he said, his arms wrapped around my waist.

      Samuel was sitting on the floor next to the sofa.

      “What—?”

      “Sorry,” he said. “I wanted to be here when you woke up.”

      Pushing up with my hands, I winced when pain shot through my left wrist.

      “Careful,” he said, moving to support my back.

      My legs were sprawled over his and his arms were around me.

      We were a tangled mess of limbs.

      “You slept here?” I asked, trying to grasp the situation.

      He smiled sheepishly. “I was worried about you. Here. Let me help you up.”

      After standing up, he pulled me to my feet and I sat back on the sofa.

      He sat down beside me and placed his wrist against my forehead.

      It seemed like a rather odd gesture.

      “How do you feel?” he asked.

      “Okay, I guess,” I said.

      Wrapping the fur-lined cloak around me, I tucked my bare feet under me.

      Samuel went over and tossed another log onto the fire sending little embers flying up the chimney.

      Standing up, he dusted off his hands and resting one arm against the mantle, poked at the logs with an iron rod.

      Suddenly instead of Samuel, I saw Zachary.

      We were spending the weekend—my birthday weekend—at a little cabin in Estes Park, Colorado.

      It was a late September and Zach had talked me into waking up in the middle of the night to head over to Moraine Park to see the elk. Rutting season.

      Personally, I didn’t care anything about seeing elk rutting, but Zach had an uncanny way of convincing me to do things I wouldn’t normally do.

      And getting up in the middle of the night to watch elk rut was one of those things.

      It was ok because I knew that we’d spend the afternoon walking around Estes Park, darting into tourist stores and finally we’d end up having dinner at one of the little restaurants.

      It was a perfect birthday.

      And it was the last one I’d spent with Zach.

      “We should probably talk about what to do,” Samuel said, pulling me out of my memories.

      I looked up at the man standing in front of the fireplace.

      And for just a minute in the shadowy firelight, the two men were one.

      Zach and Samuel.

      Two men, equally handsome and charming.

      But from different centuries.
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      Father was going to wonder what happened to me.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what excuse Bradford had given for my disappearance.

      As a U.S. Senator, he was an innovative man, so I didn’t worry too much.

      I did, however, wonder what I was supposed to do with Melissa.

      I had some ideas, but a lot of it depended on what she wanted to do.

      Right now she was looking at me as though she’d seen a ghost.

      “Melissa?” I asked, getting her attention.

      She blinked and focused back on me.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m just a little… disoriented.”

      “Rightly so,” I said. “with this being a strange place and all.”

      She smiled a little, but all it did was accentuate the sadness about her eyes.

      I went back to the sofa, knelt down, and folded my blankets.

      Still kneeling, I looked up at her.

      “You’re going to be ok,” I said.

      I felt the need to comfort her. To soothe her.

      Yet I knew nothing about her.

      “What is it like in 2022?” I asked. Sometimes the best thing to do in a case like this was to just jump right in there.

      “It’s…” she looked into my eyes as though she was trying to figure out how to answer me.

      “Tell me one thing that’s changed.”

      She held up her device. There was no light on it now.

      “People communicate with each other with these phones.”

      “How?” I asked. “I don’t understand.”

      “Each person has a number. You put in their number and then you can talk to them.”

      She took a deep breath and kept going. “It doesn’t matter where in the world they are.”

      “Like a telegraph?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said, her eyes brightening. “except instead of reading the words, you can hear their voice.”

      “Show me,” I said.

      She tapped on the front of the device and it lit up.

      “It won’t work here… now,” she said.

      I nodded. I would have liked to see how that worked.

      “So everyone has one of these?”

      “We can’t live without them.” She smiled then. A real smile and I saw a glimpse of her beauty hidden behind her sadness.

      By now the first glimmer of dawn was breaking the darkness outside.

      “Are you hungry?” I asked.

      “A little,” she said.

      There was no food here in the cottage but there would be food available in the dining room or if not there, in the kitchen.

      “Wait here,” I said, standing up. “I’ll go to the main house and get breakfast.”

      She smiled, the sadness back in her eyes.

      “I’ll wait,” she said, rubbing her wrist beneath the bandage.

      “Did I get that too tight?” I asked, moving to sit back down to fix it.

      “No,” she said with a tight smile, holding up her hand. “It’s just a habit. It’s fine.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed her since my skill at wrapping the stretching material was a bit uncertain, but I let it go.

      “You’ll be okay for a bit?”

      “Of course,” she said with a reassuring nod.

      I realized I didn’t want to leave her.

      Telling myself I was being ridiculous, I turned and headed out the door.
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      I blew out a breath as I watched Samuel leave the room.

      My hand still tingled from where he’d rewrapped my bandage. And then he’d gently massaged my other fingers, then my other hand.

      I wrapped the warm fur cloak tighter around my shoulders and watched the flames in the fireplace.

      My senses overwhelmed, I took in a deep, sharp breath. And felt the now familiar stab in my chest.

      I looked at my phone again. As crazy as it was, I couldn’t help it.

      This was 1856. My phone was not going to work.

      But everyone else in the twenty-first century, I was addicted to my phone.

      The only person I would even talk to was my brother.

      I had no one else.

      Work. But work was just work.

      There was no one there that I really needed to stay in touch with.

      And I wasn’t expected back anytime soon.

      So I just stared at the time on my clock and the waning battery.

      The small grandfather clock in the foyer began to chime the hour.

      Five chimes.

      It was five o’clock in the morning. That, at least, matched what was on my phone.

      So even though the year may be wrong, the time was right.

      With sudden inspiration, I checked my phone’s calendar.

      According to the calendar it was still 2022.

      What if I wasn’t really back in time?

      Maybe Rachel didn’t know about Bradford and Samuel.

      There could be any number of reasons. Maybe they were unexpected guests. Maybe they were merely taking refuge from the storm. Maybe they were some of those reenactors.

      Feeling a bit vulnerable and thinking maybe I’d been fooled, I tossed off the blankets and put on the boots they had given me to wear.

      I would go back to the house and slip upstairs to my room.

      That would tell me everything I needed to know.

      And at the very least I could put on some real clothes. My pajamas were good night clothes, but not something I needed to wear all day.

      That had been the first part of my treatment. Get up in the mornings and get dressed. So that’s what I’d been doing.

      It was morning, so I needed to go get dressed.

      Wrapping the cloak around me, I left the little cottage.

      The soft warmth of the morning sun was burning the dew off the grass.

      Birds fluttered in the trees, greeting me with their happy morning birdsong.

      The light and sounds of the early morning threatened to slip past my veneer of grief.

      Just like Samuel had.

      But my grief was strong and resistant.

      As I walked along the oak lined path to the main house, my boots crunching on fallen leaves, I saw things I hadn’t seen in the darkness of last night.

      The area at the back of the house was overflowing with flowers in pinks, reds, and lavenders mixed with white magnolias.

      And there were chickens. I didn’t remember seeing any chickens from my window.

      But then, I reminded myself, there had been the storm.

      A young boy, not more than ten, led a horse around the corner of the house and looped the reins around a hitching post. Then he shot off around the house without so much as looking at me.

      I looked down at my own hands. Wondered how others must see me. If they saw me at all.

      I walked up the three steps to the veranda and, putting a hand on a white rocking chair, turned and looked back across the lawn.

      At the saddled horse standing patiently waiting.

      At the white fence that was covered with roses and the building behind it, smoke billowing from its chimney.

      Suddenly feeling tired, I sat in one of the white rockers to rest.

      I was supposed to rest.

      My brother insisted that rest was very important.

      Don’t push yourself. Let yourself rest. And heal.

      It was hard to go from being as active as I had been. To having a full life with a career and a fiancé to being someone who had to rest after a short walk.

      I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing.

      I needed to start exercising again.

      Maybe it was time.

      Exercise might help now that I was getting up in the mornings and getting dressed.

      One thing at a time.

      The grandfather clock inside the house began to chime the hour.

      I counted them.

      Six chimes.

      There was no way an hour had already passed.

      No way at all.

      A rumble of thunder in the distance barely registered, but then I heard rain drops falling against the ground.

      The thunder crashed again, louder.

      Then my phone went wild with messages.

      Text messages. Phone messages. Emails.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and stared at it.

      The battery was almost dead, but I had full service.

      I looked up from my phone and across the lawn.

      Not only was it dark and rainy again, but the fence covered in roses was gone.

      The horse was gone.

      A bolt of lightning flashed next to me.
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      The kitchen was bustling with activity, so I stopped there.

      There wasn’t much point in going inside the house to the dining room when I could just grab some food from the kitchen.

      Besides, I went into the main house, I ran the risk of running into someone who had questions about where I’d been or what I was still doing here.

      I wasn’t interested in answering questions. I was interested in picking up some breakfast and getting back to Melissa.

      I didn’t like leaving her alone in the cottage.

      An unfounded fear, but a fear nonetheless.

      At least a dozen people were busily working in the kitchen.

      Daniel Becquerel had hired extra people to work while he had guests.

      A few people had stayed overnight. They’d probably put cots in the ballroom. Standard practice for big parties like this out at the plantations.

      “Morning Theo,” I said, recognizing the head cook.

      Theo looked up with a smile. “Morning Samuel. Can I get you some breakfast?”

      “Enough for two,” I said. “and a tray if you don’t mind.”

      “No problem at all,” Theo said, pulling a wooden tray from a cabinet.

      He filled bowls with eggs, bacon, bread, cheese, and fruit. Then added two plates and two paper napkins.

      Then he added a carafe of coffee and a pitcher of orange juice.

      “Can I help you carry this?” Theo asked.

      “No,” I said, anxious to get back. “I can get it.”

      Theo added a couple of glasses to the tray.

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “I can take it the garçonnière for you.”

      “I—” I looked at Theo. “How did you know…?”

      Theo laughed. “I make it a point to know everything. It’s my job.”

      “I suppose it is,” I said and thanked him for the tray of food.

      I held the heavy tray close. It wasn’t so much that it was heavy. It was unwieldy. The hot coffee on one side of the tray and the cooler orange juice on the other side.

      But determined to get back as soon as possible, I left the hubbub of the kitchen and headed down the path to the garçonnière.

      We had enough food here to get us through breakfast and lunch. I couldn’t imagine that a little thing like Melissa would eat much to begin with.

      A layer of clouds moved in, blocking the sunlight.

      A gust of wind swept a tendril of gray moss in front of my face and I nearly dropped the whole tray.

      I was a city boy at heart and had spent most of my life with my head in a book.

      The country held too many unknowns.

      But the garçonnière was just up ahead. I began to breathe easier when I saw the smoke coming from the chimney.

      Today was going to be a good day.

      Melissa and I would figure out how to deal with this whole time travel thing.

      Balancing the tray in one hand, I opened the door with the other.

      Whatever I was going to say stuck in my throat.

      Melissa wasn’t there.

      I set the tray down on a little table near the sofa and went in search of her.

      But I already knew, even before I searched the entire house.

      I’d lost her.
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      Holding my cell phone in both hands, I pressed it against my chin.

      Logic told me to get in out of the storm.

      Sticks and limbs were flying everywhere.

      Lightning flashed and thunder rumbled all around me.

      But I couldn’t think.

      My mind was frozen.

      I was still wearing my pajamas and I was still wearing the fur lined cape and the boots Bradford had given me to wear.

      But my cell phone was working again.

      I had cell phone service.

      I was no longer in 1856.

      Everything looked different.

      And it wasn’t just the storm.

      The kitchen was gone.

      The fence. The roses.

      The horse.

      The trees were twice as big.

      I needed to answer my messages.

      Talk with my brother.

      But I was frozen.

      A spray of rain washed over me, but I didn’t move.

      I don’t know how long I sat there, huddled in the cloak, the rain misting over me.

      Then the door opened and Rachel stuck her head out.

      “Melissa?” she asked. “What are you doing out here?”

      Her voice jarred me out of my trance.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Just…”

      “Well, get in here,” Rachel said, “It’s not safe out here.”

      I stood up and, my legs feeling a little unsteady, walked toward the door.

      “How long have you been out here?” Rachel asked, frowning at me.

      I ducked through the door. “I don’t know.”

      Rachel reached out and lightly touched my cape.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “I ‘um…” I just shrugged.

      Bradford and Samuel gave it to me.

      In 1856.

      “Come in the kitchen,” Rachel said. “I’ll make you some tea.”

      I followed her into the kitchen and sat in one of the wooden chairs.

      The bright overhead lights hurt my eyes and the shrill sound of the tea kettle going off a couple of minutes later hurt my ears.

      “I was making tea when I saw you outside,” she said, opening the top of the tea kettle to make it stop shrieking.

      She poured hot water into two mugs, handed one to me, and sat down across from me.

      I took the mug and wrapped my hands around it.

      “You don’t look so good,” she said. “Maybe you should take a shower and put on some dry clothes.”

      I sipped the tea, letting the warmth from the steam fill my senses.

      “I will,” I said. “Thank you.”

      Rachel turned her gaze back toward the window and sipped her own tea.

      “I thought I heard a tree fall last night.” She glanced over at me. “Did you hear anything?”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I was sound asleep.”

      “Well,” she said. “at least one of us got a good night’s sleep. I need to call the propane company today. To see if they can bring some more fuel out.”

      Then Rachel looked at me quizzically.

      “I think your phone’s ringing,” she said.

      Hearing the faint chime of my phone, I set down the mug and pulled out my phone.

      My brother’s picture was splashed across the screen.

      I should answer it.

      “Are you going to answer it?” she asked.

      I nodded, but just stared at the phone.

      “Melissa?” Rachel asked.

      I looked up at her then, meeting her gaze.

      “What happened to you?”

      I shook my head. The phone had stopped ringing so I didn’t have to worry about answering it.

      “Nothing,” I said. “It’s the storm.”

      Rachel stood up and held out a hand.

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get you upstairs. I’ll run you a hot bath.”
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      “You didn’t have to wait for me,” I said, turning in the saddle and looking at my father.

      The morning sun had already burned off the mist that had hovered over fields.

      It was going to be warm today. Warmer than the October season warranted.

      A dog barked in the distance and the steady clip clop of the horses’ hooves mixed with the sound of the leather tack.

      We turned right at the end of the Becquerel lane. A lane lined with oak trees covered in silver moss. Trees planted nearly a hundred years ago that stood sentinel over the entrance to the Becquerel Estate.

      “We came together,” Father said. “We’ll leave together.”

      Father’s voice was strained, matter of fact. He’d barely said two words to me, yet he’d had our two horses saddled and ready by the time I made my way back to the main house.

      As we rode in silence, I felt myself resisting. I caught myself pulling back, ever so subtly on my horse’s reins.

      I wouldn’t have noticed, except that Father was a horse’s length ahead of me already.

      With each step the horse took away from the house, I felt a tug of my heart.

      Father stopped and waited while I caught up.

      He looked straight ahead as we stood there, the wind picking up a heavy scent as it blew across the Mississippi River.

      “I spoke at length with Bradford,” Father said.

      I caught my breath.

      Surely Bradford hadn’t disclosed his rantings about time travel to Father.

      My father was a no nonsense, feet firmly on the ground kind of man. When I was growing up, he’d brooked no nonsense from me or even from my sister.

      Yet despite all his seriousness, I’d admired my father and I still did.

      And though I didn’t need his approval, like any good son, I desired it.

      And even though he hadn’t said anything, I sensed his disapproval.

      If he thought I’d spent the night with a dalliance, I’d rather he just voice it.

      Then I could assure him that it wasn’t true.

      But if he’d spoken with Bradford, I had to assume that his aloofness was about more than that.

      I was a man and a dalliance now and then was to be expected.

      Waiting patiently for Father to say whatever it was he had to say, I glanced back over my shoulder.

      A shiver skittered down my spine.

      I had the distinct feeling that I shouldn’t be leaving here.

      “Ten years ago,” Father said, finally breaking the silence, I came out to check on Daniel. He was just recovering from that bout of yellow fever.”

      I remembered that incident well. It was before I went to medical school and even though I hadn’t come out here with Father, he’d talked about it at the dinner table.

      “I was here when everything went down,” he said.

      “Everything?”

      My father had never spoken of this before. Not like this.

      Shifting in his saddle, he locked his gaze onto mine.

      I had to remind myself that I was an adult now and that a disapproving look from my father shouldn’t carry the weight it had when I was a youth.

      “You’re part of it now,” he said.

      “Part of what?”

      What did Father think he knew? Had Bradford told him about Melissa and that she was from the future?

      “Both Bradford and his brother Beau had to leave here to be with the women they loved.”

      I nodded slowly. I knew that he was talking about how Bradford’s wife had to leave this area to keep from going back to her own time. I didn’t know that Beau had gone through the same thing.

      “I’m not part of anything,” I said, though I knew in my heart I was not telling my father the whole truth.

      “Denial,” Father said. “A common reaction.”

      I shook my head. I didn’t want to talk to Father about Melissa. It was too painful.

      And there was nothing I could do about it anyway.

      I just needed to go back to my normal life.

      Yet even as I told myself that, I knew that my life would never be the way it had been before. There would be a void now.

      I glanced over my shoulder. Already, I couldn’t see the house, much less the cottage behind it.

      And if Melissa came back, I wouldn’t be there.

      I looked back at Father and realized that he hadn’t been looking at me with disapproval.

      Instead, he was looking at me with a sadness I’d only seen one other time.

      “I think,” Father said. “that you need to stay here.”

      “Here? At the Becquerel Estate?” I couldn’t hide my surprise.

      Father just looked at me.

      “I can’t do that,” I said. “I have patients to see.”

      Yet the words felt wrong even as I said them.

      There were some things that couldn’t be explained.

      Father shook his head.

      “You need to think this through, Son,” he said.

      Father never called me Son.

      “As much as I want you to work with me, there are some things that are more important.”

      My horse shifted and shook his head as a horsefly buzzed his ears.

      “What are you trying to tell me?” I asked.

      “Your mother,” he said. “If I had the chance to spend just one more hour with your mother, I’d give up everything else. I’d just walk away.”

      “Father…”

      “Let me finish,” he said. “No matter what responsibilities you think you have, there is nothing more important than being with the person you love.”

      “I only just met her,” I said, playing my own devil’s advocate.

      “And sometimes it takes no more than one glance to know.”

      I glanced over my shoulder again.

      The other guests would be leaving by now. And the house would be empty with just Daniel and his wife and perhaps Bradford would still be there.

      I knew I’d be welcomed.

      And that Bradford of all people would understand.

      How long would he stay away from his wife?

      My father was a wise man.

      Even in things I hadn’t given him credit for.

      And he was right about this now.

      It had taken no more than one glance for me to know.

      I couldn’t leave here.

      Not without Melissa.

      The only problem was she may never return.
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      Dressed in a pair of comfortable blue jeans and a long-sleeve t-shirt, I made my way downstairs to the study.

      My skin was still flushed from the hot bath, but my mind was a little bit more clear than it had been before Rachel had led me upstairs and turned on the bath water.

      She’d added something to the water that smelled like jasmine and lavender. That had helped to clear my head, too.

      The leather journal was lying on the desk where I’d left it.

      Looking over my shoulder, even though I knew that no one was there, I grabbed it up and took it with me to the big comfortable chair in the shadows on the other side of the room.

      The electricity was still out and the storm still raged outside. It was mostly rain now, though, with a wind gust now and then.

      I reached up and finding the switch on the floor lamp, turned on the light.

      Rachel had suggested that we conserve energy, but this was the only light in the room.

      My heart pounding, I ran a hand over the journal.

      Now that I had been back in time—and I was certain now that I had been—the notes inside the journal made a lot more sense and lot less sense at the same time.

      With a deep, steadying breath, I opened the cover and turned to the place marked with a faded red silk ribbon.

      There were more entries, all in the same handwriting.

      Some entries appeared to have been written with care and precision. Others appeared to have been scrawled hastily.

      I ran my fingers lightly over the crinkly page with the faded ink.

      This appeared to be a physician’s journal or someone who was a caregiver.

      As a recreational therapist, I did charting myself on a daily basis as part of my job.

      This could be an early form of charting, but I didn’t see any dates.

      I backed up a few pages, paying more attention now and looking for a date.

      There.

      October 5, 1856.

      I gasped and my fingers froze on the paper.

      1856.

      The very year I had been in.

      I straightened in the chair, then pulled my feet up under me and held the open journal against my chest.

      This could not be a coincidence.

      My thoughts raced with possibilities.

      Had reading this journal somehow propelled me into the very year it was written?

      Or was there some other mechanism at work?

      Perhaps I had imagined the whole thing.

      I’d never been prone to fantasy, but my brother had said that trauma could cause the brain to do all sorts of odd things.

      I needed to call my brother. To let him know that I was okay, but I’d left my phone upstairs, charging.

      By the time I’d gotten out of the bath, the cell service had gone down again to just one bar. Not enough for a good signal.

      It was probably for the best. If I told my brother what I’d experienced, he’d probably have me committed to the psych ward. He could do that. Maybe not in Mississippi, but he’d be waiting for me when I got back to Denver.

      All in all, it seemed like a good idea to keep this to myself.

      I stared at the trees outside the window, my mind drifting blankly. The wind whipped the silver strands of moss this way and that.

      It was surprising that the moss wasn’t just blown completely off the trees.

      Pulling myself out of the haze, I lowered the journal and turned back to the first page.

      It was time to start at the beginning. To read the whole thing.

      Even the private notes were about people who were long gone, so I wasn’t violating any kind of confidentiality.

      The first page of the journal had three, maybe four, words sprawled across it.

      I pulled the lamp closer and squinted to make out the words. Besides having been smudged on the front cover, the ink had faded until it was almost indiscernible.

      My mouth was dry as I stared at the words. There was no mistaking them.

      Dr. Samuel Zachary Sinclair.

      This journal belonged to Samuel.

      Samuel. The man I’d met in 1856.

      And his middle name was Zachary.

      Zach.

      The fiancé I’d lost in a car accident, just over two weeks ago.
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      Father had been right.

      The Becquerels had welcomed me back and insisted that I stay as long as I wanted.

      Bradford was preparing to leave first thing in the morning.

      Mr. and Mrs. Becquerel were obviously disappointed, but Bradford’s wife Briana was waiting for him in Birmingham where she was staying with some of the Becquerel’s cousins.

      Though no one said it, my gut told me that Birmingham was as close as she dared to come.

      Briana had made a life for herself here. In this time period.

      And if she came back here, she could be swept back to the future. Just like Melissa.

      I would have liked to talked to Bradford more, but he seemed to have told me everything he was interested in sharing last night.

      I didn’t blame him. Not only was he ready to return to his wife, I hadn’t exactly been receptive to hearing what he had to say.

      I’d offered to stay in the garçonnière, but Daniel insisted that I take the guest room upstairs.

      He made a point of telling me that he and Mrs. Becquerel would enjoy the company. Bradford, however, ignored the exchange. Though it appeared to be intended to inflict guilt upon Bradford, I was certain that Bradford had his family’s support.

      His wife obviously had a stronger hold on him than his parents did.

      Now that I was here, I wasn’t sure what I should do.

      Father had gone on without me. He truly did have patients to see and now that I was staying here, at least for now, he’d be the one traveling the countryside.

      So after a long walk around the grounds, I went back up to the guest room and unpacked my things.

      The guest room was perfectly designed. With a view over the back yard, it had a large four-poster bed draped with mosquito netting, a dresser, a washstand, and a tall wardrobe where I could have put my clothes if I had any.

      A detail that had been sorely overlooked by both Father and me. If I stayed here more than a day or two, I’d need a change of clothes.

      This particular bedroom had a little reading room just off the main bedroom where there was a writing desk and chair as well as a large comfortable chair for reading.

      I took my journal from my medicine bag and went to the reading room.

      After uncorking the little bottle of ink, I opened the cover of my leather journal.

      Since I was a guest here and would be leaving the journal unattended at times, I dipped the quill into the ink and wrote my name across the first page of the book.

      Dr. Samuel Zachary Sinclair

      While the ink dried, I stood up and went to the window. Mr. Becquerel and Bradford were riding around the fields. Though I knew that Bradford was ready to leave, I was glad he was spending a little time with his father.

      Daniel Becquerel was getting up in age and Washington D.C. was a long way away.

      It was quite possible that they would never see each other again.

      It was unfortunate that like most older people, Daniel didn’t appear to be willing to leave his plantation unattended long enough to visit his son. It saddened me to know that he had never met his grandchildren and probably never would.

      Deciding that the ink had sufficient time to dry, I went back and sat down at the desk.

      Turning to the first empty page, I began to write.

      Melissa St. Claire

      New Patient

      October 1856

      Sprained wrist.

      Appears to be healing nicely, but swollen and tender to the touch. Still causing some pain.

      In addition, patient exhibits loss of memory.

      She claims she is from a settlement called Denver.

      Bed rest recommended.

      Leaning back in the wood chair, I reread my entry.

      It occurred to me that I hadn’t written the entry for myself, but for anyone who might read it.

      Bed rest was rarely indicated for a sprained wrist. Memory loss perhaps. At least by some physicians.

      Personally, I would recommend rest and short walks.

      Perhaps long massages to relax the soul.

      As the ink dried, I put my hands behind my head and let my mind wander for a few minutes.

      Had massage ever been considered a treatment for memory loss? Perhaps I would write and submit an article proposing it.

      It would be a good use of my time here while I waited for Melissa’s possible return.

      And going in search of paper to write on would give me an excuse to wander the house. Before closing the journal, I flipped back to the first page.

      Unfortunately, this ink was different than I was used to. My name was smudged and was barely legible.

      I shrugged and stood up.

      In the great scheme of things, it really didn’t matter.

      I seriously doubted anyone would ever read it anyway other than myself.
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      Samuel.

      Zach.

      Samuel Zachary.

      There was more than coincidence here.

      I was certain of it.

      Leaving the journal on the desk, I went into the kitchen and turned on the tea kettle.

      I was more of a coffee girl, than tea, but I didn’t know how to work the fancy expresso machine. I did, however, know how work a tea kettle.

      I found a pack of tea bags and a mug in the cabinet next to the sink and waited for the water to boil.

      The storm was clearing up. It looked like the worst of the hurricane was over.

      I still had another three days on my reservation and Rachel had offered to extend my stay another two days to make up for the inconvenience of the storm.

      Although I wasn’t feeling inconvenienced in the slightest, I was feeling the need to stay here a bit longer.

      To understand what was going on with this time travel thing.

      And truth be told, I wanted to see Samuel again.

      God help me.

      Zach hadn’t been gone but a couple of weeks and I was already feeling attraction for another man.

      The shrilling of the tea kettle interrupted my thoughts from going down that path.

      My hands shook as I lifted the tea kettle and poured water into the mug.

      So many things had happened in my life over the past few weeks.

      Everything was different.

      Zach and I had been together since high school. He’d been my first kiss. My first everything.

      I never thought I would ever go on a trip like this by myself. Yet here I was.

      Nothing was the same.

      And it never would be.

      I stirred some honey into the tea and waited for a minute for it to seep.

      Then I took my mug back to the study, grabbed the journal, and sat back in the chair.

      With the tea in one hand, I hugged the journal to me with the other.

      For some reason, holding the journal was comforting.

      I felt more calm right now holding this journal against me than had since… since I’d been back in time.

      I closed my eyes and let a burst of emotions run through me.

      There was no point in fighting them. I’d learned that some time ago.

      If I just waited, the worst of it would pass.

      Then I would be functional again.

      A couple of minutes later, my hands still trembling, I sipped the tea and pulled my feet up under me.

      There was no end table, so I set the mug on the floor and opened the journal again.

      I turned back to the last entry.

      It was the letter he’d written. To me.

      There was so much emotion. So much love. So much sorrow.

      Surely I hadn’t had that kind of impact on him in those few short hours we’d been together.

      Yet here I was, unable to get him out of my mind.

      Stranger things had happened.
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      Daniel Becquerel sat at the desk in his study, chewing an unlit cigar. His feet were propped on the desk and he stared out the window.

      “Is everything alright?” I asked, standing at the door.

      Daniel looked at me blankly for a moment.

      “Yes,” he said, motioning me into the room. “Yes. Come on in and have a seat.”

      His words belied the strain around his eyes.

      I sat in a chair across from him and waited while he sat up and put the cigar away.

      “I’m afraid I haven’t been a very good host,” he said. “What can I do for you?”

      “No need to apologize,” I said. “It was kind of you to let me stay a few extra days.”

      Saying a few extra days felt like lying. I didn’t know how long I was going to stay here.

      What was the protocol for waiting on a woman to return from the future? Especially when one was imposing himself in someone else’s home.

      “You can stay as long as you like,” Daniel said. “Perhaps you’ll breathe some life into this old place. The wife and I find the days growing longer and longer.”

      “You’re very kind,” I said.

      “When a man lives in a house like this, he expects at least one of his children to stay around. To pass the house to the next generation.” He looked me in the eye. “What am I expected to do with this place as an old man?”

      “You’re far from being an old man,” I said, and I meant it. As far as I was concerned, Daniel was in prime. But the question was valid.

      He shook his head and grumbled as he looked toward the window.

      “You’ll understand when you have children of your own,” he said.

      His words gave me a little start. Thinking of having children of my own led me automatically to thinking about Melissa.

      It was odd, still, because I’d never really given much thought to having children. Understandable since I’d only just met the first girl I’d ever wanted to marry.

      “I was wondering if I might trouble you for some writing paper,” I said.

      “Of course,” Daniel said, not appearing to be taken aback the least with my abrupt change of conversation.

      He opened a desk drawer and handed me a stack of paper.

      I thanked him and went back upstairs to my bedroom.

      I went straight to little reading room and set the paper on the desk.

      Then I just stared at the top of the desk.

      I had left my journal here on the little desk.

      I couldn’t be more certain of it.

      But after setting the paper on the edge of the desk, I looked everywhere. As silly as it was, I even looked under the bed.

      I stood in the middle of the bedroom and scowled. Who would take my journal?

      And why?

      I had been gone from my room for less than an hour.

      There was nothing in there that would be of interest to anyone other than myself.

      The only possibility I could come up with was that maybe one of the staff had picked it up. Maybe they took downstairs to the library.

      I didn’t really want to go back downstairs right now, but I wasn’t going to be able to concentrate on anything else until I located my journal.

      With a sigh, I headed back downstairs.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour as I reached the top of the stairs and started down.

      A dog barked in the distance, followed by a rumble of thunder.

      The smell of baking bread wafted from the kitchen.

      Just an ordinary day at the Becquerel Estate.
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      “There’s another band of storms heading this way,” Rachel said, stopping by the library.

      I put my arm over the journal and hoped it looked like a regular book.

      The rain was falling steady now and I hadn’t even noticed.

      “Okay,” I said, forcing a little smile. “Are we good on propane?”

      Rachel leaned against the doorframe and sighed.

      “The guy is supposed to come out tomorrow.”

      “Surely they’ll have the power back on soon.”

      “You would think.” Rachel checked her watch. “But they won’t come out until the storm has passed.”

      I didn’t say anything. Rachel seemed distracted.

      “I’m going to head up,” she said. “Read a bit and try to get some sleep.”

      Then she pinned her gaze on mine.

      “If you need anything, just come to my door. Wake me up. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “We’ll get through this.” She pushed off the doorframe and turned around. “See you tomorrow,” she said over her shoulder.

      “See ‘ya,” I said, mostly to myself since Rachel’s footsteps were already echoing down the hall.

      I shivered as the wind howled outside.

      Maybe Rachel had the right idea.

      I tucked the journal under my arm, dropped my empty mug off at the kitchen, and headed to the stairs.

      As I walked through the foyer, the clock began to chime. I missed a step, but I was actually getting used to the old clock.

      It was sort of like a familiar friend.

      I looked into its face as I passed. At the rip between the six and the seven.

      The clock was sort of like me.

      Battered and scarred, but still ticking.

      It definitely had me beat in the age category, though.

      As the clock continued to chime, I shifted the journal into my right hand, and grabbed the banister with my left.

      A loud burst of thunder boomed over the house as I reached the landing.

      I looked outside.

      But the darkness was so dense, I couldn’t see anything. I couldn’t even see the rain falling.

      Nothing.

      With a shiver, I turned and put one foot on the next step.

      The stairs were in darkness now. Perhaps the propane had run out after all. It was quiet and I realized I didn’t hear the low hum of the generator out back.

      Someone was coming down the stairs. I looked up at the sound of heavy footsteps.

      And I just stood there. Frozen.

      Samuel was standing halfway down the stairs.

      He was looking right at me.

      Was I seeing things in the shadows?

      Then he blinked and drop one foot onto the next step.

      And I knew.

      I wasn’t imagining him.

      He was real.

      And I was back in time.
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      My ordinary day was suddenly no longer ordinary.

      It was, in fact, anything but.

      My heart leapt.

      Melissa stood on the landing, looking up at me as though she was seeing a ghost.

      I grinned and joined her on the landing, stopping no less than a foot in front of her.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      Confusion clouded her features.

      “Morning?” She looked back toward the window.

      A rooster crowed as though in support of my claim that it was indeed morning.

      “Is it not morning in the future?”

      Looking back at me, she shook her head.

      “I was just heading up to bed.”

      “I guess time travel isn’t always synchronous.”

      She tilted her head as though considering the concept.

      “I suppose not.”

      Educated. Any doubt that may have been lingering in the back of my mind dissipated.

      This was the woman for me.

      A beautiful educated woman. A rarity.

      Yet here she was. Standing right in front of me.

      I held out a hand.

      “May I escort you to your room then?” I asked.

      She shifted a book beneath one arm and made a face.

      “I’m not sure I have a room.”

      “My room is your room.”

      She was looking at me quizzically.

      “You have a room here now?”

      I nodded slowly.

      “For now, yes.”

      I could tell she had more questions, but she put her hand in mine.

      I smiled and led her upstairs to my room.

      She stood just inside the door and looked around.

      “Does this room look familiar?” I asked.

      “It’s the same,” she said. “only different.”

      “This is your room, then? In the future?” I went to the window and tied the drapes back to let sunlight in.

      “Sort of,” she said. “I’m a guest.”

      “Right,” I said. “from Denver.”

      She nodded. “Is that a room back there?”

      “It’s a reading room,” I said.

      “It’s not there anymore,” she said softly.

      What must it be like to find oneself in the past?

      It wasn’t something that an ordinary person would contemplate, much less experience.

      I cleared my throat.

      Now that I had her here. In my room. What was I supposed to do?

      It wouldn’t be proper for us to share a room.

      Should I tell Daniel about her? Daniel knew about Bradford’s wife. That she was from the future.

      Beau’s wife was from the future as well.

      While I contemplated all this, Melissa walked into the reading room and looked out the window.

      I had an irrational need to keep her to myself.

      It made no sense really, but I wasn’t ready to tell anyone else about her.

      If I did, then Daniel may sweep her away to the garçonnière or some such. The thought of being away from her was painful.

      I pressed two fingers against my cheek as I contemplated this quandary.

      Melissa was looking at me with those big watery eyes.

      My heart broke.

      Whatever had happened to her to make her so sad?

      I wanted her to smile when she looked at me. Not to look at me with that heartbreaking sadness that was in her eyes right now.
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      This was the third time this had happened.

      As I looked at Samuel, my vision blurred and I heard a ringing in my ears.

      I reached behind me for the desk and then leaned against it.

      I couldn’t think. I could barely breathe.

      Seeing Samuel standing there, contemplating, with two fingers against his cheek was so very like Zach.

      Zach, in fact, was the only person I’d ever seen do that.

      Most people pressed one finger against their cheek when they were thinking.

      I must have almost fainted. It vaguely registered with me that Samuel led me over to a chair.

      When my head began to clear, I saw that Samuel was kneeling in front of me, holding my hands.

      “What just happened?” he asked.

      I shook my head and pushed my hair back.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You almost fainted.”

      I nodded. “I know.”

      “Has this ever happened before?” he asked.

      I nodded, swallowing thickly.

      I hated when this happened and I especially hated that it had happened in front of Samuel.

      “I have some smelling salts,” he said. “but I didn’t want to leave you.”

      I blinked and looked into his clear blue eyes.

      They had little specks of green.

      Just like Zach’s.

      “Samuel,” I said. “I don’t understand.”

      “Understand what?” he asked with a little smile.

      I tugged my gaze away from his. Shook my head.

      “It’s nothing,” I said.

      I couldn’t tell Samuel that he reminded me so much of my fiancé that it broke my heart sometimes just to look at him.

      There was no reason to tell him.

      The two men lived centuries apart.

      And I knew enough about grief to know that it was normal for me to see things in others. Things that reminded me of him.

      “Are you sleepy?” he asked. “Or hungry?”

      “Not really,” I said. I felt a little bit queasy, now that I thought about it. “Maybe.”

      The sunlight was streaming in through the window. It was so beautiful outside. So different from the world I’d been in just minutes before.

      “Can we take a walk?” I asked. “I need some fresh air.”

      “Absolutely,” he said, standing up. “Are you feeling up to?”

      “I’m good,” I said, although I was only good because he was letting me keep a firm grip on his hands.

      Lacing the fingers of one hand with mine, he reached for the journal I was still carrying beneath my arm with his other.

      Pulling it loose, from beneath my arm, he glanced up at me with something between disbelief and suspicion.

      “What’s this?” he asked, laying it on the desk. “Where did you get this?”

      “I… I found it.”

      Why was he looking at me like this? Like he no longer trusted me?

      He opened the front cover and stared at the faded name.

      And that’s when I remembered enough to put it together.

      This was Samuel’s journal.

      And not only was it Samuel’s journal, but I’d brought it with me to the past.
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      My name was there, just as I’d written it, smudged and all.

      But the pages of my journal were brittle. With age.

      The newness was definitely gone from my journal.

      Melissa looked at me with such vulnerability in her eyes.

      She’d almost fainted.

      Letting the cover of the journal fall closed, I stepped away and looked out the window.

      Daniel was riding his horse out toward the fields.

      Mrs. Becquerel was walking in her garden, cutting some fresh flowers, and gathering them in a little basket she carried over one arm.

      Everything appeared ordinary.

      I tried to focus. To think.

      Melissa hadn’t taken my journal.

      She’d found it.

      In the future.

      But how–?

      I turned around.

      “Samuel,” she said with a quick glance at my journal. “I found this. In the future.”

      “I know,” I said, with a little smile. “I realize that now.”

      “I don’t know how…” Her gaze drifted down to her hands clasped in her lap.

      She was still pale.

      I went back to kneel in front of her.

      “How is your wrist?” I asked.

      “It’s healing, I suppose,” she said.

      I saw a hint of a blue bandage beneath her sleeve.

      “You changed your bandage.”

      “I did.” She held up her arm and pulled her sleeve up enough for me to see the blue bandage. “Rather stylish, don’t you think?”

      I laughed, feeling the tension wash away.

      I’d overreacted when I’d seen the journal under her arm.

      The very same journal I’d just been searching for.

      But she was innocent in this.

      I checked her bandage. Since it was the same stretchy material that had given me hell the last time, I didn’t unwrap it.

      “Does it hurt much?”

      She shook her head. “Not really. As long as I don’t use it.”

      “Like when I go grabbing your hand?”

      “No,” she said with a little smile.

      She was looking at me with those big green eyes.

      I pulled the journal off the table and sat on the floor next to her.

      “It’s aged a bit,” I said, flipping through the brittle pages.

      “I didn’t mean to intrude,” she said.

      “I suppose it’s not considered an intrusion to look at something that survived the centuries.”

      “I saw my name in there,” she said.

      I flipped toward the back. And indeed her name was there. Just as I had written it.

      “What did you think?” I asked. “Has the treatment changed much?”

      “Rest,” she said, holding up her wrist. “Not much else they can do.”

      “How did you hurt it?” I asked.

      She looked away and that sadness was back on her face.

      “There was an accident.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have pried.”

      “It’s ok,” she said. “You couldn’t know.”

      I set the journal aside and knelt in front of her again.

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “No,” she said. “there’s nothing anyone can do.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      She looked back at me and lifted a hand. For just a moment, I thought she was going to touch my cheek, but then she dropped her hand back in her lap.

      “I wish I could take away the pain,” I said. To take away whatever it was that haunted her.

      I stood up and held out a hand.

      “Come,” I said. “It’s time for you to rest.”

      I led her out of the little reading room to the bed, swept the mosquito netting aside, and turned back the bedding.

      An image flashed through my mind.

      An image of me pulling her into my arms and resting her chin against my chest.

      She leaned against the edge of the bed and looked at me questioningly.

      Don’t do that, I thought.

      Needing to keep my hands busy to distract my thoughts, I bent down and took off one of her slippers, then the other.

      “Ok,” I said, much like I would say to a child. “Off to sleep you go.”

      “Where are you going to be?” she asked.

      Good question. I ran a hand through my hair.

      Tried to remember what I planned to do.

      “If it won’t disturb you,” I said. “I’ll be in the reading room doing some work.”

      “Good,” she said with a little smile. “It won’t disturb me at all.”

      When she just looked at me, I picked up her feet and put them in the bed.

      “Thank you,” she said with a sleepy smile.

      I pulled the mosquito netting tightly around the bed and went back to the reading room where I had a fresh stack of paper waiting for me.

      But how was I going to get any work done with her so close?
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      Zach and I were out taking a Sunday afternoon drive. It was a pretty day. The snow was starting to melt. And we both had the day off.

      I twisted the diamond ring on my left hand.

      “We need to get that resized,” Zach said.

      “I know,” I said. “But I don’t want to leave it.”

      “Can you wait while they do it?”

      I shook my head.

      “They have to send it… somewhere. Said it could take up to three days.”

      He reached over and took my hand in his.

      “What’s a few days,” he said. “in the great scheme of things. We have our whole lives ahead of us.”

      I unlocked my seatbelt.

      “Hey,” he said. “What are you doing?”

      I put my knees on the seat and kissed him on the cheek.

      “That,” I said.

      “You’re not normally reckless,” he said. “Are you feeling ok?”

      “Never better,” I said, sitting back in my seat and smiling at him.

      Then there was glass everywhere and I was lying on the ground. Bleeding.

      I screamed.

      “Melissa.”

      Someone was calling me.

      Zach was calling me.

      “Zach,” I said, but I couldn’t see him.

      “Melissa. You’re ok. Wake up.”

      I felt strong arms on my shoulders. A light touch on my cheek.

      I was trembling all over.

      Slowly opening my eyes, I saw Zach hovered over me.

      “Zach,” I breathed.

      “It’s me. Samuel.”

      Samuel.

      My brain struggled to make sense of it. Of anything.

      It wasn’t Zach. Zach was gone.

      It was Samuel.

      “You’re ok,” he said again. “Come here.”

      He helped me sit up and held me.

      I wrapped my arms around him and held on for dear life.

      I was trembling. Shaking. But Zach—Samuel—was holding me, gently rocking me. Stroking my hair.

      I was here. In the past.

      There was no broken glass.

      I wasn’t lying on the ground.

      I was safe. In a bed.

      They had told me the only reason I had survived was because I wasn’t wearing my seatbelt.

      I always wore my seatbelt.

      I’d given up on trying to understand it.

      Because I’d impulsively taken off my seatbelt, Zach was gone. And I was here.

      The car had come out of nowhere.

      It wasn’t Zach’s fault.

      And it wasn’t my fault.

      But the chain of events had gotten me here.

      Here in Samuel’s arms.

      I took a deep ragged breath and felt a calmness settle over me.

      “You’re safe,” Samuel said.

      And I knew he was right. I was in a safe place.

      Samuel would keep me safe.
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      It was early afternoon and sunlight spilled across the hardwood floor.

      The scent of spring flowers lingered in the air, brought in on a breeze through the open window. There was an undertone of wood smoke and ham. Lunch would be ready soon and I had been thinking about going out to the kitchen to get some food.

      Thank God I hadn’t left her.

      Melissa had been asleep for about three hours before her scream had jarred me from my writing.

      It was a scream of such terror that my heart was still pounding rapidly in my chest.

      Whatever haunted Melissa was the thing that had caused her injuries.

      Not that she had told me, but I knew. I just knew.

      She’d called out to someone named Zach.

      At first, I’d thought she was calling out to me. My middle name was Zachary, but no one called me that.

      Then I’d realized that she was still in the throes of the nightmare.

      More than a nightmare.

      It was a memory.

      Of whatever thing had happened to her.

      The accident that had sprained her wrist and left bruises on her cheek.

      She shuddered against me, but she was calmer now.

      “Are you better?” I asked.

      She nodded against my chest and blew out a ragged breath.

      “I think so,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”

      “No need to apologize. Is there anything I can do?”

      “Thank you for being here,” she said.

      I shifted and put my fingers gently beneath her chin so I could look into her eyes.

      “I’ll always be here,” I said. “Remember that. I’m always here for you.”

      She nodded and attempted a wobbly smile, but it made her eyes more watery.

      No one deserved to live in such sadness.

      I vowed to myself right then and there that I would find a way to make things better for her.

      To make her life better.

      More enjoyable.

      “If you’re feeling rested,” I said. “I’d like to show you something.”

      She looked at me with a curiosity that thankfully muted some of the sadness that she wore like a veil.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “It’s a surprise,” I said, immediately regretting the words.

      A surprise was supposed to make someone happy.

      But for some reason, Melissa didn’t like surprises.

      “I thought we’d take a walk outside. Along the river,” I said, quickly. “And have a picnic.”

      “Ok,” she said, with a small attempt at a smile. “I am little bit hungry.”

      “Good.” I released her and stood up, already feeling lost without her against me. “I’ll give you a few minutes to get ready. I’ll go down to the kitchen and gather up some food for us to take with us.”

      I took her hand and kissed the back of her fingers.

      “You’ll be here?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Maybe.”

      And then she smiled.

      A real smile. Not a sad smile.

      I was enchanted. Just like the sailors lured onto the deadly rocks by the beautiful mermaids.

      “I won’t be long,” I said, leaving her before I changed my mind.

      I loved that smile. And I wanted to be the one to put it on her face.

      Right now that was all that mattered.

      My world had narrowed to a little sprite of a girl who wore sadness like a veil.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 37

          

          
            MELISSA

          

        

      

    

    
      After Samuel left, I sat on the edge of the bed and blew out a breath.

      He’d been so sweet. So comforting.

      But it had been so humiliating for him to see me at my most vulnerable.

      Every night since the accident, I’d had some variation of that same nightmare.

      And every morning when I woke, Zach was still gone and I was left to live my life without him.

      They said it would get better. That it would get easier.

      And, oddly enough, Samuel was helping me get past some of the worst.

      In fact, I’d thought I had forgotten how to smile.

      But just now my lips had remembered.

      They had been right. It was getting easier.

      But it wasn’t time that had made things get a little bit better.

      It was Samuel. There was something about him. He reminded me of Zach. There were moments when I almost thought he was Zach.

      And it almost took my breath away.

      I slid off the bed and put my shoes on. It wasn’t like I had a lot I could do. At least I was wearing blue jeans and a sweater instead of my pajamas.

      I brushed my hair with a brush I found in the dresser. Then poured water from the pitcher into a glass and drank deeply.

      With nothing left to do but wait, I walked outside onto the second-floor balcony.

      I could actually see the Mississippi River from here.

      So much different from the future where the trees were bigger and the vegetation was grown up. The river seemed so much further away than it looked now.

      Smoke billowed from the chimney of the kitchen where Samuel had gone to get us something to eat.

      Oak trees on either side of the balcony created a canopy of lacy shade.

      A squirrel chittered on one of the nearby limbs, sending little pieces of nut hulls falling through the leaves to the ground.

      Toying with the bandage around my wrist, I leaned against the nearest post.

      The sound of the grandfather clock chiming the hour drifted from inside the house.

      The sound reminded me that I could be in this time—the past—temporarily.

      I hadn’t chosen to be here and I had no control over whether or not I would return.

      Was I supposed to be here? Or was it merely chance?

      I splayed my palm against the wooden column with a fresh coat of white paint.

      Maybe I liked it here.

      Maybe I wanted to stay.

      Maybe being here was a figment of my imagination. My way of dissociating from the pain of losing Zach.

      Perhaps my unconscious brain had created another version of Zach. One that it could touch and talk to.

      He may not be real at all.

      I didn’t care if he was real or not.

      If I’d created him in my imagination, I’d done a pretty good job.

      Was it possible to stay in a dissociative state?

      I thought back to my psychology intro class.

      And suddenly remembered the concept of the psychogenic fugue.

      My professor had used herself as an example in the story.

      Let’s say I’m going along and suddenly it’s finals week and I had to grade all these papers and get your grades in. And my boyfriend breaks up with me. And then…

      I get so stressed out that I go home and pack up a few things. Throw it all in my car and drive to Seattle.

      I don’t know anybody in Seattle.

      I even change my name.

      And here’s the thing.

      I don’t remember any of you all.

      I even get a new job. At Target.

      So I’m working at Target and you come in and say “Hey, Dr. Kelly! Why did you leave us all those years ago?”

      I don’t remember you. I don’t want to remember you.

      I’m not Dr. Kelly anymore. I’m Annabelle.

      If you insist and try to show me pictures or some other proof that I am indeed Dr. Kelly, I’ll fight you about it.

      I won’t want to be dragged back to my old stressful life.

      So remember. Psychogenic fugue involves travel and stress.

      Travel and stress.

      My professor’s story example always got a good laugh out of the class, but it was a good example and we didn’t forget it.

      Travel and stress.

      I had my answer.

      I’d created a brand new life for myself. After stress and it involved travel.

      I was on a psychogenic fugue.
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      Theo had wanted to talk. He’d wanted to tell me all about his four-year-old boy’s antics. And how he’d tumbled down a hill and gotten no more than a scratched up knee for his trouble.

      I hadn’t wanted to seem impolite.

      I was a doctor. I was supposed to care about such things.

      But the truth was, I just wanted to get a basket of food and hurry back to Melissa.

      The longer I was away from her, the worse I felt.

      I couldn’t see the guest room from the kitchen window.

      And I imagined the worst.

      It occurred to me that she could vanish back to her own time at a moment’s notice.

      And just like before, I wouldn’t know what had happened to her.

      I understood Bradford.

      I understood why he’d only stayed overnight. Why he’d left his wife so far from here.

      To protect her from falling back through the rip in time.

      It didn’t matter that I barely knew Melissa.

      I felt like I’d known her forever.

      And I wanted to not only protect her, but to keep her near me.

      If she went back to her own time in the future, I wouldn’t be able to do either of those things.

      I threw open the door to the guest room and stepped inside.

      My heart skipped when I didn’t see her sitting on the bed where I’d left her.

      I darted into the reading room, but she wasn’t there either.

      My mind skipped to the worst possible scenario.

      She had gone back through time.

      She was gone.

      I dropped the basket of food on the bed and, putting a hand over my eyes, took a deep breath.

      She had returned to me once, she’d come back again.

      I just had to wait.

      Straightening, trying to pull myself up by the boot straps, I wandered through the open French doors leading onto the balcony.

      At first I thought I heard a puppy whimpering.

      But how would a puppy get up here on the balcony?

      I leaned over the railing, expecting to see a puppy below.

      Then I heard it again, behind me.

      I turned and saw her. Melissa was in the corner of the balcony, crumpled into a ball, her knees pulled up, her arms around them and her head down.

      She was shaking.

      I hadn’t heard a puppy at all.

      I’d heard Melissa.

      Crying.

      I raced to her and knelt in front of her.

      “Melissa,” I said. “What’s happened? Are you hurt?”

      She lifted her tear-streaked face and looked at me.

      Her chin trembled as she shook her head.

      I brushed a finger over her cheek, wiping away the tears.

      “Tell me what’s happened.”

      But she just looked at me, trembling.

      I leaned forward and kissed her eyelids. Her cheek.

      Then I looked into her eyes.

      “Hush now,” I said, soothingly. “You’re safe. I’m here.”

      But she only started crying harder.

      I pulled her close against me and held her close, rubbing gentle circles on her back. Her fingers fisted on my shirt and she held on for dear life.

      She cried hard, soaking my shirt with her tears.

      But when her tears were spent and she caught her breath, I tried again.

      “You have to tell me what’s happened.”

      Sniffling, she looked at me with her eyes wide.

      I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket and gently wiped away the tears.

      She blinked and looked at me with that sadness she wore like a veil.

      “You’re not real.”
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      “It’s not funny,” I said, pushing at Samuel’s broad chest.

      “I’m not laughing,” he said, but he wasn’t doing a good job of keeping a straight face.

      “You look like you might be laughing.” I said, cutting my eyes at him, but some of the pain loosened from around my heart.

      “How can I be laughing if I’m not real?”

      I blew out a breath, but I relaxed against him.

      He smelled like soap and a bit like fresh hay.

      Safe. That’s how I felt in his arms.

      “Good point,” I said.

      The soft breeze coming in from the river tossed a strand of hair across my damp cheek.

      I pushed it away, tucking it behind an ear.

      “So,” Samuel said, rocking me against him. “What can I tell you to convince you that I’m real?”

      From the feel of my back against his hard chest and his arms around mine, I’d say he was about as real as a man could possibly be.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “All I know is that your name is Samuel Zachary Sinclair. And you’re a doctor.”

      “That’s right,” he said, nuzzling his cheek against my hair. “My father is a doctor, too. In fact, we work together.”

      I heard a sense of pride in his voice when he talked about his father.

      “Where do you live?” I asked. I think he and Bradford had said something about it, but I’d been in a daze at the time and couldn’t really remember.

      “We live in town. Actually I live with my father.”

      “Just the two of you?”

      “Yes,” I said. “My mother passed a while back.”

      I turned so that I could look at him. He was staring off into space now.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said.

      “Thank you.”

      He rocked me gently, but didn’t say anything for a few minutes.

      “So,” he said, abruptly changing the subject. “Want to go for that picnic? I have a basketful of food that smells really good.”

      “Okay,” I said, trying to shake off some of the gloom that had settled over me.

      Samuel had lost his mother and I knew what that must feel like. I’d had a similar experience. And then on top of that, there was the accident with Zach.

      So much loss. So much grief.

      Surely the world still had some joy in it somewhere.

      I just needed to find it.

      Maybe Samuel could help me do that.

      He stood up, bringing me with him. He kissed me on the top of my head, then took my hand firmly in his.

      “Let’s do this, then,” he said.

      Yes. Let’s do this.

      Anything to get me away from my own morose thoughts.

      And he was right.

      The food did smell absolutely wonderful.
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      Melissa and I sat on a blanket I’d spread on the ground at the top of little knoll overlooking the Mississippi River.

      The gentle breeze off the river tousled her hair and she didn’t look quite so sad, at least not right now.

      She actually looked calmer than I could remember ever seeing her.

      I leaned back on my elbows and watched as white wispy clouds drifted past.

      Melissa watched as a steamboat loaded with people chugged along headed upstream.

      “Wow,” she said. “That’s a big ship.”

      I leaned on one arm toward her.

      “You don’t have big boats in the future?”

      She smiled a little.

      “We do. But not on the river. The biggest ships are on the ocean.”

      “The ocean,” I said. “I’ve never seen an ocean.”

      She looked over at me. “It’s okay. I’ve never been on one of the ships. They call them cruise ships.”

      “How do people get around? What kind of carriages?”

      Turning away from the river, she propped on one elbow and faced me.

      “Horseless carriages,” she said. “Only a few people have horses anymore.”

      “Horseless?”

      “Yes. They’re called automobiles.”

      There was that shadow again.

      “But,” she quickly changed the subject. “If you wanted to go a long way really quickly, you’d fly.”

      I laughed. “Fly? Like a bird?”

      “Yes,” she said, but she wasn’t laughing.

      “What? Did people start having wings or something?”

      I sat up and ran a hand along her back, checking for wings.

      She laughed and pulled away.

      “No, silly.” She was actually laughing.

      “How then?” I asked.

      Her brow creased in thought.

      “It’s sort of like your steamboat. Except that it can fly. In the air.”

      Surely she was jesting.

      But she looked quite serious.

      And that didn’t sound like something a person could make up.

      “That sounds really interesting and strange.”

      “It is,” she said. “They go so high in the sky, that you can’t even see them.”

      “And you’ve flown on these…”

      “Airplanes.”

      I laughed.

      “That’s not a very creative name for them.”

      She shrugged.

      “It’s pretty descriptive though.”

      A bird flew overhead and settled into a nearby pine tree.

      “Is it safe?” I asked. “These airplanes?”

      “Actually… according to my history lessons, they’re safer than your steamboats.”

      “I would hope so,” I said.

      There had been so many steamboat explosions lately. And those that lived often wished they hadn’t. The burns and loss of limbs were unspeakable.

      To say that they were unsafe was truly an understatement.

      So I’d learned something about her. She didn’t mind talking about flying in those airplanes, but didn’t like talking about horseless carriages she called automobiles.

      And the pieces of the puzzle were starting to come together. Her injured wrist and the barely there scrapes on her cheek. The nightmare. The sadness in her eyes.

      Something had happened. Perhaps an accident in one of those automobiles.

      When she was ready, perhaps she would tell me about it.

      In the meantime, I would do everything I could to try to get her to laugh again.

      She may not have wings, but to me her laughter was like an angel.

      “What do you see when you look at those clouds up there?” I asked.

      She followed my gaze and studied the clouds in the sky.

      “I see a castle over there,” she said.

      It was a good start.
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      We walked back from the knoll over the river, hand in hand.

      I couldn’t explain how I’d gone from being devastatingly heartbroken to holding hands with Samuel.

      It wasn’t a being-on-a-date holding hands kind of thing. At least not for me.

      It was more of a comfort thing.

      A way of letting me know that he was real.

      And that he would watch out for me.

      This was, after all, 1856. And I was an unprotected woman.

      I wasn’t a history buff by any means, but I knew enough to know that I was currently walking around back in the day when men held all the control.

      Besides. I liked him.

      I didn’t know for sure, but I was pretty sure that it was probably normal for me to see Zach in someone else.

      I really needed to talk to my brother about that.

      But since, of course, I couldn’t I had to just go with my gut.

      That Samuel was okay for me.

      My head kept trying to remind me that Samuel was, in fact, not Zach. I acknowledged the reminder with utmost respect for my thoughts.

      But my gut, my heart, was stronger.

      And since I didn’t have the strength to let the two battle it out, I went with what felt good.

      At the moment, that was Samuel.

      It would have been easy enough to bury my head under a blanket and let the world go by.

      But for some inexplicable reason, the world had chosen to land me in another century.

      That had to mean something.

      It had to be important.

      It especially seemed important that Samuel was so much like Zach. That, too, had to mean something. I just needed time to figure it out.

      “It’s going to be a pretty night,” Samuel said as we stepped into the clearing behind the house.

      He was right. The sun was dipping below the trees and the soft breeze from the river was cooling down correspondingly.

      “It’s a good night to sit on the veranda and have a mint julep,” Samuel said.

      “Okay,” I said, absently.

      I’d never had a mint julep, but I knew it was an iconic southern drink.

      We went up on the veranda and he held one of the rockers while I sat down.

      “Wait here,” he said. “I’ll be right back with our drinks.”

      Leaning back in the rocker, I looked up toward the sky.

      There were no clouds in the form of castles now, but he was right about it being a beautiful night.

      While I waited for Samuel to come back, I watched the sun’s sudden final drop below the horizon.

      Already the moon was up and the stars were starting to pop out.

      With no lights to dim the glow, the moon and stars were brighter than I was used to. It was commonly believed that all the artificial lights dimmed the moon’s glow, but to see it was another thing entirely.

      A couple of minutes later, Samuel returned, two drinks in his hands

      “My apologies for the delay,” he said.

      “It’s okay,” I said, taking one of the glasses from him.

      The mint julep looked a whole lot like a glass of bourbon.

      “I couldn’t find any mint leaves,” he said, apologetically. “But it has everything else.”

      “What’s in it?” I asked, more to make conversation than anything else.

      “Bourbon. Water. Syrup.”

      “That’s it?”

      “A squeeze of lemon,” he said, but it’s hardly noticeable.

      I nodded and sniffed the drink again. I actually smell a hint of lemon. It was odd, because I wasn’t normally good at sniffing out individual ingredients in things.

      Samuel sat in the rocker next to mine took a sip of his drink.

      “It’s not bad,” he said. “You should try it.”

      I held the drink up to my lips.

      But then my thoughts shifted and fit together like the pieces of a puzzle I hadn’t known I was working on.

      I lowered the glass.

      “I can’t drink this,” I said.
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      I took the glass from Melissa’s hands and sniffed it just as she had.

      It didn’t smell any different from mine. Maybe she wanted mint in hers. Some people were particular about their drinks.

      “I can go back in,” I said. “Ask Mrs. Becquerel if she has any mint. I probably just didn’t know where to look.”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s not the mint.”

      “Alright,” I said, setting the glass on the railing. “What can I get you then?”

      She toyed with the bandage on her wrist and kept her eyes down.

      “Just a glass of water.” She looked up at me with a tight little smile.

      “Water.” I ran a hand over my chin.

      So much for my romantic idea of having mint juleps on the veranda in the moonlight.

      “I’ll be right back.” I set my glass next to hers.

      “I’ll just be a minute,” I said.

      It was okay that she didn’t want bourbon. Bourbon wasn’t really a lady’s drink anyway. What had I been thinking?

      I went into the dining room and poured water from a pitcher into a glass. If the lady wanted nothing but water, I would take her water.

      The grandfather clock began chiming the hour as I walked back through the foyer, water glass in hand.

      I opened the door and stepped out onto the veranda into the shadows.

      I froze and my heart shuddered when I didn’t see her sitting where I’d left her.

      When I’d gone inside to fetch a glass of water, I hadn’t thought about her going through time again.

      A wolf howled in the distance and a dog barked. The clouds shifted, allowing the glow of moonlight to brighten the veranda.

      Then I saw her standing at the end of the veranda, her face tilted up, her eyes closed.

      She was beautiful in the moonlight.

      But the sadness had settled back over her features.

      It broke my heart to see her looking so sad.

      I so wanted to wipe whatever it was that bothered her away. I wanted her to smile again. To laugh.

      She must have sensed me watching her.

      She turned and looked right at me. Only this time, I saw something other than sadness.

      Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      She was holding her injured wrist.

      I went to her, stopping just in front of her.

      “Are you okay?” I asked. “Something’s wrong.”

      She shook her head and looked away, but not before I saw the tears glimmering in her eyes.

      I added the glass of water to the railing along with the other glasses we were accumulating, then stepped closer to stand next to her.

      “Is your wrist hurting you?” I asked.

      She turned and looked up at me, her green eyes glistening with unshed moisture.

      Obviously something was hurting.

      But she shook her head.

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “Can I see?”

      She hesitated, but held out her hand.

      I gently took her hand in mine and, turning her palm up, rubbed my fingers along her hand.

      She took a deep breath and, closing her eyes again, closed the distance between us. She wrapped one arm around my waist and laid her cheek against my chest.

      Mon Dieu.

      She felt so right.

      So perfect.

      I didn’t think I could bear it if she left me again.

      And whatever sadness enveloped her, I would find a way to soothe it.

      Nothing could be that bad.
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      We’d been driving back from Estes Park. My birthday weekend had been absolutely perfect.

      We’d stayed in a little cabin nestled next to a river just outside of the little town.

      Zach had dragged me up into the mountains to watch the rutting elk. We hadn’t seen any actually rutting, which was fine by me. It had been cold, though, and it had been worth it to see Zach having so much fun.

      He so rarely took time off from work that it didn’t even matter that it was my birthday, not his. I was happy for him.

      After the time spent in the cold mountain air, listening to a park ranger talk about elk rutting, we’d gone into town and found a little shop downtown that had legendary hot chocolate.

      After that, we’d walked around the town, hand in hand, darting into little shops that carried everything from t-shirts to scented pine cones to jewelry.

      We’d had dinner by candlelight with a view of the river. The rushing water had sparkled in the moonlight.

      Then we’d gone back to the cabin and Zach opened a bottle of pinot noir.

      We’d laughed as Zach had spent the better part of an hour trying to light a fire in the fireplace. The wine didn’t help—or maybe it did.

      And we finished off the bottle of wine while we sat in front of the end result of his efforts.

      With a blanket around us, we’d talked about our future.

      The possibilities had seemed endless.

      And we’d found the perfect way to stay warm as the fire began to die down.

      As Samuel massaged my fingers, I pressed my other hand against my stomach.

      My flat stomach.

      And unless I was sorely mistaken, that stomach wasn’t going to be flat for much longer.

      I hadn’t put it together until I’d sniffed the alcohol.

      That’s when the pieces of the puzzle all slid together for me.

      My birthday night with Zach.

      I’d attributed my lack of appetite to grief.

      But it wasn’t just grief.

      “Is that better?” Samuel asked.

      I nodded.

      Samuel was so kind. And he liked me. Anyone could see it.

      But he had no way of knowing the implications of liking me.

      I wasn’t just a girl from the future.

      “Come,” he said. “Let’s go sit down in the rocker. I brought you some water.

      He led me back to the rockers and held the chair while I sat down.

      Then he handed me the glass of water.

      I just held it, watching the moonlight shimmering over the surface of the water

      “Drink,” Samuel said, touching my hand.

      I did as he said, draining the glass.

      My world had been turned upside down in so many ways.

      First Zach’s death.

      Then going back in time.

      And now this.

      I had more than just myself to worry about now.

      There was a very strong likelihood that I was going to have a baby.

      I looked into Samuel’s kind eyes.

      It wasn’t fair.

      It wasn’t fair to allow him to think that we could be together, even if I was in the past.

      He didn’t deserve to be saddled with another man’s baby.

      Even if that baby was a love child conceived hundreds of years in the future.

      Samuel leaned over and kissed the top of my head.

      Oh. My. God.

      What was I supposed to do about this?
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      After Melissa drained the glass of water, I considered going back inside to refill it.

      But I wasn’t ready to leave her again.

      Something had happened.

      Or she had remembered something.

      But the layer of sadness now had a veil of confusion draped over it.

      There were so many secrets in her eyes.

      I wondered what kind of life she led in the future.

      Yet, I knew that it didn’t matter.

      Just like me, she had a past.

      But now she was here. With me.

      In this time.

      There had to be a reason.

      Something like this didn’t happen at random.

      Both Bradford and Beau had found their wives here. At this house. From the future.

      There had to be a reason why Melissa had come back in time at the very same time I was here for the Becquerel’s party.

      I knew there was a reason because I knew the way I felt about her wasn’t just some fleeting attraction. Some moment of lust.

      It was so much more.

      And I would have bet my medical license that she felt the same toward me.

      All we had to do was figure it all out.

      That required her talking to me.

      Maybe it was time I started asking her for answers.

      But when I looked into those sad eyes of hers, I just couldn’t bring myself to push her to talk about something that would make her even sadder.

      I took her hands in mine and kissed the backs of her fingers.

      She ducked her chin and turned away.

      I’d seen a lot of women make a similar move while being coy.

      Melissa wasn’t being coy.

      Something was genuinely troubling her.

      “What can I do?” I asked. “To make things better?”

      She met my gaze again and I saw a flitter of relief in her eyes before she went back to guarded mode.

      “I honestly don’t know,” she said. “I don’t think there is anything anybody can do.”

      “You should try me,” I said, smiling a little. “I’ve been told I’m really good at solving problems.”

      “Maybe ordinary problems,” she said. “but maybe not problems with the added complication of time travel.”

      She was toying with her wrist again.

      And I was back to my theory that her accident had something to do with her sadness.

      I had to bite my lip to keep from asking her what had happened.

      From the looks of the pale scruff on her cheek and her slowly healing wrist, I’d say that the accident had been recent.

      Still too recent for her to talk about.

      So I picked her up and sat in the rocker with her in my lap.

      Not a very conventional way of making someone feel better, perhaps, but when she curled into my lap and laid her cheek against my chest, she seemed to calm.

      I sat there, gently rocking her, as the moon rose high in the sky.

      A dog barked in the distance and I heard the screech of two cats tussling somewhere nearby.

      I kissed the top of her head, breathing in her scent of vanilla and honeysuckle.

      There may not be anything I could do to directly fix her problem, but maybe I could show her enough patience to give time a chance to work its magical healing power.

      I still felt like I needed some kind of plan to keep her here, but I’d come to the conclusion that it would work itself out.

      I needed to be patient about that, too.

      Patience and time.

      Those were the answers.
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      It was wrong, I argued with myself.

      Wrong to let Samuel soothe me like he did.

      Wasn’t it?

      I lay in the bed, nestled beneath the blankets, the mosquito netting wrapped around me like the walls of a cave, giving me a relative feeling of safety.

      Not as safe as being nestled in Samuel’s arms, but safe, nonetheless.

      It helped—a lot—to know that he slept on a loveseat in the reading room.

      He didn’t say how he managed to have someone bring the loveseat into the reading room and I hadn’t asked.

      No one seemed to ask him any questions, yet he was a guest here.

      I turned onto my back and stared up at the ceiling.

      Since he was a guest, he couldn’t stay here forever.

      It occurred to me that he was staying here for me.

      I ran a hand over my flat stomach.

      There was no pregnancy test in 1856. Couldn’t just dash down to the drug store and grab a test off the shelf.

      But I didn’t have to.

      I just knew.

      Knowing that I carried Zach’s child created all sorts of conflicting feelings.

      Tears sprang to my eyes as I thought about how happy he’d be.

      He’d always talked about wanting kids. I figured we’d have them, too. Someday.

      But apparently all the safety measures in the world didn’t stand a chance against fate.

      It had to be fate.

      We’d been so careful.

      It was divine intervention.

      Just like me being in 1856.

      Something that went against everything that we humans thought was supposed to happen.

      I was in a pickle.

      Operating under the assumption that I would be staying here in the past for an indefinite period of time, I had to figure out the best way to deal with this unexpected… expectancy.

      It didn’t seem right not to tell Samuel. If he was thinking to take care of me, then he had the right to know what he was getting into.

      But if I told him, then he might decide I was a soiled woman. It was, after all, 1856. Wasn’t a woman supposed to be a virgin on her wedding night?

      And if Samuel knew I wasn’t a virgin, would he still want to protect me?

      I covered my eyes with my hands as I realized I was actually thinking about marrying Samuel.

      How could I be thinking about marrying someone just two weeks after the tragic death of my fiancé?

      What was wrong with me?

      So many things.

      The hormones.

      The time travel.

      The uncanny way that Samuel reminded me of Zach.

      But no matter how much he might remind me of Zach, he wasn’t Zach.

      And me having Zach’s baby changed everything.

      Except maybe one thing.

      I didn’t want to return to my own time.

      I wanted to stay here. In 1856.

      With Samuel.
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      I lay on a little loveseat in the reading room off what was supposed to be my room.

      I have to either curl myself up to fit on the cushions or prop my ankles over the end of the sofa.

      Neither one was very comfortable for any length of time.

      It would do though, in a tight.

      The Becquerels were being more than kind to me.

      I think they missed their own children who had left home earlier than they had planned.

      But I couldn’t stay here forever.

      I couldn’t just move in with them.

      I had to make a decision about Melissa and our future. Sooner rather than later.

      Laying very still, I listened for any sound that would tell me she was still here. In 1856.

      But she was a quiet sleeper. She didn’t breathe heavy and she didn’t roll around a lot in the bed.

      I’d already gotten up twice, tiptoed to the bed, and peered through the mosquito netting. Both times she lay there quietly, sound asleep.

      I needed to relax and trust the process.

      She was here for a reason. And since I couldn’t shackle myself to her, I had trust that she would be here in the morning.

      But deep down, I knew it wasn’t just my concern that she wouldn’t be there.

      There was something troubling her.

      Something that went beyond the veil of sadness that surrounded her.

      As I stretched my legs out, propping them on the arm of the sofa, it occurred to me that there may be nothing I could do about it.

      But what I could do something about was the very thing that Bradford had done.

      I could take her away from here.

      She had to want to go, of course. I couldn’t just kidnap her.

      Without shackling and kidnapping, my options were limited.

      I’d talk to her first thing in the morning.

      Explain that she and I had a decision to make.

      Not that there was much of a decision.

      I had to go.

      The question was whether or not she wanted to go with me.

      I was just drifting off to sleep when I heard Melissa screaming.

      Though I already knew she was having a nightmare, I was off the sofa like a shot.

      Shoving aside the mosquito netting, I climbed into the bed and pulled her into my arms.

      She wrapped her fists in my shirt and pressed her cheek against my cheek.

      Holding her close, I tucked her head beneath my chin.

      After a moment of holding her, I realized that she was still asleep.

      She trusted me in her sleep.

      Any lingering doubt I had was erased.

      Whatever was bothering her, outside of traveling through time and having nightmares about the tragedy that had befallen her before we met, she and I would figure out together.

      Tomorrow, I would start the preparations.

      It was time for me to take her home with me.

      And make her my wife.
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      When I woke the next morning, Samuel was already gone.

      I sensed it before I even got out of bed and peeked into the study.

      My dreams had been a cacophony of my usual nightmares, but also dreams about Samuel.

      Samuel and Zach were merging into one in my thoughts.

      I stepped out onto the balcony and pressed my palms against the railing.

      The soft breeze coming in off the river tossed my hair across my cheek. The same cheek that had I had landed on when I’d been thrown from the car.

      They’d said I was lucky.

      Luck was obviously in the eye of the beholder.

      A young boy brought two horses around and looped the reins around a hitching post, distracting me from my morose thoughts.

      He was the same boy I’d seen before.

      Just before…

      Just before I’d gone back to the future last time.

      I wrapped my hands around the rails as though holding onto them could hold me in place in time.

      I knew it didn’t work that way, of course. The house was the constant through time.

      Past and future.

      But it made me feel better to have something tangible to hold onto.

      After he secured the horses, the boy saw me looking down at him and waved.

      Putting a little smile on my face, I held up a hand. The boy grinned and took off running around the side of the house.

      Smoke drifted up from the kitchen’s chimney, bringing the scent of breakfast with it.

      My stomach growled and I pressed a hand against my waist.

      Zach’s baby.

      But even though Zach was the father, Zach could not be the daddy.

      My thoughts snagged on that idea for a moment as I considered that.

      Zach being gone didn’t mean that my baby wouldn’t have a daddy.

      Thinking that way would do nothing but deprive my child of having a daddy in his or her life.

      That would be wrong. And selfish.

      And Zach wouldn’t want that. He would want me to not only take care of the baby, but to make sure his or her life was fulfilled.

      Even if that meant having a daddy other than Zach.

      And being back in time changed everything.

      There was only way I was going to survive in 1856. And that was to take a husband.

      Fortunately, I had found Samuel. A man who reminded me so much of Zach.

      A kind man who looked at me as though he liked me.

      And he’d stayed here and waited for me to come back. So he had to feel something for me.

      Now all I had to do was to figure out whether or not to tell him about the baby.

      And if so, when.

      I didn’t have to decide right now.

      I had time to figure out what was best.

      But I had a feeling there wasn’t going to be an easy answer.

      Then I heard men’s voices below me.

      They must have stepped out onto the veranda below.

      “You have to do what you think is right,” an older man said.

      “I don’t have any doubts about that,” Samuel said.

      “You sound a lot like Bradford.”

      “Yes sir,” Samuel said. “I know.”
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      Once I decided to take things into my own hands, everything started to fall into place.

      Melissa could have ridden with me on my horse, but Daniel was kind enough to lend me a horse for her to ride.

      He said he had so many horses, thanks to Bradford’s temporary diversion into horse breeding, that he wouldn’t even miss it.

      One less mouth to feed, he’d said.

      I honestly couldn’t tell if he was joking about that or not.

      Didn’t matter. It was a kind and understanding gesture.

      I would never be able to repay the Becquerels for their kindness.

      Thanks to them and their rip in time, I had found Melissa.

      Daniel understood completely why I needed to take Melissa away from here. And he agreed with my decision.

      With the horses ready and everything settled with Daniel, I went upstairs to rouse Melissa and get her ready to leave.

      Daniel knew there was a possibility that Melissa might want to stay here so she could get back to her own time. He’d made sure I understood that she could stay here.

      It was very generous of him.

      Melissa was in the study, sitting at the writing desk.

      My journal lay open in front of her.

      She quickly closed it when she saw me at the door.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I don’t mind if you read it.”

      If she was to be my wife, I wanted her to read it. To be part of every aspect of my life.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I had no right.”

      “Melissa,” I said, going to kneel in front of her. “It’s okay.”

      “I was just looking for…”

      I took her hands in mine and kissed her palm.

      “Melissa,” I said, my gaze locking onto hers. “You don’t have to apologize or explain.”

      Her chin trembled and she put her arms around me. I pulled her onto my knee and held her close.

      “You’re so kind,” she said, her voice barely audible against my shoulder.

      “Melissa,” I said. “I want you to come with me.”

      She pushed back enough to look into my eyes.

      Her deep green eyes looked at me with a mixture of surprise and curiosity.

      “Come where?”

      I realized with a start just how important it was that she agree to leave here with me. If she said no, then we’d have no life together.

      But if she said yes, then we could be together for the rest of our lives.

      “To my home,” I said. “I’m living with my father right now, but we can get a place of our own.”

      Her lips curved into a smile.

      “You’re asking me to live with you?” she asked.

      It was one of those odd turns of phrase that she used.

      “Yes,” I said. “We can be married.”

      “Is this a proposal then?” she asked. Her tone was teasing.

      I instantly realized my mistake.

      I hadn’t asked her to marry me. I’d just asked her to come away with me.

      “Melissa,” I said, my heart racing. “Will you marry me?”

      She swallowed. Then nodded.

      “Yes?” I asked, feeling such an overwhelming sense of emotion.

      She nodded again, then bit her lip as she smiled.

      I pulled her back into my lap, but instead of tucking her head beneath my chin, I put a finger lightly beneath her chin and lowered my lips toward hers.

      Her eyes fluttered closed as her lips parted.

      I kissed one corner of her lips, then the other.

      Then I pressed my lips firmly against hers.

      And in that moment, the world faded away and time stood still.

      I felt as though our souls touched.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 49

          

          
            MELISSA

          

        

      

    

    
      When Samuel kissed me, my world shifted.

      Everything else faded away and there simply was nothing else.

      I fisted my hands in the soft cotton of his shirt.

      He smelled like tobacco and soap.

      My heart was beating so fast, I wondered if he could feel the blood racing through my veins.

      I wanted time to stand still. For this moment to last forever.

      I knew how fleeting life was. How fragile.

      And I wanted to hold onto him. For nothing to change between us.

      I’d known it was wrong to read his journal. It had been different when the journal was hundreds of years old.

      But now that it belonged to Samuel. In the moment. It was suddenly private.

      I’d wanted to read the love letter again. The one that read like it had been torn out of my heart.

      But I hadn’t found it.

      After looking carefully, I’d decided that it was no longer there.

      I didn’t know what that meant—that words on a journal couldn’t just disappear.

      But they had.

      Instead I’d found something else.

      I’d found an entry dated this morning.

      Melissa St. Clair.

      Exhibits signs of nostalgia. Nightmares. Sadness. Staring in a daze.

      Likely experienced a tragic event.

      Also possible that she is with child.

      If Samuel knew that I was pregnant he still asked me to marry him, then I truly had nothing to worry about.

      He moved back and smiled at me.

      “We’ll be happy,” he said.

      My thoughts froze.

      We’ll be happy.

      No.

      That wasn’t possible.

      Couldn’t be possible.

      “I have to go,” I said, pulling away from him and standing up.

      He was still holding my hand, but I tugged it free and started to run.

      I didn’t even know where I was going.

      I just needed to get away.

      Running through the bedroom, I opened the door and stepped out into the cool, dark hallway.

      The darkness was a stark reminder that I wasn’t in my own time.

      I ran down the stairs, hesitating when I reached the foyer.

      The grandfather clock began to chime.

      “No.”

      I covered my ears and ran blindly toward the front door.

      Throwing open the door, I ran outside, across the veranda, and started down the road that led to the river.

      I didn’t get very far, though, before I couldn’t catch my breath.

      I stopped and leaned against one of the old oak trees.

      Its bark was rough beneath my hands, but I laid my cheek against it.

      And the tears started.

      I cried so hard I could barely breathe.

      And I couldn’t stop.

      I slid to my knees and crouched on the ground.

      We’ll be happy.

      Such a simple phrase.

      But not the words normally said when a man proposed.

      Yet they were the very same words that Zach had said just after he asked me to marry him.
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      By the time I realized what had happened, Melissa was already down the hall.

      I’d never seen a lady move that fast.

      I got to my feet and followed, but by the time I got to the top of the stairs, she was already heading outside. I caught just a glimpse of her as she dashed through the door.

      By the time I got to the front door, I saw her running ahead along the dirt lane that led to the river road.

      Mon Dieu.

      Where was she going?

      Wherever it was, she was moving quickly and it was going to be hard for me to catch her.

      Then she stopped and leaned against one of the huge oak trees.

      I jogged down the front stairs and started down the road toward her.

      At the sound of a dog barking, I glanced away for just a moment.

      It was only a moment.

      But when I looked back, I couldn’t see her.

      A deep feeling of dread stabbed me in the gut.

      I kept moving forward, but she wasn’t there.

      And I knew.

      She was gone.

      No. She was too far from the house.

      The time travel only happened around the house.

      I slowed my pace as I walked beneath the huge oak trees with branches so big and heavy, they dipped down, almost touching the ground.

      The silver moss gravitated toward the older trees, leaving the newer ones bare.

      I speculated that the older trees had different minerals that the moss was attracted to.

      But that was just my scientific mind trying to distract me from what I knew was the worst possible scenario.

      Reaching the first large oak, I walked all the way around it. The trees were wide enough that a girl as small as Melissa could easily stand behind one of them and not be seen.

      I didn’t suspect that she was hiding from me. I just thought maybe she had stopped and leaned against one of the trees to rest.

      As I walked toward the next tree, I replayed the last few minutes, trying to make some semblance of sense about what had happened.

      I had stolen a sweet kiss from her.

      Then I had asked her to marry me.

      And she had said yes.

      But then she had quite simply looked at me as though she no longer saw me. As though I was a stranger.

      Then she had dashed off so quickly I barely knew what was happening.

      What had upset her so much that she had suddenly dashed off? And with no direction in mind?

      I stopped and stared toward the river.

      If I was right and she was with child, that could explain everything.

      I’d heard tales of women having all sorts of reactions to finding out they were with child.

      But I hadn’t said anything about that. I didn’t even think she suspected.

      We’d gone to agreeing to getting married to her dashing away.

      And now she had vanished.

      She had vanished back to her own time.

      Even though I knew there was no need, I walked the rest of the way to the river, circling the oak trees.

      If anyone had seen me, they would surely think I’d gone mad, walking along the road, circling the big oak trees one by one.

      But I didn’t care. My heart was heavy.

      I was just minutes away from taking her away from here.

      But I was minutes too late.

      Melissa had vanished from my life.

      When I reached the river, I sat down and watched a steamboat loaded with people make its way along the river.

      I’d hoped to take Melissa on a steamboat one day.

      It wasn’t anything like her ships that went into the sky, but I’d thought she might enjoy it, nonetheless.

      And before long, after the baby came, we’d begin working on making a baby of our own.

      But now everything was over.

      I had to return to my father’s home emptyhanded.

      No wife.

      No love of my life.
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      I leaned against the oak tree and took in big gulps of air.

      The tears had stopped finally and I could breathe again.

      My eyes were still blurry from the tears, but something seemed different.

      Using the tree to help me stand, I looked toward the river.

      The river was the same murky, dark, slow moving mile wide body of water that it had always been.

      A white bird swooped low and skimmed the surface, coming up with a fish in its mouth.

      Then I saw the trail of white high in the sky.

      Following the white stream with my eyes, I quickly found what I’d expected. What I’d dreaded.

      I leaned back against the sturdy oak tree.

      And watched as the airplane made it way toward the horizon.

      I was no long in 1856.

      I was in the future.

      In my time.

      But not the time I wanted to be in.

      I wiped my face on my sleeve.

      I felt like someone had beaten me up and left me for dead.

      With no emotions left inside me, I just stood there. Staring at the sky.

      I’d endured more these past couple of weeks than should be asked of anyone.

      I’d lost my fiancé.

      Realized I was pregnant.

      And then, of all things, I’d gone and fallen in love again.

      But that wasn’t all.

      I’d left my new love centuries in the past.

      This was so abnormal that I couldn’t tell a single soul.

      Not even my own brother.

      He would have me in a psychiatric ward so quick, it would make my head spin.

      Dark clouds were brewing in the west.

      I didn’t care if I got drenched.

      But I couldn’t stay here forever.

      I had to think about my child now. My life was no longer just about me.

      I pushed off the tree and started walking back toward the house.

      It was time for me to go home.

      The thought calmed and saddened me all at the same time.

      But the feelings were somewhere just out of reach. Hidden by the numbness.

      As I walked along the way I’d run just minutes earlier, I heard a car coming toward me.

      I stepped off to the side of the road, but ignored the car.

      I had nothing to say to anyone.

      But the car slowed and then the driver’s window slowly lowered.

      “Melissa? What are you doing out here?”

      I turned and blinked, my mind unable to process.

      “Melissa?”

      Then it clicked. It was my brother, John.

      He put the car in park and stepped out of the car to stand in front of me.

      “My God, Melissa,” he said, grasping my shoulders. “What’s happened to you?”

      I just looked blankly at him, unable to answer.

      And though I hadn’t even realized it, I was trembling.

      “You’re in shock,” he said, taking me by the arm and leading me toward the passenger seat.

      It was a few minutes later while I was staring out the window that I realized he’d turned the car around and was headed back toward town.
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      When I got back to the office in town, there was a note on the door stating that my father was out for two days.

      Damn.

      My father had picked up my slack, doing what I was supposed to be doing.

      Since coming back from medical school, I’d been seeing the outlying patients, allowing my father to stay close to home.

      It allowed him to enjoy his older years without the stresses of traveling.

      He’d been enjoying sitting on his front porch, having a cigar in the evenings, then sleeping in his own bed.

      I’d let him down.

      Knowing that twisted my thoughts in knots.

      I wanted to help him out. Had always planned on helping him out in the business.

      But I wouldn’t give up my time with Melissa for anything.

      Not even my father.

      I removed the sign and stepped inside the office.

      I was here now, so I may as well see any local patients that might need assistance.

      As I unpacked my bag, I came across my journal.

      It stopped me in my tracks for a moment.

      I just stood there, holding it.

      Thinking about Melissa.

      Hoping that wherever she was, she was both happy and safe.

      I may never know what had happened to upset her so much. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter. She was gone.

      If she’d vanished under different circumstances, I might have waited for her again.

      But it didn’t make any sense to wait when she’d ran from me.

      I’d told Daniel what had happened. He’d just looked at me with something akin to pity.

      That was all it took.

      I couldn’t have people feeling sorry for me.

      If Melissa didn’t want to stay here, then I would be foolish to sit there and wait for her.

      So, without overthinking it, I had packed up my things and ridden off.

      My heart had been heavy since I’d planned to take Melissa with me when I left the Becquerel Estate.

      It was strange how everything could change in just a short time.

      Since I didn’t know where my father had gone, I settled in to wait for him.

      And to wait for someone to need a doctor.

      When evening came, I lit a lantern, poured myself a glass of bourbon, and went to sit in my father’s office.

      He had journals dating back years, for as long as he’d been practicing medicine.

      Picking up one at random, I sat at his desk and opened it to the middle.

      1846

      I just returned from the Becquerel Estate.

      When I had arrived there, I feared for my friend Daniel’s life. He had a terrible case of yellow fever.

      But it was his son Beau who concerned me even more.

      Beau, always a quiet man, was even more quiet than usual.

      Even as Daniel improved, Beau would walk past me without even acknowledging my presence. It was as though he was in a daze.

      That’s when Daniel told me about the time travel. About the woman from the future. Beau had fallen in love with her. Just as his brother had fallen in love with a woman from the future.

      A man didn’t choose who he loved. Or when.

      It was just one of those things that happened.

      So many modern men thought they could just choose a woman based on her standing in the community. Her parents, basically.

      They were fools. All of them.

      Love was like lightning. It only struck a man once.

      And when that lightning struck, there was nothing a man could do about it other than to accept it.

      As far as loving a woman from another century?

      It made life a hell of a ride.

      I slammed my father’s journal closed.

      This wasn’t one of his medical journals. This was a personal journal.

      I had no right to read my father’s personal thoughts.

      But now that I had, I couldn’t unread what I had just read.

      My hands trembling, just a little, I put the journal back on the bookcase where I’d found it and went back to my father’s chair.

      Mon Dieu.

      Were there no available women in this century?

      But no matter how much I tried to make light of the situation, I was deeply troubled by what I had read.

      Full of nervous energy, I stood up and went to stand at the window.

      Men and women walked up and down the street outside our home.

      They rode in buggies like they were supposed to.

      I placed a hand on the window sill and my thoughts tangled with each other, coming to a screeching halt as one thought in particular occurred to me.

      Had my mother been from the future?
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      I woke to the sound of machines beeping.

      Sounds that belonged in a hospital.

      My eyes flew open.

      Was I back here again?

      After the accident?

      We’d been driving. Zach and I had been driving back from a weekend in the mountains.

      Something had happened… I… I swept my fingertips across my cheek.

      “Melissa?”

      It was John standing next to the bed.

      After the accident, I’d been alone.

      It had been hours before John had been notified and could get there.

      “You’re ok,” he said. “You’re in a hospital.”

      “Why?” I asked, my throat raw. “I don’t understand. What’s happened?”

      I felt dizzy, like it was happening all over again.

      “Melissa,” John said. “You were in shock. And…”

      Right. I’d been in Mississippi. At a bed and breakfast.

      John had come to the bed and breakfast.

      In a car. He’d stopped and picked me up. We’d gone back toward town.

      I didn’t remember anything after that.

      My thoughts were disjointed. Confused.

      John took my hands.

      I looked at him, forcing myself to take deep breaths.

      There was so much I needed to tell him.

      But I didn’t dare.

      Maybe it had all been a dream.

      Maybe none of it had happened at all.

      “Zach?” I whispered, looking away.

      “Melissa,” John said. “There’s something you need to know.”

      I shook my head, looking at the white wall across the room. He had no idea.

      No idea what I’d been through.

      He took a deep breath and leaned forward to speak softly. For my ears only.

      “You’re pregnant.”

      I didn’t even blink.

      Pregnant. Right. I had known that.

      “Samuel,” I whispered.

      John took a step back and dropped into the chair next to the bed.

      “Who is Samuel?”

      I hadn’t meant to say his name out loud.

      But being reminded that I was going to have a baby reminded me of Samuel.

      “No,” I shook my head. It was supposed to remind me of Zach.

      “Yes,” John said, misunderstanding me. “They ran tests. And the baby is fine.”

      I just looked at him.

      The baby might be fine, but I wasn’t.

      My thoughts were all tangled up.

      I was here because I had gotten… disturbed that Samuel and Zach were so much alike.

      The two men were starting to blur in my mind.

      And I couldn’t tell anyone. Not even my brother.

      Especially my brother.
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      I walked along the river bank, the morning sun in my eyes.

      The sunlight reflected off the water, obscuring the other side of the bank across the mile wide river.

      After a restless night of absolutely no sleep whatsoever, I’d thrown on my black cloak and started walking.

      I had no destination in mind.

      I just needed to walk.

      There was already a steamboat coming upstream, veering close to the dock.

      I followed the dry, dusty road downward toward Natchez Under the Hill.

      It was the only place with any activity this early in the morning.

      And I needed to be near people. Normal, everyday people going about their normal everyday activities.

      Having eggs and toast for breakfast. A strong hot cup of coffee to start the day.

      As the boat came to the shore, its loud mournful whistle announcing its arrival, dock hands appeared to unload whatever cargo it carried.

      The words in my father’s journal haunted me, but I had left it alone.

      I didn’t need to read any more of his private thoughts.

      When he came home, hopefully today, I may talk to him. Or I might not.

      I found a spot out of the way and took a seat on a wooden cracker box. From here I could watch people, hear them talking about mundane, everyday things while I blended into the background.

      Two men walked past, pulling a wagon loaded down with crates.

      “Did you give it to her yet?”

      “Not yet. I will though.”

      “Don’t wait too long.”

      The rest of their conversation was lost to me as they continued on their way.

      Love. It was what made the world go around.

      It caused wars and stopped them.

      It caused men to do things they would never do otherwise.

      I looked to the sky.

      Wondering what it must be like to see a flying carriage. To ride in one.

      Would it be so different from the riverboats?

      I would never know.

      By the time that happened I would be dead and gone. Forgotten.

      Did I have the blood of the future running through my veins?

      Was it possible that my own mother had come here from the future?

      It made me question whether my father was really my biological father.

      I could be the son of a man who lived hundreds of years in the future.

      Not that it would matter.

      I had been willing to marry Melissa and raise her child as my own.

      I would have thought nothing of it because I was in love with Melissa.

      And I would do anything to be with her.

      The steamboat whistle filled the air, momentarily blocking out everything else.

      Its mournful sound echoed the emotions running through me.

      I would do anything to be with Melissa.

      But I hadn’t.

      I had not done anything.

      I had given up on her.

      At the first sign of trouble, I had just walked away from any possible future with her.

      If she did return to my time, I wouldn’t be there for her.

      And… it was very, distinctly possible that if I wasn’t there, she wouldn’t be able to return even if she wanted to.

      After studying what had happened to Bradford and Beau and even their Uncle Nathaniel, I had a theory about the whole thing.

      True love brought them together.

      But in order for the whole thing to come together, both of them had to be in the same place at the same… time.

      The same time… centuries apart.

      That’s how the rip in time brought them together.

      A young lady with a basket of roses walked toward me.

      “Morning, Sir,” she said. “Would ‘ya like to buy a rose for yer lady?”

      I reached into my pocket and absently pulled out a coin. Held it out to her.

      Her face brightened as she took the coin.

      “A special rose for you,” she said, handing me a yellow rose bud. “May it bring ‘ya eternal love.”

      I held the stem of the yellow rose bud in my hand as she walked off, smiling over her shoulder.

      Eternal love.

      I stood up, knocking the cracker barrel over.

      No one seemed to notice.

      No one noticed that I had just figured out what I needed to do.

      I knew how to find my eternal love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 55

          

          
            MELISSA

          

        

      

    

    
      I paced the floor of the Natchez hotel.

      My brother had sent for my luggage and had it brought to the hotel, so I was wearing my own jeans and t-shirt now.

      He sat in a chair, calmly watching me walk back and forth.

      “It’s time for you to go home,” he said.

      I reached the window overlooking the Mississippi River.

      The morning sun reflected off the murky water. There was a barge on the river, slowly making its way past. Nothing else.

      A couple of white birds glided near the edge of the water.

      I turned and walked back toward the door.

      “I know you’re still trying to deal with everything,” John said. He was using his best psychologist voice on me now.

      He only thought he knew what I was dealing with.

      If I told him he might take me home with him back to Denver, but the minute I stepped off the plane, he’d have me put in a white jacket and carried off to a padded room.

      “Melissa,” he said to my back. “You know you can tell me anything.”

      I shook my head, but turned around to face him.

      I imagined that he was analyzing me. That I was standing near the door. Poised to escape the conversation.

      He wouldn’t be wrong.

      “Thank you,” I said, my voice catching. “For being here. For everything.”

      “It’s what family does.”

      I took a deep breath.

      Yes. I’m pregnant with Zach’s baby. But I went back in time and fell in love all over again with a man who reminds me of Zach. His name is Samuel… Yes. I know it hadn’t even been three weeks since the accident that took Zach’s life.

      Nope. I could not tell my brother just anything. Family or no family.

      “There’s nothing more to tell,” I said. “You were right though. Spending time at the bed and breakfast was a good idea.”

      John smiled wryly.

      “Didn’t look like such a good idea when I picked you up on the side of the road.”

      “It was a bad day.” I rubbed my arms. That, at least, hadn’t been a lie.

      But running off from Samuel, like I had, hadn’t been a good idea.

      I never should have done that.

      If I hadn’t done that, I might still be back in time. With Samuel.

      But now, it had been three days.

      And I was too late.

      Samuel had been ready to leave that morning. He’d been planning to take me with him, but after I ran off from him, he’d have no reason to think that I had wanted to go with him.

      No reason to stay there and wait for me.

      I had missed my chance. I was certain of it.

      “Alright,” I said with a nod. “You’re right. It’s time for me to go home. Time to get back to work.” And to pick up the pieces of my life.

      “Good,” John said. “I booked us a flight for tomorrow morning. We’ll have to drive to Alexandria, though. It was the only thing available.”

      I just shrugged. I didn’t care where we flew from.

      I just wanted to get it over with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 56

          

          
            SAMUEL

          

        

      

    

    
      “I knew you’d be back,” Daniel said, taking a seat on one of the rockers on his veranda. His old hound dog settled down beside and put his head down.

      “How did you know?” I asked. “I didn’t plan on coming back.”

      Daniel stretched out his legs and propping his feet on the railing, rocked slowly back and forth.

      He took a pull from his cigar and blew a ring of smoke into the evening air.

      “The women from the future can not be resisted.”

      “Is that so?” I asked, sitting next to him and following suit.

      The gentle rocking of the chair was surprisingly soothing.

      I ran the cigar he’d handed me beneath my nose. I didn’t plan to smoke it, but I enjoyed the scent of it nonetheless.

      “I’ve seen it too many times,” Daniel said.

      “But it didn’t happen to you,” I said.

      “No.” Daniel shook his head. “I got lucky with the missus. Met her in New Orleans, actually. Getting her away from there was the hardest part of the courtship.”

      “So,” I mused. “She came from a different place, not a different time.”

      Daniel looked at me with bemusement.

      “I suppose you’re right. We Becquerel men have issues with where we find our women.”

      “How do you think I got involved in all this?” I asked. I actually had a theory, but I wanted to see what Daniel would tell me without me asking.

      Daniel took a pull on his cigar and looked at me through squinted eyes.

      “Has your father told you much about his history?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing out of the ordinary. Said he grew up poor, but always knew he wanted to be a doctor. So he put his head down and studied everything he could get his hands on. And somehow got a lucky break and was able to go to medical school.”

      “I figured as much.” Daniel nodded.

      “There’s more?” I asked.

      “There’s a whole lot more, but I figured he would have told you. Especially after you met Melissa.”

      “It seemed like there was something he wanted to tell me,” I said. “but I guess he decided not to.”

      “Sometimes when you keep a secret too long, it becomes almost impossible to share it. Especially with people you love.”

      “What secret?” I asked, my stomach winding itself into a knot.

      An owl hooted in a nearby tree. The hound dog sat up and barked once.

      “It’s alright, old Blue,” Daniel said, patting the dog’s head. The dog barked again, but laid back down.

      Daniel took another puff of his cigar.

      “Is it something you can tell me?” I asked.

      “Your father won’t like it, but I think you need to know.”

      I stopped rocking and squeezed the arm of the chair, my nails digging into the hard wood.

      “Your father and I grew up together.”

      “I see.” That didn’t surprise me so much, seeing as how they seemed to be distant, but good friends.

      “Your father is my brother.”

      My feet slid off the railing and landed hard on the floor.

      “Your what?”

      “My half-brother, actually. His mother worked here at the time and my father got her pregnant a year before he married my mother.”

      “My father has Becquerel blood.”

      Daniel nodded. “Yes, he does. And my father took care of him. He sent him to medical school.”

      This changed everything.

      “My mother?” I choked out.

      Daniel stopped rocking and looked into my eyes. I could see his indecision.

      “She was here. For a short spell. Not very long.”

      “I don’t remember her,” I said.

      “You wouldn’t,” he said. “You were still a baby.”

      “But…” I had to ask. “My father is my biological father?”

      “I’d bet my life on that one,” Daniel said. “Never seen any two people more in love than they were.”

      I released the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. It didn’t matter whether or not he was my biological father. He had always been and always would be my father.

      But somehow it seemed important.

      “Samuel,” he said. “Your mother was from the future.”

      As my thoughts scattered, I looked at Daniel.

      And my thoughts fell into place like the pieces of a puzzle.

      My father had Becquerel blood.

      And my mother had been from the future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 57

          

          
            MELISSA

          

        

      

    

    
      We left the hotel early the next morning. I sat in the passenger seat as John drove along the highway that led us out of Natchez.

      I leaned my head against the leather headrest and stared out the window.

      Houses zipped past, then trees. Pine trees and oak trees. The steady passing of electricity poles.

      We rode in silence.

      John wasn’t much of a morning person to begin with and I was pretty sure he didn’t know what else to say to me.

      Not even his well-honed psychological skills had been able to penetrate the wall I’d put up around me.

      There was nothing he could say anyway that would make me talk to him.

      John was very understanding as both a psychologist and a brother, but the flip side of that coin was that he was a psychologist by training and a concerned brother.

      If he thought I needed psychological help, then that was the direction he would go.

      I squinted against the glare of the morning sun against the water and realized that we were following the Mississippi River.

      I sat up straighter in my seat.

      This was farming country here along the river road. Just as it had been hundreds of years ago.

      I knew this route. This was the same drive I’d taken to the bed and breakfast. The same road John had driven when he’d picked me up in his car and taken me back to town.

      We were nearing the Becquerel Bed and Breakfast.

      We were almost to the bend in the river. It would be on the left. Right up ahead.

      My heartbeat quickened and I suddenly felt more alive than I had the day John had taken me away from here.

      I recognized the wooden fence and knew that the road leading to the house was just up ahead.

      I turned and looked at John.

      “Wait,” I said, meeting his gaze for the first time.

      “What is it?” The car slowed as he tapped the brake. “What’s wrong?”

      I pointed up ahead.

      “Pull over,” I said. “In the driveway. Just for minute.”

      The tasteful wooden sign came into view.

      Becquerel Bed and Breakfast.

      I could sense John’s uncertainty. He was on a schedule to get us to the airport. He wouldn’t want to do anything to jeopardize that.

      “Please,” I said. “I need this.”

      It was all John needed to hear.

      His desire to help me outweighed his schedule.

      The tires crunched on the gravel as he turned off the highway onto the curvy dirt road that flowed beneath the tall moss-draped oak trees to the house.

      He put the car in park and turned to look at me.

      “Thank you,” I said, opening the door and stepping out.

      “Wait,” he said, opening his own door. “You said you only needed a minute.”

      From here, even through the stand of oak trees that followed the road, I could see the outline of the stately white plantation house up ahead.

      Behind it, open fields stretched to the horizon.

      I put a hand over my eyes and strained to see into the distance.

      There was a horse and rider standing in the fields. They were facing away from the house.

      I took a step forward, then stopped.

      It could be anyone.

      It could be a trick of the light.

      But it could be Samuel.

      Dropped my hands, I turned back to where John stood next to the car, but the glare of the morning sunlight made it hard for me to see him, too.

      I felt almost like I was standing in a bubble. I couldn’t see in any direction.

      I looked back at the rider on horseback.

      He was facing this way now.

      And even though I could see his silhouette, I knew.

      It was Samuel.

      It made no sense that I knew, but I did.

      Whirling around again, I walked straight back to my brother and wrapped my arms around him.

      “Please understand,” I said. “I have to do this.”

      He didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what he was seeing, but he was silent.

      As I pulled back, he took my hands as he looked into my eyes.

      “Take care of yourself,” he said.

      I nodded. “You too.”

      Then I pulled away and turned back toward the rider on horseback, still hazy in the glare of the sunlight.

      He was riding this way now, ever so slowly.

      I started walking down the lane toward him.

      I was acutely aware that I was leaving my brother and the life I knew behind me as I walked toward the past that was my future.

      As I stepped out from beneath the trees, my vision cleared and I could see clearly.

      It was Samuel.

      And he was riding toward me.

      I started to run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 58

          

          
            SAMUEL

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d gone out riding. Mostly to clear my head.

      I was here, at the Becquerel Estate, where my father had grown up.

      But I had no direction.

      I had more information about myself. About my family. But I didn’t know what to do with it.

      Even though I knew that Melissa was what I wanted, I didn’t know how to go about finding her.

      It was a puzzle that I didn’t know how to solve.

      I didn’t even know the rules of the game and it left me feeling helpless.

      It made sense, though, why I’d always felt different from everyone else.

      I had the blood of the future running through my veins.

      I wished my father had told me about this, but I understood why he hadn’t.

      Instead, he’d let me believe that my mother wasn’t here anymore.

      So she’d given birth here, then returned to her own time.

      I had so many questions.

      Had she wanted to go? Had they not figured out that the time travel was related to this area?

      How had my father made the decision to leave here and live in town with his son?

      I nudged the horse, turning her around, to head back to the house.

      When I saw my father again, I would ask him.

      But in the meantime, I had things to figure out for myself. Things that had nothing to do with my parents.

      As I rode across the fields, I shaded my eyes against the early morning sun, but the glare blinded me.

      The way I had it figured, I was going to have to stay here.

      I’d ask Daniel about renting out the garçonnière.

      Hell, he’d probably give me a plot of land to build a house on.

      After all, I was his nephew.

      Damn. I never saw this coming.

      There was some movement up ahead. There, in the trees along the road leading up to the house.

      Perhaps the Becquerels had a visitor.

      But I couldn’t make out who it was or what they were doing. If someone was coming to visit, they’d stopped just off the road leading to town.

      There could be any number of reasons why someone would stop. And it wasn’t my business.

      But my blood raced through my veins and I found myself nudging the horse to move along a bit faster.

      I was edgy, that was all.

      But then the sun shifted and my eyes began to adjust.

      I was too far away.

      I could barely see.

      Then I knew. I just knew.

      She started walking toward me.

      My heart had already known what my eyes couldn’t see.

      It was Melissa.

      She had come back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 59

          

          
            MELISSA

          

        

      

    

    
      Samuel was riding toward me.

      I didn’t know how, but he was.

      I was running, not even looking at where I was stepping.

      My foot landed in a low place and I stumbled, but I kept going.

      I didn’t even know how I knew it was him.

      It wasn’t like I could even make out the rider’s features from here.

      But my heart knew.

      When we were about twenty-five yards apart, he pulled the horse to a stop and slid off.

      Then he was running, too, on foot now.

      Within seconds, we both stopped, standing in front of each other.

      We stood there for what was probably no more than a couple of seconds, but in those seconds, everything fell into place.

      My heart that had been so heavy these past few days felt light now. Like it had been set free.

      Then we both seemed to move forward at the same time and I was in his arms.

      He picked me up and twirled me around.

      I laughed.

      I actually laughed. A sound that seemed foreign to my own ears.

      Then he slid me to my feet, keeping me pressed against him.

      I lifted my chin and looked up into his eyes.

      He was smiling at me, his eyes moist.

      “You’re here,” he said, running a hand along my back as though to confirm that I was indeed really here and not a figment of his imagination.

      I knew because I did the same. I fisted my hands in his shirt and held on to him.

      He was here. He was real.

      He pressed his lips against mine and I could feel his kiss in every cell in my body.

      Whether he was Samuel or somehow another, earlier version of Zach, didn’t matter.

      My heart was where it belonged.

      With this man.

      Samuel.

      He pulled back and searched my eyes.

      “Is this where you want to be?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said, squeezing him tight.

      Then, suddenly remembering John, I turned around.

      Samuel wrapped his arms around me and held me close.

      The tree lined lane was in front of us and the river beyond it.

      But there was no car and no sign there had ever been one.

      John wasn’t there.

      “Did you see…?” I whispered.

      “There was a glare,” Samuel said. “I couldn’t see you.” He kissed the top of my head. “I just knew.”

      I nodded.

      He’d known. Just as I had known.

      Our hearts had connected through time and brought us together.

      “Are you sure?” Samuel asked.

      “I’m positive. No doubts.” I knew what he was asking. He was asking if I was sure I wanted to stay in this time. With him.

      “Then let’s get out of here.”

      He took my hand and led me back toward his horse who was calmly nibbling on some grass.

      Just as though everything was completely normal.

      As though nothing had changed.

      But it had.

      Samuel helped me onto the horse, then he climbed on behind me.

      We rode toward the lane, then turned left.

      Toward the main river road.

      I understood.

      We couldn’t stay here at this house.

      Time was too volatile here.

      The only way for me to stay with the man I loved was to avoid the very place that had brought us together.

      I was safe with Samuel’s arms wrapped around me.

      The baby I carried would be our baby.

      Zach’s baby would have a daddy. A man who loved us.

      Out of the destruction… the tragedy… a love had been born.

      My brother had been right.

      Everything happened for a reason.

      My brother’s words had never rang so true.

      Sometimes I wondered what John thought. He’d seen me walk away. He’d watched me as I walked back in time.

      It comforted me to know that he knew what happened to me.

      I wasn’t just another missing person.

      I was in another time and I liked to think that he knew it.

      That he knew I was happy.

      But sometimes just thinking about it brought tears to my eyes.

      “What shall we name the little fellow?” Samuel asked.

      “John,” I said without thinking.

      He laughed.

      “And what if it’s a girl?”

      “Joan or Joanna.”

      “You’ve given this some thought,” he said.

      “A little,” I said, sighing against him.

      “I think naming our baby after your brother is a good thing. But what about his daddy?”

      “You’re his daddy,” I said. “But I think we can name him Johnathan Zachary Sinclair.”

      He kissed me on the nose.

      “I’m a little partial to the name Zachary since it’s my middle name.”

      Just another reason for me to believe that the two men were connected.

      “I love you,” Samuel said. “I think I always have. Even before I met you.”

      “I don’t think time even existed before we met.”

      And for me it hadn’t.

      My life had begun when I’d gone back in time and met Samuel.
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      I was big as a house.

      Everyone said I was glowing, but they were just being nice.

      Someone who was big as a blimp couldn’t possibly be glowing—in a good way. Especially not in this heat. With no air conditioning.

      I had gone up to my room to get a blanket I was croqueting. I was thinking it might be time to start moving everything down. The stairs were getting harder and harder to maneuver. And the bottom line was it just wasn’t safe. Not with the baby in my belly.

      Samuel’s father, the other Dr. Sinclair, stepped out of the exam room and looked at me.

      “You should be lying down,” he said. He was wiping his hands with a bloody cloth.

      “Is Olive okay?” I asked, my eyes wide.

      Olive was in the exam room. She was pretty far along in her pregnancy and had come in with some contractions.

      Most women had their babies at home, but it looked like maybe Olive wasn’t going to have that option.

      “She will be,” Doc Sinclair said. “But the baby’s coming.”

      I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the bloody cloth.

      “It looks a lot worse than it is,” Doc said.

      I nodded. “I hope so.”

      Suddenly needing to sit down, I dropped onto a chair in the foyer that was there for patients.

      Doc stuck his head into the exam room.

      “Samuel,” he said. “when you get a minute.”

      I took deep breaths and cupped my belly with my hand.

      It didn’t do me any good to get freaked out. I was having this baby. One way or another, it was coming out.

      And it was far too late to be worrying about it.

      Samuel stepped out of the office and came straight to me.

      He knelt down and took my hands in his.

      “Feeling a little light-headed?” he asked.

      I glanced toward his father.

      “Olive’s having the baby?”

      “A little earlier than expected,” he said. “but she’s doing just great.”

      “Can I see her?”

      “Of course,” Samuel said, but she’s resting right now.

      I nodded. I didn’t know Olive all that well, but she seemed like a nice girl. Mostly I just wanted to see for myself that she hadn’t bled out.

      Doc had so much blood on his hands.

      “You don’t have to worry,” Samuel said. “I’m here with you. Every step of the way.”

      “I know,” I said with a little smile. “I couldn’t do it otherwise.”

      “Nonsense,” he said. “You’re the strongest woman I know.”

      I didn’t know how he thought that, but it always made me feel better when he said it.

      “Want to go into the parlor?”

      I nodded.

      He reached down and, putting one hand beneath my knees, picked me up and carried me to the sofa.

      After setting me down gently, he sat down beside me.

      “Why don’t you have blood on you?” I asked.

      “My father was doing the worst of it,” he said.

      “Guess it’s too late to change my mind,” I said.

      We’d had this conversation before.

      If I hadn’t known how dangerous childbirth was before modern medicine, I wouldn’t have been so nervous, but I couldn’t unknow what I knew.

      Samuel kissed my forehead, my eyelids, then my lips.

      “After the baby comes, you’re going to be so happy. We’re going to be happy.”

      “I’m happy now,” I said.

      He just hugged me close and my cheek rested against his chest.

      It always calmed me when he held me like this.

      We both wanted a big family and having a baby was just the first step.

      There was no way I’d gone back in time just to die in childbirth.

      Besides, like he said, Samuel was here with me. He didn’t even take house calls anymore. His father was picking those up because Samuel wouldn’t leave me alone.

      Not even with his father who was also a doctor.

      Sometimes I thought Samuel and his father shared a secret they weren’t telling me.

      But if they did, it was ok. Samuel would tell me when he was ready.

      The two of us were close. Closer than I had been even with Zach, even though I hadn’t thought that was possible.

      Samuel still reminded me of Zach on occasion, but the two men had practically become one in my head.

      Sometimes late at night when I lay in Samuel’s arms, I imagined that Zach and Samuel shared a soul. That Zach was Samuel.

      I didn’t know if that was possible.

      But the way I saw it, if time travel was possible, then anything was.

      I didn’t discount anything.

      The baby kicked and I placed Samuel’s hand over my belly so he could feel it kicking.

      “Our baby is just about ready to meet the world,” he said.

      I took a deep breath.

      I’d brought a baby from the future into the past.

      Everything happened for a reason.
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            GEORGE BECQUEREL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New Orleans

        1836

      

      

      

      It was a perfect evening. The moon was bright and the weather was temperate.

      The city streets were crowded, mostly with men. There were a few women, but they weren’t the gentile ladies I was used to.

      Charles Lafleur, a man I’d only met today, stood next to me, calmly puffing a cigar.

      We were outside his home on Canal Street, enjoying a moment of fresh air.

      I wasn’t supposed to even be here. This trip was supposed to have been taken by my father.

      But Father had taken ill so it had been up to me to make this trip down the Mississippi River to meet with Charles Lafleur.

      After Charles and I completed our business, Charles had pulled two cigars from an elegant metal box and handed one to me.

      “You can’t come all this way and not experience the richness of New Orleans,” he said.

      Charles was a good host and it would have been rude of me to refuse. The last thing I wanted was for Father to learn that I had been rude to one of his business associates.

      The meeting had actually gone well. I’d successfully negotiated everything Father wanted, so it was a success.

      But sometimes the time after the deal could be just as important as the time spent making the deal.

      So I stood there, puffing a cigar, listening to Charles ramble on about how the city was being overrun by riff-raff.

      I nodded at the appropriate times, but what I really wanted to do was to walk the two blocks down to the inn I was staying at and fall fast asleep.

      Having been born and raised on an indigo plantation, I was accustomed to early nights and early mornings.

      The city people of New Orleans were just the opposite. They liked to stay up late and sleep in.

      I couldn’t do that. Even though Charles was keeping me up late, that simply meant less sleep for me tonight. When the sun came up, I would be awake and ready to start my day.

      Just one more day and I could return home.

      One more meeting tomorrow.

      I hadn’t realized how much work went into the selling of the indigo.

      Father made everything look so very easy, but in truth it was all hard work.

      Charles must have noticed that my eyelids were growing heavy.

      “You must be exhausted,” he said. “You know how to get to the inn where you’re staying?”

      “Of course,” I said. Whatever it took to get out of there. “I’ve taken enough of your time. I’ll get out of your hair so you can spend some time with your lovely wife.”

      “No need to worry about that,” he said. “But I’ll see you at the meeting tomorrow at ten o’clock. You’ll like Matthews. He’s a good man.”

      “I’m sure I will,” I said. “Father speaks highly of both of you.”

      I took the opportunity to extricate myself from Charles’s company and stepped out on the cobbled street to make my way back to my inn. I’d stayed there last night, too, so I had a good idea of where to find it.

      Things, however, looked a whole lot different at night.

      And I had to admit that the streets of New Orleans were confusing.

      It didn’t take me long to figure out that I had taken a wrong turn.
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        Present Day

      

      

      

      I only worked in the bar during the day.

      But tonight three people had sent word that they weren’t coming.

      It was hard to find good help. Even harder to find reliable help.

      I stood behind the bar, getting my bearings. The music was louder out here. I could barely hear it on the third floor office where I spent my days working.

      It was a nice setup, all in all. The bar was on the bottom floor. My family’s home was on the second floor. The usual. A kitchen. Living room. Two bedrooms. One for my parents and one guest room.

      My sister and I had rooms on the third floor. Two bedrooms and my office.

      It was such a sweet setup that neither my sister, nor I felt compelled to get our own places.

      We even had a private entrance out the back, though we didn’t use it.

      So since I was the only one, besides James, working tonight, I mixed drinks, and served them, along with appetizers. All things I hadn’t done since college.

      I hadn’t gone to school and taken all the exams to be an accountant just so I could stand behind the bar and serve alcohol to people.

      Not that I had any opposition to people spending their money on alcohol.

      It kept the family business profitable year after year.

      Fortunately, our bar was an exclusive bar that required an annual membership in order to get inside the door.

      So, even though most of the men were regulars—they were allowed to bring one guest with them—I didn’t know any of the regulars, much less their guests. I knew their names, but not their faces.

      One thing I really liked about the exclusivity was that it kept the tourists out.

      And I didn’t have anything against tourists either. They kept our city alive.

      But running a bar, especially on Canal Street, could get messy.

      I preferred to avoid messy.

      Accounting was a perfect fit for me.

      Numbers didn’t lie.

      I could spend all day with numbers and they cooperated perfectly. At least most of the time.

      People, on the other hand were the forte of my father and sister.

      My sister loved working the bar.

      But it was her turn at college and she had a night class tonight.

      So I was left with counting down the hours until I could close up at two o’clock, go upstairs to my room, and crash onto the bed.

      Tomorrow was my day off, so there was light at the end of the tunnel.

      “Can I get a glass of pinot noir?” One of the gentlemen asked as I made my way around the room checking to make sure everyone was taken care of.

      The men mostly talked business, but there was one table where four men were playing poker.

      I didn’t mind. They could have easily gone to one of the gambling boats, but it was pretty harmless for them to sit and play cards.

      Besides, the boats were crowded with tourists.

      That was part of the exclusivity of our club. A local address was required to be approved for membership.

      My father’s business associates had said it wouldn’t work. They’d argued that the tourists were the ones who kept us merchants afloat. They were right. In some aspects.

      In other aspects not so much. The locals needed some place to go, also.

      That’s where we came in.

      We called it Club 1818.

      My father’s little business was doing so well, he was thinking about taking it to the next level. To buy the space next door. Add a second bar. A restaurant. In fact, he had several other ideas, too, if applications continued to come in.

      Standing behind the bar again, I took a cloth and wiped the original counter that had been hand hewn out of walnut. The wood had a unique pattern of light and dark wood.

      This building had been here for hundreds of years. Established in 1818. That’s where we got the name.

      It had been handed down through my mother’s family, but no one had done anything with in the twentieth century.

      My mother, a physician, had given it to my father when they got married. She’d given him free rein with the building. Since it had been a club when it first opened, he had thought it best to revive it as a club. But not just any club. An exclusive club. Using his bold creativity, he’d nurtured it and it had grown by leaps and bounds.

      Even though my mother rarely set food in the bar, it was family owned and run. Me. My sister. My father.

      The cost, though, was high. Even in a city known for partying, we put everything into this business.

      We’d put our life’s blood into this club.

      And it was paying off.

      But one was for sure. We were going to have to hire more help.
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      Being lost in New Orleans was a bit unsettling

      I wasn’t afraid. I could take care of myself. In fact, I carried a knife in my boot. The same knife I’d used to spear a wild boar when I’d been outside walking from the house to the stables one early morning about a year ago.

      I was more annoyed, though, than anything else.

      Charles Lafleur had kept me longer than need be.

      I should have been relaxing in my room at the inn by now.

      But instead, I appeared to be going in circles.

      Finally I just stopped.

      Walking in circles was doing me no good.

      Unfortunately, I’d gotten off the beaten path and there was no one I could ask for directions.

      I turned around and attempted to retrace my steps.

      At least there were more people on the streets back this way.

      There was a gentleman, an older fellow with a head of gray hair, on one of the street corners playing a harmonica, filling the air with mournful music.

      He had a lantern at his feet, making him a beacon in the darkness.

      “Excuse me, Sir,” I said, trying to be heard over his music. “Can you point me toward the Canal Street Inn?”

      The man finished out the strain he was playing and I had all but given up on him answering me.

      Just as I was turning away, the music stopped and he spoke.

      “Go to Club 1818,” he said. “You’ll find your way from there.”

      “Club 1818? I’m looking for my inn. Not a club.”

      “Find the club,” the man said. “and it will lead you in the right direction.”

      The old gentleman started playing again. The same mournful tune.

      I just shook my head and walked away.

      I had wasted my time on him. I was no closer to finding my way to my inn than I had been before.

      Taking a right turn at the intersection, I walked along, looking for something familiar.

      There were lanterns on some of the buildings and here and there on the street, but mostly the streets were shrouded in darkness.

      There was a fog coming in off the river.

      Living on the river myself, though several hundred miles north, I knew that the fog rolling in would settle into every crevice and linger there until tomorrow’s sun burned it away.

      With the fog, my chances of finding my way decreased significantly.

      I walked past a cottage sitting off the street, in the shadows, then I came to some more merchant buildings.

      I didn’t think I’d been this way before.

      So I stopped again and forced myself to look around. To study my surroundings just as I would if I were lost in the woods back home.

      Then I saw a small sign next to a door on my right.

      Club 1818.

      Well hell.

      The crazy old man hadn’t been completely rambling about nothing.

      Maybe there was someone inside who could point me in the right direction.

      Why not at least ask?

      I tried the door knob and it opened easily.

      Pushing the door open slowly, I peeked inside.

      The room was filled with cigar smoke, much like the fog rolling in off the river outside.

      There were about two dozen men sitting around at tables.

      Some were just talking and having a drink.

      Men played poker at a couple of the tables.

      There was a large bar at the other side of the room.

      There was a man standing at the bar, straightening bottles of liquor.

      Finally. Someone who looked like he could answer my question.

      As I walked toward the bar, several men glanced curiously in my direction.

      They were all well-dressed gentlemen obviously all upper-class men.

      I stopped at the bar and stood in front of the bartender.

      The bartender silently filled a glass with whiskey and slid it toward me.

      “Bad night?” he asked.

      I took a swallow of the whiskey, letting it burn all the way down as the bartender waited patiently.

      “I need directions to my inn,” I said. “The Canal Street Inn.”

      The bartender smiled. “Happens,” he said. “I’m happy to assist.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “But you can rest for a bit if you like. You’re actually quite a ways from Canal Street.”

      “That’s odd. I thought I’d been walking in circles.”

      “How long have you been walking?”

      I looked around for a clock, but didn’t see one.

      “I don’t know. An hour maybe.”

      “You’ll get there,” he said.

      I caught a glimpse of a young lad coming out through a door behind the bar.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “If you can wait ‘til we close, I can walk you there. It’s on my way home.”

      This night was just getting worse.

      “I hadn’t planned on being out this late,” I said.

      The bartender shrugged. “Suit yourself,” he said, filling three glass with liquor, placing them on a tray and taking them to one of the tables.

      He wasn’t giving me much choice other than to wait. If I went back outside and tried to find in this fog shrouded darkness, I might never get back to the inn.

      I’d heard enough tales about this city to make me just wary enough.

      I walked to the far side of the bar and sat in at an empty table.

      The conversations and laughter of the men faded into the background and I closed my eyes. Just for a moment to rest them.

      “What can I get you to drink?” It was the voice of an angel.

      I opened my eyes and looked at the young lady standing in front of me.

      I immediately realized she was actually the lad I’d seen. I’d thought she was a lad because she was wearing pants and what looked like a man’s shirt.

      But she was most definitely a woman.

      Strands of dark brunette hair had come loose from where she’d pulled it back and fell loosely around her face. Her skin was flawless, her lips full and pink, and her eyes…

      Her wide jade green eyes were framed with full lush lashes.

      She’d asked me a question, but I couldn’t get my thoughts to line up coherently.

      “Drink?” she asked.

      I held up the glass I’d forgotten I held in my held. “Yes,” I said.

      She looked at me quizzically.

      Then she looked away, staring into space.

      “The music stopped,” she said.
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      Without the background music, the conversations and laughter of the men were more stark. It was as though we were closed, but the bar was full.

      And it was smoky. Almost alarmingly so.

      We didn’t allow cigarettes—adding a smoking room was one of my father’s ideas for expansion—but we did allow electronic cigarettes. And sometimes their vapor resembled cigarette smoke.

      Tonight it was especially smoky, making it hard to see the customers in the distance.

      And someone was smoking a cigar. I could smell it.

      I would have to either deal with it myself or send James to take care of it.

      But right now, the customer sitting in front of me was staring at me as though he’d never seen a woman in a bar before.

      Our bar wasn’t exclusively for men. That would be too tricky. But women just didn’t apply. It was almost as though it was an unspoken expectation that it was for men only.

      My mother had even tried to get some of her female physician friends to apply, but after they’d come to visit, the applications hadn’t followed.

      So my father had basically given up. It was hard to complain when it was so successful.

      I looked back at the man sitting at the end table.

      “Can I get you another drink?” I asked, again.

      Despite the odd way he was looking at me, he was a handsome clean-shaven man, with a hint of five o’clock shadow. His dark hair just brushed the color of his white shirt. He was wearing a formal jacket in a brown color that men rarely wore.

      But it was his eyes that caught my attention. They were a deep blue and they seemed to hold secrets in their depths. Secrets and questions.

      “Yes.” He held up his glass, but now I could see that it was actually three-fourths full.

      He didn’t need another drink. Maybe he’d had too many. That would explain the way he was looking at me.

      But he didn’t have the look of a man who’d been drinking.

      Maybe he just wanted a fresh drink.

      I didn’t know how long he’d been sitting here alone. This was actually the first time I’d noticed him.

      I took the glass from his hands. But instead of walking away, I just stood there. Holding his glass.

      The heavy cigar smoke in the room was making me feel a bit light-headed.

      Either that or the man had me under some kind of spell.

      I didn’t want to look away from him.

      Laughter erupted from a nearby table, pulling me back to my senses.

      I turned and carried the man’s glass back behind the bar.

      There was a man standing there, wiping glasses with a white cloth.

      It wasn’t James.

      Yet the man was obviously working. He wore a similar little apron around his waist that I wore.

      One of the workers must have come in after all. I really needed to start pulling my head away from the computer and come down to the bar more often.

      I met all the employees when they were hired. Filled out their paperwork and whatnot, but when I didn’t see them on a regular basis, it was hard to keep up.

      He was watching me as I stood there.

      I was in the right place. The right bar. I recognized the wood of the counter, though it was lighter in color than it was supposed to be, but something… everything else… was different.

      Not just the bartender I didn’t recognize, but the sink was gone. Replaced with a tin pail.

      And the bottles were different. They were stacked in front of a painting of the Mississippi River. There was supposed to be a large mirror there.

      I’d been the one to help my father pick it out.

      The bartender held out his hand.

      It took me a minute, but I figured out that he was wanting the glass.

      I handed it to him and he poured the contents into a pail.

      Then he wiped out the glass and set it on the counter with the others.

      “He wanted another drink,” I said.

      The bartender picked up the glass and handed it back to me.

      I looked blankly at the bottles. I didn’t even know what the man had been drinking.

      The bartender, continuing to watch me, picked up one of the bottles, seemingly at random and filling the glass half full.

      When I didn’t move, he motioned for me to take the take the drink away.

      Something wasn’t right.

      Nothing was right.

      I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my cell phone.

      No service.

      That only happened during hurricanes and it wasn’t even hurricane season.

      Not knowing what else to do, I turned around and carried the drink back to the man at the table next to the bar.

      Then the music started up again and the air cleared.

      I stepped around the end of the bar.

      The man was gone.
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      I didn’t take my eyes off the girl.

      I watched as she took my glass behind the bar and stood there, holding it.

      The bartender poured it out and filled it again.

      That made no sense to me.

      I’d barely just gotten the drink.

      Then I watched the girl as she walked back toward me, still holding the glass.

      As she walked toward me, she looked up as though she’d heard something, then she just quite simply faded.

      And she took my glass with her.

      I stood up so fast, my chair fell over backwards.

      It made a huge crashing sound, causing everyone else to stop talking and look at me.

      I didn’t care.

      I walked to where she’d disappeared and turned around in a complete circle.

      A ghost.

      She was a ghost.

      But a ghost couldn’t carry a glass.

      I walked slowly to stand at the bar and faced the bartender who watched me, too.

      “Did you…?”

      The bartender nodded slowly. “Yes.”

      “Is this place haunted?” I asked.

      “I didn’t know it,” the bartender said.

      I didn’t know if he was agreeing that the place was haunted or not.

      But we’d both seen the girl.

      The bartender scratched his head, then picked up another glass and filled it before sliding it across the bar to me.

      “On the house,” he said.

      I nodded once, then turned and went back to my chair.

      This time I actually drank the bourbon.

      I drank it slowly as I kept my eyes trained on the area between here and the bar.

      She’d been here.

      I’d spoken to her.

      And the bartender had seen her, too.

      I was just going to sit right here and wait for her to come back.

      I had to wait here anyway if the bartender was going to escort me back to my inn.

      This was not the kind of experience I’d expected to have in the big city of New Orleans.

      If she’d just been a regular looking ghost, I probably would have just moved to another table and counted the minutes until the bartender closed up.

      But, there had been nothing ordinary about her.

      She’d been dressed in clothing more in a man’s style, yet not exactly. And she’d been beautiful.

      Besides, when did ghosts start having big green eyes?
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      The music playing in the background seemed louder than usual.

      After the silence of the last few minutes, it actually seemed deafening.

      Still holding the glass, I turned around.

      There was no one else behind the bar.

      Other than the few customers who were left, I was alone.

      So there were two men missing.

      The reticent bartender and the handsome customer.

      And the smoke.

      I went back behind the bar, set the glass down, and picked up a white towel.

      The mirror was back in place. The bottles were back to normal.

      The sink was there.

      What had happened to me?

      It all seemed so real.

      It had been real.

      I studied the glass as though as carefully as I would have studied a ticking bomb.

      It looked different from our other glasses.

      Slightly larger, but not as tall. And the glass was not only cloudy, it was more of an amber color than the ones we used.

      I looked back over at the empty table at the end of the bar.

      The man had been real. I’d spoken to him.

      The bartender had been real, too.

      He’d taken the glass from me, then handed it back.

      It had been a most bizarre… episode.

      In fact, that’s how I was going to refer to it.

      As an episode.

      It was New Orleans. Strange things were expected to happen from time to time.

      In fact…

      I picked up my phone and sent my sister a text.

      ME: Call me when you get out of class.

      MACHALA: OK.

      The customers were leaving. But it was early yet.

      I looked at the clock on the opposite side of the bar.

      Yet, according to the clock, it was late.

      I had lost time.

      Loosing time was never a good sign.

      I jumped when my phone rang.

      “Hey,” Machala said. “Everything alright?”

      “No. Yes… No…. You’re down here a lot,” I said, slowly working up to what I really wanted to ask her.

      She laughed. “Almost every night. Since I work there.”

      “Have you ever seen anything strange?”

      “Strange?” she asked. “I see strange things every day.”

      “No,” I said. “I mean really strange.”

      Machala was silent for a minute.

      “We need to talk,” she said. “I’m driving now and I’ll be home in about twenty minutes. Don’t go anywhere?”

      I glanced at the clock again.

      “I can’t go anywhere. I have to close up.”

      “Just run the people out of there and close up,” she said.

      “I can’t do that,” I said, looking around at the few remaining customers who didn’t seem inclined to be going anywhere anytime soon. Even though we were scheduled to close in about eight minutes.

      It always happened that way, though. There were people who wanted to linger. Who didn’t want to go home.

      “Look,” she said. “They’re all drinking. They won’t even notice.”

      “They’ll notice,” I said. “There’s a clock right there.”

      Even though Machala couldn’t see me, I gestured toward the big clock on the wall at one end of the bar.

      “Seriously? How can you be so good with numbers and be so clueless in other things? “Just change the time on the clock.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      “There’s a remote control in the first drawer on the right.”

      “Still…” I said, obviously skeptical. “They’ll look at their phones.”

      “Again,” she said. “drinking.”

      When I didn’t answer, she explained more about how to change the time.

      I was only halfway listening.

      But at the same time, using the remote, I nudged the time on the clock up to two minutes before two.

      “Just make an announcement, “Mikala said. “Tell them the bar is closing.”

      “Ok,” I said, “Hold on.”

      “Wait,” Juliette said, stopping me. “Turn off the music first so they can hear you.”

      That, at least, was something I knew how to do.

      When I clicked off the music, just as I’d thought, all eyes turned in my direction.

      “Sorry, guys,” I said. “I have to close up.”

      There were a few grumbles, but everyone got up and came up to the bar to pay their tabs.

      “I’ll have to call you back,” I said.

      “Just take care of things,” Machala said. “I’ll be there before you know it.”

      As far as I was concerned, Machala couldn’t get there soon enough.

      As I took credit card payments, I glanced over at the cloudy amber glass.

      I still didn’t see the guy anywhere.

      It occurred to me then that if I could change the time on the large analog clock, then so could other people.

      Maybe someone hacked into the remote and moved the time ahead.

      That didn’t make any sense though. People liked being in bars.

      If anything, I could see them moving the clock back to give themselves more time in the bar.

      As I took the last credit card payment.

      While I waited for it to process, I glanced at my watch.

      There was one major problem, with that theory, however. It would mean they also hacked into my Apple watch.

      And… I looked at the time on my phone. My iPhone.

      It actually made more sense to say that I’d seen a ghost than it did to say that someone had moved all the clocks up three hours.

      After the last customer left, I locked the door and leaned against it.

      My eyes kept being drawn back to the table where the man had been sitting.

      He wasn’t there, I told myself.

      He wasn’t coming back.

      I walked over to the bar and I picked up the amber glass.

      Ghosts didn’t have their own glasses.

      At least not ghosts as we knew them.

      I went back to stand in front of the table where I’d seen the ghost.

      I just had to wait for my sister.

      While I waited, I went around to all the tables and gathered up all the glassware.

      Then I meticulously loaded it all into the dishwasher and turned it on.

      I looked at my watch again.

      Something wasn’t right.

      Machala should have been here by now.

      Yet... even though I’d done all that work, only two minutes had passed.

      Time had slowed down.

      I picked up the remote to the clock and tossed it into the drawer.

      Then I went back to stand in front of the table where the man… ghost… had been sitting.

      But then, holding my breath, I looked at my watch.

      Two minutes.

      Then my cell phone.

      Time had definitely slowed down.

      Closing my eyes, I pressed my palm against my forehead and closed my eyes.

      I needed to call Machala back. She’d know what to do.

      I lifted my phone and my hands froze.

      The man was back.
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      It was late and men were leaving the bar. Most of them left in groups, clearing out the space rather quickly.

      The bartender went into the back and as I sat there, waiting, the last man left.

      I was alone in the bar now.

      The bartender hadn’t said anything to me lately. He’d been busy and had just left me sitting there.

      He’d probably changed his mind about being my guide to the inn.

      Maybe I could just stay here.

      As all these thoughts raced through my mind, I looked up and the girl materialized in front of me again.

      I jumped, startled.

      Not the most manly thing to do, but any man who saw a young lady appear and disappear at random would be entitled to do the same.

      We didn’t say anything. We just looked at each other.

      But I couldn’t stand the silence but for only so long.

      “My name is George,” I said.

      She blinked, then lifted something she held in her hand.

      “I have to call my sister,” she said, tapping on the small device.

      “I waited for her to call out for her sister, but instead, she just turned and walked away from me, the device held to the side of her face.

      Seconds later, she removed it from her head and glared at it.

      “Why is there no phone service?” she asked no one in particular.

      Then she looked at me.

      “Why is there no service?” she asked.

      “The bartender went to the back,” I said. “Would you like me to pour a drink for you?”

      She stared blankly at me as though she couldn’t understand my words.

      “I need to talk to my sister,” she said.

      “Where is she?” I asked. “Can I get her for you?”

      She looked around the bar, making a full circle before facing me again.

      “I don’t think either of us can,” she said.

      “Why not,” I asked, pushing my chair back and going to stand up.

      “Because I’m from the future,” she said.

      I sat back down in my chair.

      “I see… and your sister…?”

      “She’s still in the future,” she said, holding up the device. “And apparently I don’t have the right plan for century to century dialing.

      “I have no idea what you just said.” She was pacing now. From my table to the counter and back again.

      “What’s that thing,” I motioned with my hand. “What do you do with it?”

      She held it up, scowled at it again.

      “Is it a mirror?” I asked.

      “What? No.” She stopped pacing and looked at me. “At least not exactly. But…” She tapped on it again.

      “It does take pictures.”

      She held it toward me and I realized too late that it could be a weapon.

      “Whoa,” I said, holding up a hand.

      She was looking at me funny again.

      “Let me show you, she said, coming to stand next to me.

      Bending so that our heads were near, she held the device at arm’s length and I saw our reflection there.

      “It is a mirror,” I said.

      She tapped it a few times.

      “Smile,” she said and tapped it again as I smiled.

      She dropped into the chair next to mine and laid the device on the table.

      I relaxed some now that she’d put it down. Whatever it was.

      She swiped a finger over it and I saw our reflections.

      Only it wasn’t a reflection. We were smiling in the image.

      I looked her back to the device.

      “What is this?” I asked, suddenly feeling wary, but in a whole different way.

      “This is called a selfie,” she said. “People in the future do this all the time.”

      “Can I see?” I asked.

      “Of course.” She slid the device in front of me and I touched it, but nothing happened.

      “Swipe it,” she said.

      I swipe at it and there was another image of the two of us.

      I kept swiping. And there were pictures of just me sitting there.

      I swiped through those, then stopped.

      There was an image of a young lady who looked quite a bit like her, yet she was obviously a different person.

      “This is your sister?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder.

      “Yes,” she said. “But she’d not here. She’s in the future.”

      “Right,” I said. But this made no sense to me.

      “What year is this?” she asked.

      “1836.”

      “1836,” she repeated. “I really did it right, didn’t I?”

      I just looked at her, feeling utterly perplexed.

      “We haven’t been properly introduced,” I said. “My name is George Becquerel.”

      She hesitated. “I’m Juliette.”

      “Juliette,” I said. “Like Romeo and Juliette.”

      She smiled a little. “Something like that.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you Juliette from the future,” I said, standing up and holding out a hand.

      She put her hand in mine, but she shook it much like a man would.

      “You too,” she said. “So…”

      She glanced around the bar again as though looking for something.

      “What do you think I need to do to get back to the future? To my time?”
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      I scrolled through the photos on my phone.

      As far as I was concerned, I’d solved one mystery.

      George was not a ghost.

      Everyone knew that ghosts couldn’t be captured in pictures. Enough tourists to New Orleans had certainly tried.

      But here he was in photo after photo as clear and as alive as I was.

      The bar itself was definitely not the same as it was supposed to be.

      I squared my shoulders and took a deep breath.

      There was only one explanation.

      I’d gone back in time.

      There was always some gimmick in the movies that caused a person to travel through time.

      So there had to be a gimmick to get me back to my own time.

      I just had to figure out what it was.

      I tapped my fingers against the table, then sent some of the pictures to my sister in a text message.

      Just in case.

      They didn’t send, of course.

      The fact that I was here was testament to the possibility that anything could happen.

      Maybe the air waves would open up and allow a message to get through.

      Encouraged by the thought, I typed in a message to go with the pictures.

      ME: I think I’m in the past. 1836. But try not to worry. I’m looking for a way to get home.

      Good enough. Short and sweet. I hit send.

      George was watching me closely. With a wariness I didn’t blame him for.

      A girl wearing strange clothes with a strange device that took pictures had suddenly appeared in front of him.

      He did what any sane person would do. He doubted me.

      Hell, I doubted me.

      “You have to help me figure this out,” I said. “Tell me what you saw.”

      He looked at me blankly.

      “When you first saw me.”

      “Well, um… You weren’t there. Then you were.”

      “Before that,” I said. “Did you see me doing anything?”

      “Earlier you came out from the back and walked over here,” he said. “that was about it.”

      I could already tell he wasn’t going to be any help. His century had invented the trend of men not paying attention to details.

      “But did you see me touch anything?”

      “I don’t think so.” He shook his head. Then seemed to remember something.

      “My glass,” he said.

      “No,” I shook my head. “I was already here.”

      That wasn’t it. His glass wasn’t what had caused me to travel through time.

      There had to be something…

      I stood up and went back to the bar. Ran a hand along the smooth wood.

      It was amazing that this was the same bar—the same wood—that it had survived for centuries.

      He said I came out of the door leading to the back.

      I went to that door and walked toward the bar.

      Then looked around, trying to think of something—anything—that might help me get back to my time.

      I walked back toward George. Stopped in front of his table.

      Nothing happened.

      I sat back down and tapped my fingers against the wood of the table.

      “Maybe you’re supposed to stay,” he said.

      “Stay here? In this time?”

      I looked into his eyes. Deep blue eyes that seemed to see inside my soul.

      “Could be,” he said. “Would it be the worst thing?”

      I stared at him blankly.

      “Well, it wouldn’t be the best thing.”

      No. I could not be stuck here in the past.

      My life was in the future.

      I wasn’t supposed to be here.

      I had a job to do. To help my family run the bar.

      And I had my family.

      “You have someone?” he asked. “In your time?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You have a husband?”

      “No,” I said. What did that have to do with anything?

      “Then maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing,” he said.
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      The girl, Juliette, was a beautiful young lady.

      She was dressed strangely, but that could be remedied easily enough.

      I could take her home with me and…

      The bartender came out of the back.

      He set a box on the counter and looked at us.

      “Are you ready to go?” he asked.

      I glanced at Juliette.

      Did he not see her?

      My breath caught in my throat.

      If he didn’t see her, then maybe she was a ghost.

      But she didn’t look like a ghost.

      Not that I’d ever seen one.

      “I can’t leave Juliette,” I said, deciding that making sure she was taken care of outweighed whatever he might think.

      If she was truly from the future, then she was going to need both protection and a place to stay.

      It could be dangerous for a woman alone. Would be dangerous.

      The bartender shrugged and began pulling bottles of whiskey out of the box and lining them on the counter behind the bar.

      “You can bring your lady with you,” he said.

      Then he could see her. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved about that or not.

      When it was possible that Juliette was a ghost, things were so much easier.

      The thought left me feeling guilty.

      “You have to come with me,” I said, softly, for her ears only.

      “No,” she shook her head. “I can’t do that.”

      “Well you can’t stay here,” I said under my breath.

      The bartender stopped what he was doing and looked over at us.

      “He’s right,” the bartender said. “You can’t stay here.”

      “But why not? This bar belongs to my family. We live upstairs.”

      “If that were true, then I would have met you before,” he said.

      “I—”

      I put my hand over hers to stop her.

      “I need to speak with her alone,” I said.

      “Suit yourself,” the bartender said. “But it’s late and I need to leave in five minutes.”

      “I only need five minutes,” I said.

      The bartender went back through the door, leaving us alone again.

      “I can’t leave here,” she said. “I live here.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I know. You’re from the future. But you can’t stay here. This is a bar. Not your home.”

      I think she finally understood.

      She was looking at me with large moist eyes.

      “Look,” I said, leaning forward. “You asked me to help. I’ll bring you back here tomorrow. And we can figure this out. I’m trying to help you.”

      She just looked at me.

      I could tell she didn’t know what to do.

      But we were in a precarious situation. Neither one of us belonged in this bar.

      “No,” she said. “I won’t leave.”

      I sat back and ran a hand through my hair. Why did women have to be so stubborn?

      “Suit yourself. But that man isn’t going to let you stay here.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s a private bar,” I said, grasping to put it into words. “For men.”

      “If you stay here I can’t protect you.”

      “I don’t need protecting,” she said, but I could tell her heart wasn’t in it.
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      I was caught between a rock and a hard place.

      I couldn’t stay and I couldn’t go.

      What if George was right and I wasn’t allowed to stay here? Even though it was my home.

      But this wasn’t my home in 1836.

      If I really was back in time, and could see no reason to doubt it, then I was probably in a whole lot of trouble.

      More trouble than I could even imagine.

      And since I didn’t know what had caused me to go back in time, I wasn’t going to be able to figure out how to get back.

      There was always something. A stone to rub or a clock to wind.

      Not that I was giving up. But it wasn’t going to be as easy as I’d thought.

      “Alright,” I said. “I’ll go with you. But I have to come back here tomorrow.”

      “Good,” he said. “I think it’s really for the best.”

      “I’ll figure it out,” I said. “I’m good with puzzles.”

      “I have a feeling going back in time is more than a puzzle,” he said, standing up. “It sounds like a problem to me.”

      I shrugged.

      “Look,” George said, lowering his voice. “The bartender thinks you’re with me, so let’s just go with that, alright?”

      Before I had a chance to consider his words, much less answer, the bartender came back out.

      “Time to go,” he said, ushering us toward the door.

      George held out a hand.

      “Come on, my love,” he said. “This kind man is going to escort us back to the inn.”

      George had known what he was talking about. The bartender was not going to allow me to stay here.

      So he was improvising.

      All I had to do was to go along with it.

      I just had to stay alive until I could find my way home.

      My hands trembling, I put my hand in George’s and he wrapped his fingers around mine.

      We followed the bartender to the door and stepped outside.

      Any lingering doubt I may have had about whether or not I was really back in time was eliminated.

      We stepped out onto a dirt street. There were no streetlights. No cars.

      No trappings whatsoever of the twenty-first century.

      This was not the same year it had been when I got out of bed this morning.

      As we walked away from the bar, I looked over my shoulder.

      There was a little sign over the door.

      Club 1818.

      How was that possible?

      My father had named this club.

      As far as I knew, he’d pulled the name out of thin air.

      Did he somehow know that the bar had originally been called Club 1818?

      As we walked down the dirt street, our only light coming from the lantern in the bartender’s hands, I realized that I might never have an answer to that question.
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      I kept a firm grip on Juliette’s hand.

      Her skin was soft and smooth. Just as it should be.

      Her hands were not the hands of a scullery maid.

      Juliette had the hands of a lady.

      Though I was distracted by the feel of her hand in mine, I was careful to note the direction we took to get back to the inn.

      After all, I had promised to take her back to the inn tomorrow. And I was nothing if not a man of my word.

      We reached the inn sooner than I expected. Or perhaps it was just that time flew.

      The bartender stopped and pointed.

      “Is this your inn?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “How can I repay you?”

      “Just try not to get lost again,” he said. “One wrong turn and you can end up in a place that’ll get you killed for nothing more than the shirt on your back.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I said.

      As the bartender continued his route along the road, I walked up to the door.

      It was locked.

      “Do you have a key?” Juliette asked.

      “No,” I said. “I guess I stayed out too late.”

      I could only see one option.

      I knocked on the door.

      “Is this someone’s home?” Juliette asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said, knocking again.

      I halfway blamed the bartender for keeping me out so late, but he’d been kind to help out, so it was hard to blame anyone other than myself for getting lost.

      I was wondering how we were going to sleep here on the front porch when I heard a scuffling on the other side of the door.

      The innkeeper, a middle-aged man wearing a white nightshirt opened the door.

      His eyes were hooded with sleep.

      “I apologize,” I said. “I was lost and…”

      The innkeeper looked at Juliette.

      “We don’t allow prostitutes,” he said.

      “What?” I asked with a glance at Juliette. Her expression was a mixture of shock and disbelief.

      “She’s not a prostitute,” I insisted.

      “Well,” the innkeeper said. “You didn’t have her when you checked in and now you show up in the middle of the night with her. I wasn’t born yesterday.”

      I straightened and glared at the innkeeper.

      “You need to watch your language,” I said. “This is my wife. She was staying with relatives.”

      The innkeeper wavered.

      I kept the stern expression on my face.

      “My father stays with you every year. You know my family is respectable.”

      The innkeeper grumbled something about it being too late to argue and stepped aside to let us in.

      “Thank you,” I said, leading Juliette back to my room before the innkeeper could change his mind.

      I honestly didn’t blame him for trying to run a respectable business, but he’d embarrassed Juliette and that was unacceptable.

      The man should not jump to conclusions like that.

      There was a candle already burning next to the bed, though it was already low.

      The innkeeper had expected me back hours ago.

      I would have felt bad except that I really had gotten lost.

      And now Juliette was lost.

      The only difference was that Juliette was lost in time.

      I had no choice but to help her. After all, I was the one she’d come to.

      I’d heard legends about women from the future who went back in time to be with certain men.

      They were like sirens, leaving the men hopelessly in love with them.

      I released her hand, closed the door, and threw the lock.

      Now that I had her here with me, we had another problem.

      There was only one bed.

      But as a gentleman, I knew what to do.
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      Now that we were in George’s room, I didn’t know if I should feel relieved or concerned.

      I’d never been accused of being a prostitute before.

      I’d always thought I dressed in a respectable manner.

      But by standards of the nineteenth century, I suppose I must look unconventional in my jeans and sweater.

      The poor innkeeper hadn’t known what to do.

      Fortunately, he’d erred on the side of caution and let us come inside.

      And now there was only one bed.

      There had to be a solution to this, too.

      So far, my evening had been just one problem after another.

      One of the most concerning, though, was George himself.

      Or not George so much as my attraction to him.

      He was a handsome man, clean-shaven, but there was just a bit of ruggedness to him that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      I decided that it wasn’t so much his physical appearance per say as it was his air of confidence. And maybe it was a little bit the way he looked at me.

      “I don’t think he liked me very much,” I said.

      George pushed away from the door with an amused expression.

      “I don’t think it’s you,” he said. “I think it’s just New Orleans. It doesn’t have the best reputation.”

      “Huh,” I said. “I hadn’t realized its bad reputation started this early.”

      “The city has a bad reputation in the future as well?”

      “Some call it The Wicked City,” I said.

      “Yet you live here… there.”

      I shrugged. “For all the bad, it’s home.”

      “I understand,” I said. “I feel the same way about my home.”

      “Which is?”

      “My family has a house near Natchez,” he said.

      That explained why the bartender escorted him here. I guess I’d known that, but it was just now sinking in.

      But if he wasn’t from here, then he’d be leaving soon.

      That could be a problem.

      If for some reason I was stuck in this time, George was the person I relied on.

      Why, just now the innkeeper had assumed I was a prostitute.

      I knew enough about history to know that only in recent history was it safe for ladies to travel alone.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “that I nearly got you kicked out of your room.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” he said with a smile. “Besides, now he thinks I have a beautiful wife.”

      I smiled back.

      Then I shook myself.

      I was supposed to be figuring out how to get home to my time, not crushing on a man, however handsome and charming he might be.

      “You can have the bed,” he said, sitting down in a chair to pull off his boots.

      The bed was small, somewhere between a twin and a full bed. There was no way we could sleep together on it without touching.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, half-heartedly. Sleeping on the floor was not something I wanted to do.

      George, walking in his socks now, took an extra blanket from a trunk at the foot of the bed and spread it out on the floor.

      Then he straightened and looked at me.

      “I don’t know about men in the future, but a gentleman would never let a woman sleep on the floor when there’s a perfectly good bed for her to sleep in. It’s unthinkable.”

      I nodded and dropped onto the bed.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure just how sanitary the bedding might be.

      But I didn’t have much of a choice.

      Maybe I’d just sleep on top of the blankets.

      As George settled onto his blanket on the floor, I stretched out on the bed and realized just how exhausted I was.

      So… I didn’t have much of a choice.

      When I got home tomorrow, I’d take a good long hot shower.
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      As I expected, I had a difficult time sleeping.

      Just knowing that Juliette was sleeping right there was one thing.

      This whole situation was so improper, I couldn’t even begin to number the ways.

      But since we didn’t have a choice, I decided to make a concerted effort not to point that out to her.

      It was late and we both needed to sleep.

      I lay there staring into the darkness toward the ceiling, my mind racing.

      It wasn’t just that she was a beautiful woman.

      She was from the future.

      And tomorrow I would be returning her to the club so that she could attempt to return to her own time.

      How could a man have such bad luck?

      I’d found the woman of my dreams, only to have to return her to a different time period.

      I lay there contemplating all the complications and impossibilities of that until I heard her even breathing of sleep. Once she was asleep, I dozed off myself.

      I didn’t sleep long, though, because when I woke it was still dark.

      I got up and went to the window.

      It would be light shortly.

      I thought about slipping outside, but decided against it.

      After the way the innkeeper had acted last night, I wasn’t about to leave her here alone.

      My father always stayed here and had vouched that the innkeeper was a good man.

      But Father always traveled alone.

      At least I could rest assured that Father never brought a prostitute back with him. The innkeeper made sure of that.

      So I sat back down on my blanket and leaned against the wall.

      I would just wait until she woke up.

      If a man could be granted just one wish, I’d wish that I could keep Juliette.

      I was drawn to her in a way I’d never been drawn to anyone else.

      But she was like an elusive butterfly, landing on my hand for merely a moment.

      And just like a butterfly, I couldn’t keep her.

      She might survive in this time, but it would be selfish of me to try to keep her here.

      She had to do what she would do.

      And I would be left with the memory of the perfect woman.

      As the first hint of dawn lightened the darkness, Juliette opened her eyes and looked at me.

      A little smile curved at the corner of her lips.

      And I wondered.

      I just wondered.

      If she could stay here, what might my life be like?

      She and I could have a good life together.

      I didn’t know how I knew this. After all, I’d only just met her.

      And even though my head might call me a fool, my heart was telling me she was my soul mate.

      And because she was my soul mate, I had to let her go.
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      The next morning, I rinsed my face in cold water and dried it with a cloth that smelled like the blankets my grandmother used to hang outside to air dry.

      At least I felt confident that it was clean.

      We walked down the hallway, then before walking through the front parlor of the inn, George took my hand.

      “Lovely wife,” he said, with a light kiss against the back of my hand.

      A little shiver ran through me.

      The innkeeper was nowhere to be seen, so George laid a coin on his desk before we slipped out the door.

      Tendrils of early morning fog hung near the ground and the air was misty.

      George’s hand was firm on mine and even though we were past the critical eyes of the innkeeper, he kept a tight grip on mine.

      “You hungry?” he asked.

      My stomach grumbled in response.

      “Starved,” I said. I tried to remember what I’d eaten last night, but I couldn’t remember much of anything other than ending up back in time. And George.

      “I think there’s a café on the right,” he said.

      “I thought you were lost,” I said with a teasing tone.

      “I was.”

      But he was right. There was a café of sorts out in the middle of the street. It was actually about a dozen tables and chairs with two servers dashing about with trays of coffee and beignets.

      The place was crowded with formally dressed men and women in long brightly colored period dresses, engaged in conversations.

      There was no identifying sign, but it looked and smelled suspiciously like the Café Du Monde.

      Even though I worked with numbers, I wasn’t much of a date person. I wasn’t sure when the Café Du Monde was established, but this looked like a precursor.

      And I was terribly underdressed.

      Since there were no available tables, George led me to a bench a few feet from the tables.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said. Then added. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      “I’ll try not to,” I said. Actually, I wasn’t about to leave this bench.

      The Mississippi River was behind me. A steamboat whistle echoed across water.

      If I got lost here, in the New Orleans of old, I didn’t know if I would survive.

      I watched George as he approached one of the servers and nodded in my direction.

      The server followed him as he returned to the bench.

      “Would you like coffee, Miss?” he asked.

      “Yes. Please.”

      He held out the tray for me to take what looked more like a teacup than a cup of coffee.

      “I’ll be right back with beignets,” he said.

      George thanked him and sat down next to me with his own cup of coffee.

      The coffee was bitter, but I’d expected that.

      Still, I must have made a face.

      “You don’t like it?” he asked.

      “I usually have cream and sugar in my coffee,” I said.

      “I can go get you some sugar,” he said.

      “No,” I said.

      I didn’t like the thought of him leaving me again. Not even for a few minutes.

      The server returned with another tray.

      “There’s a table available now,” he said. “if you’d like to move over to it.”

      George looked at me questioningly.

      I shook my head. “I like it here,” I didn’t want to draw attention to myself among the well-dressed customers. In comparison, I looked like a ragamuffin.

      “We’ll stay here,” George said.

      So we sat on a bench drinking bitter coffee and eating sugary beignets.

      If I had to be in the past, being here with George wasn’t so bad.
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      Although I had been looking forward to going home, I was enjoying my morning with Juliette.

      We sat apart from the other customers which suited me just fine.

      “I’m curious,” he said. “Do all the ladies wear men’s pants?”

      If she were going to stay here in this time, I would have to get her some dresses to wear.

      She looked up at me from beneath her lashes, her fingers coated in powdered sugar.

      “Mostly,” she said. “Some wear dresses all the time, but mostly dresses are for formal occasions.”

      “That’s interesting,” I said.

      “You’ve got some powder on your…” As I gently swept a finger across her bottom lip, her eyes fluttered closed.

      Her lips were soft and kissable. I seriously considered kissing her right here and now.

      But she opened her eyes.

      “Did you get it?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, then cleared my throat. “So I’m afraid to ask what men wear.”

      She laughed. “Men wear pants, too.”

      “That’s a relief,” I said, finishing off my beignet.

      “What? You thought men started wearing dresses?”

      “I was afraid to even think about that.”

      The morning fog had lifted and the sunshine was shining through.

      I pulled out my pocket watch and checked the time. I had to be in a meeting later this morning, but I still had plenty to time.

      I wondered how this whole thing was going to work. Was I supposed to leave her at the club?

      The thought was disturbing.

      Perhaps I’d change my plans and stay here longer.

      “Do you know how to get to the club from here?” she asked.

      “I think so.”

      “I think I do, too.”

      “Is that so?” I don’t know why it surprised me. The layout of the city no doubt would have stayed basically the same.

      “New Orleans kept a lot of its history alive,” she said, sweeping a hand around. “The church is still here and this café, oddly enough, is still here. Sort of.”

      “What else is different?” I asked.

      “Oh my God,” she said. “Things start to change so quickly. We have cars and airplanes and interstates and…” She stopped and looked at me. “Cell phones and computers.”

      “And I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I took her empty plate and stacked our plates beside me.

      “I know. But…”

      “But?”

      “Never mind,” she said with a little smile. “We should probably get going.”

      “Yes,” I said. “We should.”

      But I didn’t want to take her back to the club and I wasn’t sure I ever would be.
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      “Are you sure we’re going the right way?” I asked, stopped at an intersection of two dirt roads.

      George looked around.

      “Of course,” he said, then ran a hand through his hair.

      He looked pointedly at me. “You said you knew the way.”

      Things looked different. Very different.

      Some of the things in the square looked the same, but now that we were away from the river, nothing looked at all familiar.

      I shook my head. “It’s not the way it was… is… will be…”

      “We’ll have to ask someone,” he said.

      “You don’t mind asking for directions?” I asked.

      He looked blankly at me. “Why would I? We’re lost.”

      “You’d have to be there,” I said, biting my lip. “Who do we ask?”

      “There’s a store,” he said. “I’ll go inside and ask.”

      “Ok.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      While George went inside the little store, I paced the street, looking for anything that might be familiar.

      But I had nothing.

      A couple of minutes later, he came out.

      But instead of looking relieved, he looked confused.

      “What did they say?”

      “They said they’d never heard of Club 1818.”

      “Oh. Well. That’s okay, right? Not everyone has.”

      But this was 1836. New Orleans, especially this area, wasn’t that big.

      Everyone should have heard of Club 1818.

      “But Canal Street is just one street over to the east,” he said.

      Thank God.

      “We’re practically there then,” I said.

      “Maybe.”

      I didn’t understand his level of doubt.

      “What did they say to you?” I asked. “You seem worried.”

      “Nothing really.”

      We walked in silence until we reached Canal Street.

      Still. Nothing looked familiar to me, but George pointed straight ahead. “It’s right up there.”

      With relief running through my veins, I walked a little bit faster.

      Maybe I could go home soon.

      I looked over at George, but he still looked worried.

      And that’s when it hit me.

      Going back to my own time meant I would never see George again.

      I slowed my pace.

      Maybe hurrying back to the club wasn’t something I wanted to do just yet.

      George stopped between two large oak trees and stared into an open lot.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It’s not here,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” I turned around in a circle, but I didn’t see the club.

      Or anything that reminded me of the club.

      Except…

      There was something about the oak tree with its split trunk.

      “It was right here,” he said.

      “No,” I said. “It couldn’t be.”

      He shook his head.

      Then he looked at me.

      “It should be right here,” he said.

      “It can’t just disappear,” I said, but I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      I had just disappeared from my own time into this one.

      Who was to say that our club couldn’t just disappear, too?

      I left the road and started walking across the open lot.

      I only made it a few feet though before I stopped.

      The grass was grown up and I heard something slithering in the overgrown grass.

      I’d grown up in New Orleans. I knew what kinds of things lurked in areas like this.

      So I turned and hurried back to the road to stand next to George.

      He didn’t seem to notice that I’d nearly been attacked by a water moccasin.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He held up a hand.

      Then he turned and looked at me.

      “We need to go.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, trying not to have a meltdown right here and now.

      “This is just a mistake,” I said. “Buildings don’t just disappear.”

      “No,” he said. “And people don’t travel through time.”

      “Good point,” I said.

      He took my hand and pulled me away from the open lot. In the direction we’d just come from actually.

      I followed, looking over my shoulder.

      “Wait,” I said. “We should ask someone else. Somebody has to know where the club is.”

      He shook his head and kept walking.

      “No,” he said.

      I stopped and my hand slipped from his.

      He took two steps, then stopped.

      “Why?” I asked, turning back to where the club was supposed to be.

      It had to be a mistake.

      Buildings didn’t just disappear like that.

      Like it had never been there.
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      I’d never considered myself to be either superstitious or fanciful. Like everyone else, I’d heard ghost stories about New Orleans.

      But something about this place was sending a shiver up my spine.

      There was something in the air. Like a storm brewing.

      But I didn’t see any dark clouds.

      I couldn’t explain it.

      All I knew was that I needed to take Juliette and get away from this place.

      Her hand slipped from mine and I stopped.

      She didn’t understand.

      I turned around, prepared to pick her up and carry her away from here if I had to.

      But she wasn’t there.

      “Juliette?” I called, but she was no where to be seen and there was no where she could have gone in the seconds between now and when her hand slipped out of mine.

      I retraced my steps back to the lot with the two oak trees in front of it.

      Just as she had done earlier, I made a complete circle.

      But she wasn’t there.

      Juliette had vanished.

      Just as the building had vanished.

      When I’d stopped to ask directions, that was what they had told me.

      They told me that they had a vague memory of a Club 1818, but that was all.

      Is that how it would be for me? With Juliette?

      Would I have nothing but a vague memory of her?

      I closed my eyes.

      “No.” I realized I’d said the word out loud.

      But, no, I wasn’t willing to accept that I’d have nothing more than a memory of her.

      I should never have brought her back here.

      I should have just taken her home.

      She would have been safe there.

      I watched as a storm brewed in the distance.

      So I’d been right.

      There had been a storm in the air.

      I took two steps forward into the grass to where the club building had been.

      But it wasn’t there.

      And there was nothing I could do to bring it back.

      And I knew, in my heart that there was nothing I could to bring Juliette back either.

      As the rain started to fall softly, I turned and walked away.

      I wasn’t giving up on seeing her again. I just needed to get some perspective.

      And think about what to do next.
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      I had gone from standing on a street in front of the spot where the club had been to standing in front of the club with a storm raging around me.

      It was dark, but the club’s second story windows were brightly lit.

      Within seconds, I was soaked.

      It was immediately clear that I had gone back to the future.

      I turned and looked behind me for George, but I already knew that he wasn’t there.

      I’d left him behind in 1836.

      A flash of lighting struck near me immediately followed by a crash of thunder.

      It was enough to prompt me to move.

      I rushed to the door and stepped inside.

      My sister, Machala, was sitting there at one of the tables looking at the phone on the table in front of her.

      She saw me and gasped.

      “You’re here,” she said, standing up.

      I nodded.

      She rushed forward, taking my arm. “We need to get you dried off.”

      “Where are all the customers?” I asked.

      “We closed the club,” she said. “sent them away.”

      “Why?” It was odd, being here in the evening with no customers.

      She held up her phone.

      Right. The text.

      “You got my message?” I asked.

      She took a towel and handed it to me.

      “The one that said you were in 1836? Yeah. I got it.”

      I dried off.

      “You need to change clothes,” she said, “then tell me everything.”

      “Shower,” I said, vaguely remembering that I hadn’t showered since some time yesterday.

      “Okay,” Machala said, leading me toward the stairs.

      “Do you believe me?” I asked as we went into my room.

      “That you were in the past?” Machala set out a towel for me.

      “Probably,” she said. “I’ve been doing some research on it.” She turned on the water in the shower.

      I nodded. I would have done the same.

      “Did you tell Mom and Dad?”

      “Fortunately, I didn’t have to,” she said. “With the full moon, Mom has been working overtime and Daddy had to go out of town to help his aunt with something.”

      “That’s probably good,” I said.

      The fewer people who knew what had happened to me, the better.

      Machala left me and I stepped into the shower.

      The hot water felt better than I ever could have imagined.

      I was glad to be here. For the hot water. For my sister.

      But I wanted to be back in 1836.

      For George.

      Even though there was nothing I could do since I hadn’t done anything for it to happen in the first place, my heart felt heavy.

      I stood beneath the hot water until it began to run cool.

      Then I stepped out and dried off, now wearing the scent of jasmine and honeysuckle.

      My sister had brought me a fresh pair of jeans and a t-shirt to put on.

      I felt better physically, but I couldn’t say that I felt better mentally.

      I got dressed and slowly walked back down stairs.

      My sister had actually closed the bar after I’d gone back in time.

      And she’d done some research.

      I was curious to see what she’d found.

      Machala stood at the bar with a large book open in front of her.

      “Where did you get that?” I asked.

      “The library.”

      “You’re amazing,” I said, sitting down beside her.

      She pointed to something on the page she was reading.

      “This is really fascinating,” I said. “How did you have time to go to the library?”

      She looked pointedly at me.

      “You do know that they deliver,” she said.

      “I did not know that,” I said. “So what did you find?”

      “Lots. Let’s start here.” She pointed to an obscure phrase in the book.

      “There was an incident in 1836 when this club completely disappeared for about a day and a half.”

      “A day and a half? That’s all?”

      For the first time since I’d come home in my own time, I felt the fleeting tendrils of hope wrapping around my heart.

      “So the inn comes back?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she was looking at me sideways. “Did you see it disappear?”

      “Not exactly, but I did see the lot without the building.”

      “Then it did happen?”

      “So it seems.” Why couldn’t my sister have been the one to go back in time? She was the one who believed. She’d watched the movie Somewhere in Time enough to have it memorized.

      Me? I was all about numbers. Time travel was wasted on me.

      “How did this happen?” I asked. “And why?”

      Those were the kinds of answers I needed to make sense of things.

      “They don’t have an explanation for it,” Machala said. “In fact, most people don’t believe it really happened.”

      “But it did.”

      She nodded.

      “How did we not know that?” I asked.

      “I guess it wasn’t something the realtor had to disclose,” she said. “probably didn’t even know about it.”

      “You’re a genius,” I said.

      “Well, there’s more.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Before any of this happened and way up around Natchez, there’s a legend. A legend about a girl whose life was saved by sending her through time. Apparently that rip in time is what has caused other people to fall through that rip.”

      “People and buildings.”

      “Except the building thing doesn’t fit with the rest of it.”

      “And it’s in the wrong place. What…”

      Machala held up a finger. “They don’t have a clue. But it’s in the records so I don’t doubt it’s true.”

      I swept a hand over my wet hair.

      “I can attest to the building part.”

      “There’s more,” Machala said. “But first maybe I should get you something to drink.”

      “Just water, please.”

      “Seriously?” Machala, asked as she went around the bar. “Not only does your father own a bar, but you just went through time and back again and you want water?”

      “I need to focus,” I said, pulling the book closer.

      Some things were stranger than fiction.

      If the disappearing building was in here, maybe I could find out something about how it all happened.

      And if I could figure that out, I might could make it happen again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 19

          

          
            GEORGE

          

        

      

    

    
      I went home.

      After staying in New Orleans another night, I went home.

      I’d tossed and turned the whole night, barely sleeping.

      I slept in the bed where Juliette had slept the night before

      And even through the stale scent of the blankets, I could smell hints of honeysuckle and jasmine that lingered from Juliette.

      After going back to the lot and seeing that nothing had changed, I’d retrieved my horse form the livery, saddled up, and started the ride home.

      “I was wondering if I should come looking for you,” Father said as I slid off the horse and tied the reins to a hitching post in front of the house.

      “Good thing you didn’t,” I said. “You probably would have missed me.”

      “Could be,” he said. “come on inside and tell me all about your trip.

      Following him across the porch and through the foyer, I heard the grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      That clock had been there as long as I could remember.

      It had practically come with the house.

      “Are you feeling better, Father?” I asked.

      Father waved a hand.

      “Doc says it’s just old age trying to set in.”

      “Old age,” I said. “I don’t know why you listen to that old quack.”

      Father laughed. “He’s probably right. But I’m feeling rested now. So tell me how it went.”

      “Before I tell you about my meetings I said as we settled into his study. “I was wondering if you might tell me a bit about that girl who traveled through time.”

      “Vaughn?” he asked, going to sit behind his desk.

      “Yes. That’s her,” I said, sitting in a chair across from him. “Vaughn. What do you know about her?”

      “I know that your Great Uncle Nathaniel loved her dearly.”

      “But she wasn’t around very much.”

      Everyone had heard about Vaughn. She was something of a legend. I’d never paid much attention to the stories. It was mostly something the women talked about.

      “She was often pulled back through time for no apparent reason.”

      My hopefulness tanked.

      “So no one knows what causes the time travel?”

      “You may as well ask why the sun rises in the morning and sets in the evening. It’s just one of those things that happens without any kind of explanation.”

      “You believe it?” I asked.

      “It’s not for me to decide. Or to judge for that matter.”

      “So it really happened?”

      “Yes. I saw it happen myself,” Father said, nonchalantly as though he had just said he say a streak of lightning during a thunder storm.

      “You saw her travel through time?”

      “I was a boy. And she didn’t know I was there. I was inside the house playing when she’d appeared on the stairs. It had only been for an instant though, before she’d vanished.”

      “Has it ever happened anywhere other than here?” I asked. “that you know of.”

      “No,” Father said. “The rip in time is here.”

      I didn’t argue with him. He seemed more than certain about where the rip in time was.

      And I hadn’t decided just yet how much to tell him.

      “So,” I said. “How can someone make it happen again?”

      Father laughed humorlessly.

      “That’s the thing,” he said. “No one makes the spell work. It just does.”

      A spell that just worked of its own accord.

      Not only had the spell happened in New Orleans where it wasn’t supposed to happen, it was something that no one had any control over.

      That did not bode well for me ever seeing Juliette again.
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      While Machala searched the Internet, I stayed old-school and started reading at the beginning of the book she had left open on the table.

      It was a handwritten journal of some type, the words written with ink that were stained.

      “Whose journal is this?” I asked.

      Machala glanced up from her iPad.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “It doesn’t say.”

      I kept reading. If I had to guess, from the meticulous way the letters were formed, I’d say it was written by a woman.

      And the more I read, the more obvious it became.

      How was it possible that a woman could love two men at the same time?

      When I’m in the future with Jonathan, I miss Nathaniel.

      But when I’m in the past, I miss Jonathan.

      If I had to choose between them, I don’t know how it would even be remotely possible.

      I love them both.

      Sometimes I think I’m blessed to have two men who love me like crazy. Other times I believe I am cursed.

      Instead of living in two different times, I would split myself in two and live in both.

      But then I would not be whole.

      Sometimes I wonder if I can will myself from one time to another.

      If so, I really don’t want to know.

      Because if I knew that I could choose, I would be tortured.

      I looked up from the journal, feeling like I had just intruded on someone’s innermost private thoughts.

      Machala looked up from her iPad.

      “Anything interesting?” she asked.

      “Not really,” I said. Nothing except a woman who was obviously heartbroken in spite of having two men who loved her, both of whom she loved back.

      “Did you read this?” I asked.

      “I only skimmed it, looking for clues about how the time travel happened,” she said.

      I nodded and looked back down at the journal.

      Machala didn’t understand. It didn’t just matter how it happened. It mattered that it did happen.

      And it mattered that because it happened, a woman’s life was upended.

      I understood that because I couldn’t stop thinking about George.

      He’d called me his wife in order to protect me from being tossed out as a prostitute.

      And I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to really be his wife.

      I looked over at my sister again, absorbed in whatever she’d found to read on her phone.

      If anyone could figure this thing out, Machala could.

      She was like a dog with a bone.

      Machala’s phone rang and she walked off to talk with one of her friends.

      It was a stark reminder that Machala had a busy life outside of this club. Outside of her family.

      I wasn’t sure if she was dating anyone at the moment. It was sometimes hard to keep up with her active social life.

      But Machala would be alright.

      Even without me, she would be okay.

      I turned the page in the journal and continued to read.

      I wanted to know more about Vaughn and her life.

      And, I had to admit to myself, I wanted to know how to make the time travel happen again.

      I wanted to see George.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 21

          

          
            GEORGE

          

        

      

    

    
      I went back to work in the indigo fields.

      Life was normal again.

      Except that it wasn’t.

      Juliette was the first thing I thought about in the mornings and the last thing I thought about as I drifted off to sleep at night.

      I didn’t know what to do. The rip in time was supposed to be here.

      Yet Juliette had come back in time to New Orleans.

      Were there two rips in time?

      As I rode my horse along the freshly plowed fields, I contemplated that possibility.

      It was possible.

      It was possible that the world had rips in time all over the place.

      Could a person use more than one rip in time?

      I had no idea and I had a feeling that there was absolutely no one who could answer that question.

      The question, then, became what was I going to do about it?

      For the first time in my life, I’d met the woman that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.

      And she was from the future.

      A future I had no access to.

      None whatsoever.

      Dark clouds were brewing up a storm in the west, so I headed home.

      Father had told me everything he knew. Which was very little.

      My other option was to speak with my mother.

      It was possible that she knew more than Father did about such things.

      I stabled my horse and, after brushing him, headed into the house.

      Father was sequestered away in his study so Mother would be upstairs in her sitting room.

      I knocked on her door and waited for permission to enter.

      But instead of calling out for me to come in, she appeared at the door herself.

      “Come in,” she said, motioning me inside her sitting room.

      “Your father seems to think that we need to talk.” She closed the door to her sitting room.

      “Father is right,” I said and sat down on the little sofa.

      Mother spent a great deal of time alone in her room. Her journal lay open where she had been writing.

      There was a stack of journals on a table behind her. Mother had filled all of them with her words.

      I had never been allowed to read any of it.

      I wondered now if any of her journals would survive the passage of time.

      To me it seemed like Mother wasted far too much time scribbling who knows what down on paper.

      Mother sat in a chair across from me. She studied me, searching my eyes.

      “You’ve encountered a woman from the future,” she said.

      I nodded once.

      “In New Orleans?”

      “Yes.”

      She sat back and took a deep breath.

      “I was hoping that my children would avoid this.”

      “Avoid what?” I asked.

      She laced her fingers in her lap and I knew she was about to tell me everything she knew.

      “The Becquerel men have all married women from the future.”

      I sat back and studied my mother, absorbing her words.

      Her lips were pressed together and she tapped her fingers together.

      My father was a Becquerel.

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      The corners of her lips turned up into what was almost a smile, but she didn’t answer.

      “Mother,” I said. “Father is a Becquerel.”

      Mother lifted a delicate eyebrow. “Yes, he is.”

      “Then…” I shook my head and closed my eyes for a second. Then I leaned forward and peered into her eyes.

      “Mother?” I said. “What are you saying?”

      “Do you love her?” she asked.

      “Yes.” I sat back. “Mother. Are you from the future?”
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      “Is this the only one of these?” I asked my sister.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “That’s all they brought me.”

      “The library?”

      She shook her head as though I’d asked a stupid question. “The Steamboat Museum.”

      I got up and went in search of my purse. I had no idea the Steamboat Museum had anything like this. I just thought it was all about boats and the river.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      I found my purse beneath the counter and tossed it over my shoulders.

      “I’m going to the museum,” I said. “To see if they have any more of these journals.”

      Machala jumped up. “I’m coming with you.”

      It was a fifteen minute walk to the library.

      As we walked, I looked for landmarks that I might have seen in the past, but we were going in a different direction.

      A young woman met us at the museum door.

      “I was just about to close early,” she said. “It’s been quiet today.”

      “No,” I said. “I need to know if you have any more of those journals.”

      “The other girl delivered some books to me yesterday. One of them was an old journal.” Machala clarified. “Do you know if you have any more of those?”

      The girl shrugged. “I don’t know. This is my first day.”

      I looked at her crossways.

      “I just spoke to my boss,” she said. “she told me to close early if no one was here.”“Well,” I said. “Someone is here now.”

      Machala shot me look, but I felt edgy. Like I was on the verge of something. Even though I didn’t know what.

      “We’re just going to look around,” Machala said, following me into the museum.

      “It’s five dollars,” the girl said. “each. To go through the museum.”

      “We’re not going through it,” I said, standing in the center of what looked like a small one room museum. “Do you know where the books are?”

      Machala took some money out of her purse and handed it to the girl.

      “There are some books in the back,” she said, as though she suddenly remembered.

      “Thank you,” I said, walking toward the back.

      I stepped over a red Staff Only rope and went straight to a bookshelf.

      I was looking for more of the handwritten journals. Somehow I knew that the one I’d just read—written by Vaughn Becquerel—was just scratching the surface.

      I knew some of the innermost thoughts of the woman who started it all, but I wanted more.

      I wanted to know everything I could find about time travel. And not fiction. Not someone’s fictional account of what time travel might be like, but real-life time travel. Like I’d just experienced.

      There was a germ of a seed in the back of my mind that I wanted to go back in time again.

      I hadn’t thought it all through just yet. But I did know that my family would be okay without me.

      My mother had her work. My father had his club. And my sister had her life.

      I was basically stuck in the back room working with numbers all day.

      And I wasn’t a prisoner by any means. But this was the first time I’d been intrigued by something… and someone… enough to motivate me out of my comfort zone.

      I spotted a journal similar to the one I’d just finished and pulled it off the shelf.

      Perhaps, I thought, as I sat down in a chair and opened the book, I wasn’t so very different from my mother after all.
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      I saddled my horse and rode toward the river road.

      I didn’t have a destination in mind. I just needed to clear my mind.

      To think.

      The storm had come and gone in a flash, leaving everything damp and fresh smelling.

      The oak trees towered overhead. They were close to a hundred years old, their branches so thick and heavy they dipped toward the ground.

      The gray moss, attracted to the old trees, fluttered in the wind.

      I reached the river road and turned right toward Natchez.

      My thoughts twisted and collided with each other.

      My mother was from the future.

      And not only was she from the future, but my father either didn’t know it or didn’t believe it.

      I finally knew what my mother was doing up there in her study every free moment she had in between running a household.

      She was writing down everything that happened to her. Everything that she experienced as a time traveler from the future.

      It was all there. All documented.

      When I asked her what she was planning to do with all that information, she’d simply said “nothing.”

      “It’s just for me,” she’d said. “to help me process and understand it.”

      “Do you want to go back to the future?” I asked. “Is that what you’re trying to do? To figure out a way?”

      “No,” she said, a sadness on her face. “I would never leave you or your father.”

      “Then what?”

      “I left behind my family. My mother. My father. My sister. I hope that one day they can read these journals and know what happened to me. To know what my life was like and that I was content.”

      I was riding slowly, replaying the conversation with my mother over and over.

      She’d said she was content.

      Not happy. She hadn’t said happy.

      Was contentment enough in life?

      Was contentment what everyone wanted?

      A white bird swooped overhead and landed at the edge of the river.

      My thoughts circled back around to Juliette.

      If I was the one with Becquerel blood, then why hadn’t I been the one to travel through time?

      Mother had said that the Becquerel men found women from the future.

      Maybe only women could travel through time.

      I shook my head.

      There was no way I was going to figure out something that had no logic.

      What I needed to figure out right now was what was I going to do about it?

      My mother hadn’t tried to sway me one way or the other.

      She’d only said one thing that stood out to me.

      “It’s a pull you can’t fight,” she said.

      I should have asked her to explain more about that, but it hadn’t occurred to me in the moment.

      I stopped and gazed across the river. Louisiana was on the other side of the river, but I could barely see the shore.

      Juliette was the other side of a time chasm.

      She was there and I was here.

      I could return to New Orleans to try to find her, but it seemed futile.

      Besides, if my mother was merely content, I didn’t want to bring Juliette to a place in time where she would merely be content.

      If she wanted to be here, I wanted her to be happy.

      And it seemed to me like the only thing I could do was to let her be.
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      I devoured the words on the pages.

      My sister convinced the museum worker to go ahead and leave, but to let us stay.

      My sister was good with people.

      Our skills complemented each other. She was good with people and I was good with numbers.

      It was dark outside when I found what I was looking for.

      There were two journals, written in a different hand from Vaughn’s.

      The woman, Margaret Becquerel, had dated each entry, even listing the time.

      It was almost like she was charting.

      She detailed out how she spent her days. Normal things like laundry, cleaning, and sewing.

      She wrote about how she learned to do needlepoint and taught herself to play the piano.

      The more I read about this woman from the past, the more I was in awe of her.

      Then I found what I was looking for in the next journal. The next journal must have been the first, so I’d read them out of order.

      I, Margaret Becquerel, am from the future.

      I took a deep breath and looked up to see where Machala was. She was talking on the phone.

      I put my head down and kept reading.

      Before going back in time, I was a psychiatrist. I haven’t found much need for my psychiatric skills in the past. So I shall have to learn the things that women did… do.

      So she had been charting. She’d been charting her life.

      Machala came and stood in front of me.

      “We have to go,” she said.

      I shook my head. “I can’t. I’ve found—”

      “Just bring it with you,” Machala said. “We can’t stay. They’re calling the police.”

      I stashed the journal in my bag and stood up.

      “Seriously?” I couldn’t understand why, but even so, I wondered which was worse. Getting into trouble for staying after hours in a museum or taking museum property.

      Since I couldn’t stay and I wasn’t leaving the journal behind, I went with what I had.

      Machala turned off the lights and we slipped out the back door.

      “I thought you had permission to be here,” I said.

      “Yeah. Well. The neighbors complained.”

      We took the back way home.

      “Do you want something to eat?” Machala asked as we went through the kitchen.”

      “No,” I said. “I’m good.”

      I went straight up to my bedroom and climbed onto the bed, taking the journal with me.

      

      I was obsessed with reading the journal.

      About halfway through, I found the piece that I’d been missing.

      The rip in time hadn’t been made in New Orleans.

      The rip in time had been made near Natchez, Mississippi. On the grounds of the Becquerel Plantation.

      Leaving the journal open, I stood up, stretched, and wandered to my window overlooking a courtyard below.

      That was the key then.

      If I wanted to go back in time. To be with George Becquerel. Then I had to go to the sight of the rip in time.

      I had to go to Natchez.

      I turned and looked around the bedroom where I’d grown up. It was the only home I’d ever known.

      Even when I’d gone to college, I’d commuted.

      But there was so much more out there for me.

      And it wasn’t in this time.

      The life I wanted was in the past.

      And even if it wasn’t the life I wanted that was in the past, the man I wanted was there in the past.

      Things would be different. Things would be so much different. I’d be giving up my family.

      But there was so much to gain.

      A family of my own. With a man I loved.

      It was time for me to follow my heart.
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      Although I went about my business the next couple of days, my mood spiraled downward.

      My family stopped talking to me. It seemed that everything they said brought out a snarl from me.

      It was the end of the second day when my mother summoned me to her sitting room.

      I was still processing everything she’d told me. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear anything else.

      But I joined her on her balcony. She sat in one of the wooden rocking chairs and indicated with a sweep of her hand that I was to sit in the other chair.

      She didn’t hesitate to get down to business.

      “You’re not happy,” she said.

      I looked at my mother from hooded eyes.

      She was right, of course. Mother was always right.

      “My apologies, Mother,” I said. “I don’t seem to have been myself these last few days.”

      “Don’t apologize to me,” she said. “I think you need to figure out what it is you want to do.”

      “I have figured it out,” I said, stretching out my legs and crossing them at the ankles.

      “And what exactly is it that you’ve figure out?”

      “I’m going to quite simply let Juliette be. If she comes back, she just comes back.”

      My mother looked displeased.

      “I see,” she said. Then… “do you love her?”

      “I suppose I do,” I said. “But there’s nothing I can do to get her back.”

      “I think that’s where you’re wrong,” she said. “The power of love can do miraculous things.”

      “Are you saying that I’m missing something?”

      Mother just shook her head.

      “I didn’t know I raised a man who would be a quitter.”

      I just gaped at my mother.

      She softened her words with a smile.

      “George,” she said. “We always have a choice and there’s always something we can do.”

      “I don’t kn—”

      “No,” Mother held up a hand, then looked into my eyes. “Don’t ever give up,” she said. “Not if you want something.”

      Mother was right, of course.

      The concept of time travel had been so foreign to me that I struggled to wrap my head around it.

      And in addition to that, my feelings for Juliette ran deep.

      The thought of me trying to get her back and it not working was far more than I wanted to contend with.

      “What do you propose I do then?” I asked.

      Mother stood up and walked to the banister.

      Then she turned, keeping her hands on the banister behind her.

      I’d never given much consideration to just how beautiful my mother was.

      But the truth was, she was stunning.

      And like Juliette, there was something different about her. Merely an air perhaps.

      But it was enough. Enough to remind me not to give up.

      If my mother was here, then there was no reason why Juliette couldn’t be here.

      And if Juliette was here, I was certain that I could make sure she was content.

      I’d do everything in my power to make sure of it.

      If only she were here.

      Mother didn’t answer my question. She just looked at me.

      “Only you can decide what to do,” she said.
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      How did a girl pack for a trip back in time?

      I stood staring at my open suitcase.

      I had everything I’d need for a weekend away from home.

      But in truth, I probably didn’t need much more than myself.

      My clothes were all wrong for the past.

      I didn’t need any of my cosmetics or hair products, but I’d packed them anyway.

      I also had a phone charger.

      But seriously, what was I planning to do with it if I was successful in going back in time?

      This was probably the craziest thing I’d ever done.

      Makala came to my door and, with a cursory knock, opened the door.

      “You’re really going?” she asked, putting a hand on my suitcase.

      “I have to,” I said. “I feel like this all happened for a reason.”

      Makala sat on the edge of the bed.

      “I think so, too,” she said.

      “You do?” I sat on the edge of the bed next to my sister. “Cause I wonder if I’ve gone a little bit crazy.”

      “Well, there is that,” Makala said. “But it’s a romantic kind of crazy.”

      “I just feel like it’s something I have to see through.”

      Makala nodded. “I’m proud of you, actually.”

      “I don’t know if that’s warranted. If this happened to you, I know you’d go.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “but you’ve always been the brave one of us.”

      Was I being brave? It didn’t feel like I was being brave.

      It felt like I was merely following a compulsion.

      And my heart.

      “If you do,” Makala said, looking away. Her chin was trembling just a little. “If you do make it back in time….”

      She picked up one of the journals and held it to her.

      “Maybe you can leave me a note somewhere letting me know you’re ok.”

      “I will,” I said. “I promise.”

      Makala went to me and we hugged.

      All my doubts rushed to the surface.

      “You’ll be fine,” she said. “You’ll be better than fine.”

      She leaned back.

      “You should get on the road before it gets too late.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “It’s time. I’m sorry to leave the explanations on your shoulders.”

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” she said.

      I zipped up my suitcase and slid it to the floor.

      I was doing this. I was heading to Natchez, specifically to the Becquerel Bed and Breakfast, in the hopes of finding my way back to the past.

      According to all the accounts I’d read, I wasn’t supposed to have gone back in time in New Orleans.

      But maybe it was the only way for me to meet George. The only way to get me out of here.

      If left to my own accord, I would never have gone on a trip by myself. Not like this.

      Makala walked beside me as I walked down the hallway and down the stairs.

      “I wish you were coming with me,” I said.

      “I know,” she said. “But this is yours to do.”

      I stopped and looked at my sister.

      “And yet it’s so much more suited to your nature,” I said.

      “What do you mean?” Her brow was furrowed in confusion.

      “You’re the romantic one,” I said, with a shrug. “The one with the fanciful imagination.”

      Machala looked at me sideways.

      “You’re selling yourself short,” she said.
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      I rode along the river road and stopped to watch a steamboat slowly make its way downriver.

      Maybe I should be on that boat. Headed to New Orleans.

      It made sense that if I wanted to see her again that I’d have to go there. Even if she did come back in time, she wouldn’t know where to find me.

      She would be there in New Orleans. Alone.

      That in itself was enough to have me considering making the trip.

      But something held me back. I couldn’t explain what it was.

      A feeling.

      I just had a feeling that I needed to stay home.

      So I wandered the fields. The roads. I found it almost impossible to sit still for very long.

      I stayed to myself more and more.

      I nudged the horse back toward home.

      As I rode past the old cottage that my uncle had lived in for a time, I noticed that the it needed some work.

      First of all, it needed painting. And second, there were some loose boards that needed to be nailed back down.

      I slid off my horse and looped the reins over the banister.

      The second step was loose and there were briars growing up between the boards. I bent down to pull them out.

      There was a single yellow rose bud on one of the briars.

      I let it be.

      A single little rose had survived enough to find its way to the light.

      Something about that little rose gave me hope.

      If a little yellow rose bud could find its way through the boards, then there was hope that love could survive the winds of time.

      This, I decided, as I stepped inside the cottage, was going to be my next project.

      And then, when Juliette returned, we’d have a place of our own.

      As I walked through the cottage, I liked the idea more and more.

      I had nothing against my parents and the house was big enough, but it was natural for a couple to have a place of their own, especially when they were first starting out.

      Tomorrow, I’d take a wagon into town and get some supplies. Some paint and some nails.

      I felt better now that I had a plan.

      Going back into the foyer, I wound the grandfather clock. It was smaller version of the one in our main house.

      But with the clock’s steady ticking, the house seemed more like a home.

      It was going to be our home. Mine and Juliette’s.

      It was just a feeling.

      I’d never been one to put much stock in such things before.

      But after finding out that not only was my mother from the future, but the girl I wanted to marry was from the future, my perspective had changed a bit.

      More than just a bit.

      My way of thinking had been turned upside down.
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      “I’m so sorry. We just don’t have any rooms available.”

      I stood at the reception desk in front of the young lady, who according to her nametag was named Stacey, and adjusted the strap on my leather briefcase.

      I took a deep breath.

      It was okay if they didn’t have anything right now. I could stay in town and come back.

      “What’s your first available?”

      The young lady clicked on the keys of the computer and made a face.

      “Three weeks from today,” she said, biting her lip.

      “Three… three weeks?”

      “There’s a wedding and… I’m so sorry.”

      “I just need one little room,” I said, mostly to myself, then I squared my shoulders and turned around.

      A large grandfather clock stood next to the desk. It had a rip between the six and the seven. There was a story there. Probably so many stories behind that clock’s face.

      I turned back to the receptionist.

      It just wasn’t meant to be.

      I’d known it was a risk when I drove up here.

      I’d figure something out.

      I could hear Stacey clicking on the keys behind me as I turned.

      I could book the reservation for three weeks from now, but… three weeks. That was such a long time.

      As I reached the door, Stacey called out to me.

      “Wait… Miss…”

      “I turned around and took three steps back toward the desk.

      “There is another option if you don’t mind not staying in the main house.”

      “What is It?” I asked cautiously.

      “The garçonnière,” she said. “It’s actually a small cottage, but still on the grounds. It’s only available for three days, but I can put you in it if you’d like.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Absolutely.” As long as I was on the grounds, I would have access to the house. It was all I needed.

      “I’ll take it,” I said. “And if anyone cancels, please let me know so I can move here.

      “Not a problem,” she said with a bright smile. “I’m glad I could help.”

      The grandfather clock chimed the hour as I took the key from here and a map with directions to the cottage.

      This was all I needed. It was enough.

      Back in my car, I drove the short distance to the cottage parking spot. The road was shaded by ancient oak trees draped with silver moss.

      The parking spot was several yards away from the cottage, so I parked the car and grabbed my suitcase from the trunk.

      With my leather briefcase over one shoulder, I pulled the rolling suitcase with my other hand.

      I’d been secretly hoping for some sudden transportation back in time, but apparently it didn’t work that way.

      Using the oversized key, I unlocked the door and stepped inside.

      It was cool inside the cottage. I flipped the light switch, sending the shadows away and dropped my leather briefcase onto the sofa.

      Then I took out my phone and sent a quick message to Makala.

      ME: Made it.

      MAKALA: Good. Have fun.

      Right. I tucked the phone into my back pocket.
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      I might have gone a little bit overboard on the cottage renovations.

      Maybe. I’d started on the outside, repairing any loose boards and giving the whole thing a fresh coat of paint.

      I’d pulled up weeds and planted seedlings swiped from my mother’s flower garden.

      After the outside of the house was to my liking, I moved to the inside.

      I went room by room.

      I’d started in the bedroom. Polishing the floors. Painting the walls. Bringing in new artwork.

      Then I’d done the same in the parlor and the foyer.

      I’d saved the parlor for last, decided to paint it a nice light green.

      I slid the grandfather clock into the parlor before getting started.

      It made me think of my Great Uncle Nathaniel who’d built the main house and this cottage.

      Uncle Nathaniel’s brother had children who built their own homes on the family property. Some of the homes rivaled the main house and others were smaller cottages like this one.

      My parents mostly stayed to themselves and I’d never thought to ask why.

      We attended some of the gatherings, but certainly not all of them and over the years, we seemed to attend few and fewer.

      I dipped my brush into the paint bucket and began the arduous task of painting the walls.

      My father seemed to think I’d gone a little bit mad, but my mother seemed to understand my need for taking on a project.

      But to me, this wasn’t just a project to occupy my time and my mind, this was an investment into my future.

      Somehow I was going to get Juliette back. Even if I did have to go back to New Orleans and tear that place apart.

      I was going to find her and we were going to live here in this cottage. At least at first. We’d have to add onto the house to accommodate a family.

      And adding on seemed to be the best option. I liked this particular location. From the parlor window, I could just see the river.

      If we built an upstairs, we’d have a perfect view from a balcony there.

      It didn’t take long to paint the foyer, but it had to dry before I could move the clock back to its place.

      All the houses and cottages had some version of the grandfather clock in their foyers.

      As I cleaned up, I noticed a storm rolling in from the west.

      Already I could hear the thunder sounding like cannon fire in the distance.

      I got everything put away just before the rain started. They said paint never dried in the rain.

      Well. We would see.

      I closed all the windows, leaving them cracked just enough to let in some fresh air and went to pour myself a brandy.

      Drink in hand, I went to stand at the window to watch the storm as it whipped the silver moss around the oak tree branches.

      This was going to be a bad storm.

      Then I heard something crashing to the floor on the other side of the house.

      Had raccoons somehow gotten in? If so, they would have paint everywhere.
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      I managed to get inside the cottage just in time to take shelter from a storm.

      There hadn’t been any rain in the forecast.

      But that was the great thing about being a weather forecaster. There wasn’t a lot of expectation for being right.

      They could just make adjustments and go on. No harm. No foul.

      I settled in, unpacking my things.

      I felt a little bit silly. Being here. Thinking I was going to just magically go back in time.

      I didn’t know how it worked, but I was fairly certain it didn’t work that way.

      I stood at the window, watching the storm as it whipped at the trees and the silver moss that clung to them.

      When the lightning started, I decided to get away from the windows. Just in case.

      I made myself a cup of hot tea and went to sit on the sofa.

      There was no telling how long I was going to be here, so I might as well relax.

      I pulled one of the journals out of my bag and opened it up.

      It was a contraband journal. One I’d taken from the steamboat museum.

      They could have it back. I was just borrowing it.

      This was the third time I’d read it anyway.

      It had been written by Margaret Becquerel.

      Margaret Becquerel was a woman from the future—like myself—who had found herself in the past.

      She’d chronicled everything. From her first impressions to her innermost thoughts about being from the future.

      From what I could glean from her entries, she was content. What I couldn’t tell was whether she was in the past because she wanted to be.

      I had a feeling there were other journals that had been lost over the years. Journals that would provide all the missing answers.

      As the rain pelted into the windows, I closed the journal, and took it with me as I walked toward the foyer.

      A bolt of lightning shot through the window and I jumped.

      I couldn’t see a thing.

      Then I walked right into something.

      Whatever it was crashed to the ground and I fell on top of it.

      “Juliette?”

      I knew that voice. It was George.

      Then he was leaning over me, helping me stand up.

      My eyes were still blinded from the lightning.

      But he had me standing in short order.

      “What’s happened?” I asked.

      I looked around the cottage. Things looked similar, yet different. For one, I could definitely smell the scent of fresh cut wood. And paint.

      “Come,” he said. “Sit down.”

      I went with him and sat on the sofa.

      Blinking, my eyes began to clear and I saw that it was indeed George and not just my imagination.

      He was still holding my hand.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “I think so. I was walking….” I glanced over my shoulder. “then there was lightning and suddenly I walked into a clock.”

      “The clock isn’t normally there,” he said with the ghost of a smile.

      “I hope it’s not broken,” I said.

      “If it is, I’ll fix it.” He put his hands on my upper arms. “Are you hurt?” he asked again.

      “I don’t think so.” Just a bit stunned.

      “How are you here?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said, shoving my hair out of my eyes.

      “What’s this?” he asked, pulling the journal from my fingers.

      “It’s a journal,” I said.

      He opened the cover and looked at me. “This is my mother’s journal,” he said.

      “Margaret is your mother?”

      He nodded.

      “Oh. My God.” I looked into his stunning blue eyes. “That means…” I bit my lip. He might not know.

      “She’s from the future,” he said.

      “You knew.”

      “I didn’t,” he said. “until I met you. Then she told me.”

      “So… she knows about me?”

      “Only that there is a you.”

      She looked at me a moment, then a slow smile spread across her features.

      “I can’t believe I found you.”
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      The wind outside howled around the corners of the house, but the thunder seemed to have moved into the distance.

      “How did you find me?” I asked.

      We’d met in New Orleans. There was no way she could know where I lived.

      She tapped the journal.

      “Your mother,” she said. “and my sister.”

      “Please don’t tell me we’re related.”

      “What?” She straightened. “I hope not. No. My sister found your mothers journals.”

      “I see,” I said. “Then they survived all those years?”

      “Some of them,” she said. “Probably more, but this one ended up in a steamboat museum in New Orleans.”

      Juliette was just as I remembered her. Her hair falling around her shoulders. Her brow creased in consternation.

      “Why is there a steamboat museum?”

      She seemed to weigh her words, as though uncertain about how to answer.

      “There are only a handful of steamboats remaining in 2022,” she said. “and they’re mostly used for tourists.”

      2022. That sounded so far into the future, my brain couldn’t even grasp the concept.

      “How do people travel, then?”

      “Cars. Airplanes.”

      “I hate to ask,” I said. “But what’s a car?”

      “It’s a… horseless carriage.”

      I nodded. “Right.” I would have to think about that later. “And the other? The air…?”

      “Airplane. I think I’ll wait and try to explain that one later.”

      She nodded toward my glass sitting on the coffee table. “Do you have any more of that?”

      I looked over at my half-empty glass of brandy.

      “Of course,” I said, standing up. “I’m not being a very good host.”

      As I went over to the liquor cabinet to pour another glass of brandy for Juliette, she watched me with a perplexed expression.

      “Would you rather have sherry?” I asked, over my shoulder.

      “Anything is fine.”

      I poured sherry in a glass. Sherry was what my mother drank, so it seemed more like a lady’s drink to me.

      I handed the drink to Juliette.

      She held the glass in both her hands and looked up at me with her big green eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, sitting next to her.

      She looked away, her gaze settling on the window where branches slammed into the glass.

      Then she looked back up at me.

      “I think I’ve made a terrible mistake.”
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      The feeling settled in my gut like a rock.

      I’d made a mistake.

      A terrible mistake.

      My elbow stung from striking the edge of the grandfather clock.

      And the paint fumes were stifling.

      But it was raining so I couldn’t step outside. Fortunately, one of the windows was cracked, letting in a light breeze.

      That, however, wasn’t the problem.

      The problem was I had just realized that George had never indicated that he wanted to see me again.

      I had just taken it upon myself to find him and follow him back into time.

      He’d said he wasn’t being a good host.

      That’s when I’d realized where my mistake was.

      He was seeing me as a guest. As though I’d simply dropped by for a visit.

      Instead, I’d driven nearly three hours to get here after scouring journals written hundreds of years ago.

      And now that I was here, I wasn’t sure if I could return to my own time or not.

      According to what I’d read in both his mother’s journal Vaughn Dupre’s journal, the time travel wasn’t something that could be controlled.

      It all depended on location. The rip in time was here. I’d read nothing that indicated the time travel could happen in New Orleans. Obviously there were lots of things that no one knew about.

      So now that I was here, it was quite possible that I was stuck.

      Stuck in a time I knew nothing about, much less how to navigate.

      What was I supposed to do with myself in this time period?

      I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life trying to figure out how to get back to my own time.

      Other than my sister and parents, I hadn’t really left anything behind. No boyfriend. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d had a date.

      I’d just buried myself in my work and didn’t look up.

      I took after my mother in that way. But she was a physician, so she had a lot more to offer the world than I did as an accountant.

      “Juliette,” George said, drawing my attention back to him.

      I blinked and looked into his deep blue eyes.

      “What did you do?” he asked.

      I took a deep breath. There was no reason to pretend otherwise. Since I was going to need his help now that I was here, there was no reason for anything other than honesty.

      “I shouldn’t have come here,” I said.

      He took the glass from my hands and set it aside. Then he took both my hands in his.

      “Why would you say that?”

      He was being kind.

      As tears stung the backs of my eyelids, I looked down.

      “I made a mistake,” I said, pulling my hands from his and standing up.

      I went to the window and looked out into the darkness, but I saw nothing more than my own reflection in the glass.

      The grandfather started chiming, but it was lying on its side, so the pendulum struck the wood, then stopped.

      I’d not only imposed myself on this man, I’d broken his clock.

      I had to do something.

      I had to make this right.
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      I didn’t understand what was wrong with Juliette.

      I’d been shocked to find her here, but I had been so pleased.

      Now she looked like she was about to burst into tears and wouldn’t even look at me.

      All I’d done was offer her a glass of sherry.

      Beside myself, not knowing what to do, I picked up the grandfather clock, setting it aright.

      The hollow sound of the pendulum hitting the wood case echoed through the house.

      I opened the little glass door and nudged the pendulum, but it didn’t fix it. The clock was going to need to be repaired.

      But no matter. I’d worry about that later.

      Right now Juliette was all I had to worry about.

      Somehow she’d managed to find me. She’d not only traveled through time. She’d traveled to Natchez.

      And yet she seemed to be in distress.

      I started toward her, but stopped less than two feet from her.

      How was I supposed to fix this?

      She turned and looked at me.

      “I need your help,” she said.

      “Of course. Are you in danger?”

      She shook her head. “No.” She looked a bit perplexed.

      “I don’t understand. What can I do?”

      She inhaled deeply as though fortifying herself.

      “I need help finding employment.”

      “Okay,” I said. “but why?”

      She crossed her arms.

      “I just showed up here unexpectedly.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Is that all?”

      “I wasn’t exactly invited.”

      I smiled as I began to understand.

      Juliette was a lady and a lady was supposed to be pursued by a man.

      Yet she’d upset the status quo by coming here of her own accord.

      “I would have come to you,” I said. “if it worked that way.”

      “You mean the time travel?”

      “Yes. You’re the one who has the ability to time travel. Not me.”

      “But you left.” She said, but she was looking more calm now.

      “I had no choice. I renovated this cottage for you… for us… But I don’t know how much longer I could have waited. I was about to go back to New Orleans and tear the place apart looking for you.”

      She looked at me sideways.

      “I swear it,” I said, holding up a hand. “on my honor as a gentleman.”

      At first she didn’t respond. I was worried that I was going to have to find another way to convince her that I was being genuine.

      “So now that I’m here,” she said. “What do we do?”

      A slow grin crossed my features.

      “We have a few things to figure out, don’t we?”

      “So it seems.”

      Whatever it was, I was certain that we could indeed figure it out together.

      She’d traveled through time to get back to me.

      It was up to me to figure out the rest.
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      The rain stopped, leaving behind the darkness of nightfall.

      George left me in the cottage in order to go to the main house in search of food.

      He’d left me with a lantern—a candle in a little square box with clear sides.

      I used it to explore the cottage a bit.

      He’d said he’d renovated the cottage and clearly he had.

      All the walls were freshly painted and everything appeared spotless—at least it did in the dim candlelight.

      I took the lantern and set it on the floor next to the sofa.

      Pulling my feet up under me, I opened the journal and tried to read. But I was unaccustomed to reading in such dim light, so I closed the journal and set it aside.

      With nothing left to do, I laid my head against the back of the sofa and rested.

      If I were in the future, I’d be on my cell phone. Checking email. Checking news. Playing some kind of word game. Doing something to entertain myself.

      Instead, I was left with nothing to do but wait.

      George insisted that he would have come looking for me if I hadn’t found him first.

      So perhaps I hadn’t intruded on him.

      I think I’d just panicked with the realization that I was indeed back in the past.

      It was something of a shock to the system.

      And I truly didn’t know what I was supposed to do next.

      Finding some type of employment seemed like the first step.

      Or at least it would have been the first step in my time.

      But here, in the 1800s, a lady wasn’t supposed to work.

      A lady was supposed to get married and have a family.

      The thought snagged in my brain.

      Was that what George expected? Did he expect me to marry him? To have his babies?

      According to what I knew about history, that would be the natural order of things.

      I hadn’t considered that when I’d followed him to Natchez in the past.

      I pulled a quilt around me and crossed my arms.

      Maybe something in my unconscious had known this.

      I would have to give this some thought.

      Before I had much time to think it through, I heard George coming back. He was whistling to himself as he opened the door and stepped inside.

      He smiled when he saw me and set a basket down on the middle of the coffee table.

      “I come bearing food,” he said. “lots of food. My mother insisted.”

      “Your mother knows I’m here?” I asked.

      His mother was the one who’d written the journal. The one who was from the future. At this point, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to talk with her or not.

      I was a little bit afraid of her. Or at least afraid of what she might tell me.

      And I didn’t know how she might feel about me crushing on her son. Or was it more than crushing if it involved crossing centuries?

      He took a plate of cheese from the basket and set it on the table.

      “Oh,” he said. “she knows.”
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      Oddly enough, spending time with Juliette helped me understand my mother a little better. All those years when she’d stayed to herself, writing in her journal. Trying to figure things out for herself.

      And knowing my mother helped me understand Juliette better.

      It allowed me to recognize that she would feel out of place. And perhaps even uncertain about just about anything.

      I would never be able to completely understand either one of them.

      Juliette picked up a piece of cheese and bit the end off of it.

      “You know I read your mother’s journal,” she said. “Right?”

      I glanced over the familiar leather journal on the other end of the table. It was odd to see it hundreds of years later.

      I nodded. “One of them. She’s got at least two dozen more in her study.”

      “She’s written that much?”

      “Every day,” I said, pulling a plate of bread from the basket.

      “That’s a lot,” she said. “But I was wondering what year she was from. Do you know?”

      “She was born in 2032.”

      “Oh.” Juliette sat back against the sofa. She looked a bit stunned. “I don’t think we have to worry about being related then.”

      “No,” I said. “I doubt that’s even possible. She was here before you were even born.”

      “Right,” she said. “She’s been here the whole time? I mean did she ever travel back and forth?”

      “You know what?” I said. “You two need to talk.”

      “Not an ordinary meet the parents scenario.”

      “I guess not,” I said, knowing that she was referring to something I would never understand.

      “But that’s later,” I said. “For now, let’s just have something to eat.”

      She sat up and broke off a piece of bread.

      “How is it?” I asked, after she’d tried it.

      “Actually it’s really good,” she said. “Different from what I’m used to.”

      “We have a really good cook. His name is Theo.”

      “Like a personal cook?”

      “He works for us.”

      “Has your mother told you much about how things are in the future?”

      “I just found out that she’s from the future,” I said. “So… no.”

      “We have a cook at the club who works for us, but most people either cook their own food or go to a restaurant to eat.”

      “People don’t have their own cooks?” I picked up a piece of bread and spread butter across it. “Try it this way,” I said.

      “Only super rich people,” she said, taking a bite of the bread.

      She closed her eyes as she chewed.

      “Even better,” she said, opening her eyes and smiling at me.

      Juliette’s smile warmed my heart.

      And I found it hard to believe that she was really here.

      All the time I’d been renovating the cottage, I’d felt like a fool.

      How could a girl from the future who didn’t even know me find me in the past? And not even in the same place where we had met?

      It was one of those miracles. A thing that couldn’t be explained.

      Yet she’d done it.

      And now that she was here, I never wanted to let her go.
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      An hour later, we went in through the back door of the main house.

      “I’m nervous,” I whispered to George as we walked down the hallway.

      He took my hand.

      “There’s no need to be nervous,” he said. “I’m right here. And, besides, my mother doesn’t bite.”

      I laughed to myself.

      George had just used a saying that he had to have gotten from his mother. It made me wonder just how much of my slang he’d recognize.

      But if his mother was trying to fit in without revealing that she was from the future, probably not so much.

      As we reached the foyer, the oversized grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      I stopped and watched the steady swing of the pendulum.

      The clock had been there in the future, too. Only in the future, it had a rip between the six and the seven.

      It was hard to imagine what all this clock had seen. What it had been through.

      And just like time itself, it kept ticking. Second by second.

      Time never stopped.

      Just sometimes it looped around on itself. Like now.

      I looked over at George. He was waiting patiently. Watching me.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      “Not really.” But I went upstairs with him.

      When we reached his mother’s room, he knocked and we waited.

      “Come in.”

      George opened the door and held it for me to walk in first.

      It was a large bedroom with a four-poster bed on one side. The bed was draped in emerald green curtains and white mosquito netting. There was a large armoire on one side of the bed and dresser on the other.

      I was impressed by how tidy everything was.

      Apparently cluttered had been invented in a later century.

      “She’s in her study,” he said.

      I motioned for him to go first.

      “Mother,” he said. “I’ve brought Juliette.

      I stepped into the little study off the bedroom.

      The first thing I noticed was the row of leather-bound journals on a bookcase on the back wall.

      The second thing was Mrs. Becquerel.

      Wearing a long dark gray dress, she stood next to her writing desk. I immediately felt sorely underdressed in my jeans and sweater.

      She didn’t comment, but she looked me over from head to toe.

      “You’re from the roaring twenties,” she said.

      “The—?” When I thought of the roaring twenties, I immediately thought of the 1920s. But I sensed the Mrs. Becquerel was referring to the 2020s.

      Since she was from my future, she would have a different perspective on things.

      “I hadn’t really thought about it that way,” I said, with a little smile. “but yes, I suppose I am.”

      Mrs. Becquerel returned my smile.

      “It’s funny, isn’t it? How other people look back at our lifetimes and see them from a completely different perspective than we do while we’re living them?”

      Mrs. Becquerel had obviously had far too much time to contemplate the meaning of both life and time. But she was right.

      When I looked back at centuries or even just decades, I saw them through my own lens. Not the people who were living them.

      The 1830s were certainly no exception.

      “Mother,” George said. “She brought one of your journals.”

      Mrs. Becquerel’s eyes widened as she saw the faded and tattered leather journal in my hands.

      Then her gaze locked onto mine.

      “You’ve read it then,” she said.

      “I have,” I said with a glance toward George. “It helped me figure out how to get here.”

      “Sit,” she said. “Please.”

      I sat in a high-backed chair, and George sat behind me.

      Mrs. Becquerel sat in her own chair and leaned forward.

      “My dear,” she said. “You only found him because you were supposed to.”
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      My fingers gripped the back of the wooden chair and Juliette’s hair lightly brushed my knuckles.

      When Mother held out her hand, Juliette handed her the journal.

      Mother flipped the edges of the journal, as though she somehow automatically recognized it.

      With two dozen similar ones behind her, I didn’t think that was possible.

      I was beginning to think I’d made a mistake. I’d thought that since both of them were from similar times in the future, they would share a connection.

      “Those high-waisted jeans are going to go out of style.”

      Juliette shifted in her chair.

      “What the next fashion?” she asked.

      “Dresses,” Mother said. “Or to be more precise, pencil skirts and peplum jackets. High necklines. Long sleeves. Think Jackie Kennedy.”

      “For special occasions?” Juliette asked.

      “For all occasions,” Mother leaned back, pressing her ink stained fingers together. “Probably a reaction to the pandemic and the depression of the 2020s. People begin dress conservatively again. It takes a while, but both dress and manners become very formal.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” Juliette said.

      “And yet look at how I’m dressed as compared to how you’re dressed.”

      Juliette nodded once, but didn’t answer.

      I shifted from one foot to the other.

      Mother looked at me.

      “George,” she said. “Would you be a dear and get us a bottle of wine from the cellar? I think we have something to celebrate.”

      “Certainly,” I said automatically.

      Leaning forward, I looked at Juliette.

      “Will you be okay?” I asked.

      “Of course,” she said.

      “I’ll be right back then,” I said, since I couldn’t think of a good reason to not do as my mother asked.

      As I left my mother’s study and walked through her bedroom to the hallway, the clock began to chime the hour.

      Mother wanted to be alone with Juliette.

      To me, at least, that was obvious. But I couldn’t imagine why.

      Juliette had done nothing wrong.

      She’d done nothing other than come back through time to find me. And yet Mother was treating her as an enemy of sorts.

      I hurried down the stairs and went out back to the cellar.

      We kept all sorts of things down there. Wine. Potatoes. Fruit. Anything that needed to be kept cool through the brutal summer heat.

      I picked a bottle of wine and quickly made my way back out.

      Surely Mother wouldn’t say anything to Juliette that would make her not want to stay here.

      Or perhaps worse, tell her how to get home.
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      George’s mother was a force to be reckoned with.

      “Do you love my son?” she asked blunted after George was out of earshot.

      The question was unexpected in some ways. In other ways, perhaps not so much.

      “I haven’t known him very long,” I hedged.

      “And yet you’re here.” Mrs. Becquerel toyed with the edges of her journal. “You’ve read my journal. You know that time travel doesn’t just happen at random.”

      “I’m still trying to figure all that out,” I said.

      The grandfather clock chimed the hour reminding me of just how far I’d come to be here.

      “Do you know the story of the rip in time?” she asked.

      “I know about Vaughn and how the rip saved her life.”

      “That’s part of it,” she said. “The old Indian who made the spell was a smart fellow.”

      “How so?”

      “He wove in a part about true love. The spell was used to not only save Vaughn’s life, but to unite her with her true love.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked.

      Margaret Becquerel smiled.

      “There’s been a lot of speculation and study over the years.”

      “By who?” I felt like I was missing something.

      “We aren’t the only one who have been pulled back in time by the spell.”

      “How many others?”

      Mrs. Becquerel waved a hand.

      “I don’t even know,” she said. “No one has kept up with it.”

      “How does anyone keep it straight? To keep from marrying someone they’re related to.”

      Mrs. Becquerel’s eyes brightened.

      “That’s what I wanted to know. So I have a theory.”

      “Okay.” I glanced over my shoulder. I didn’t like George not being here.

      “I think that every time someone goes back in time, a new time line starts.”

      “That’s an interesting way to think about it.”

      “It’s the only way it can work,” she said. “I’ve given it a lot of thought.”

      From the looks of the journals lined up behind her, I didn’t doubt that one bit.

      Maybe she’d had too much time to think about it.

      But that was what psychiatrists did, wasn’t it? They tried to figure things out. Make sense of them. No just happily going through life for them. Everything had to be analyzed.

      It made sense though. If time travel was indeed possible, which it obviously was, there had to be different time lines.

      Finally, after what seemed to have been forever, but was only a few minutes, George came back into the room. He was slightly out of breath.

      Instead of standing behind me this time, he handed his mother the bottle of wine and pulled a chair over to sit next to me.

      “Can this wait?” he asked. “I’d like to show Juliette something while there’s still daylight.”

      Mrs. Becquerel looked a bit disappointed, but waved a hand.

      “Go on,” she said. “I’ll see you downstairs for dinner.”

      I held out a hand for Juliette.

      “Oh,” Mrs. Becquerel said. “Juliette. You’ll find something suitable to wear in the guest room. George. Would you see that she wears a dress to dinner?”

      George led me from the room.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked as we walked through her room into the hallway.

      “Nothing,” he said. “I just thought you needed to get away for a bit. My mother can be a bit intense.”

      “It’s okay,” I said.

      He wouldn’t understand. But somehow I did.

      Margaret Becquerel was merely protecting what was hers.
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      I led Juliette toward the indigo fields. I hadn’t planned it out. It just seemed like the natural thing to do.

      The plants were coming into their full bloom.

      The deep purple blooms hid a wealth of inky blue dye in plain sight.

      “This is where it all starts,” I said as we walked along the edge of the field.

      “Indigo plants,” she said, reaching out to lightly touch one of the flowers.

      “Careful,” I said. “the dye takes a while to wear off.”

      “This is your passion?” she asked.

      Was it?

      It was just what my family did.

      “It’s who I am,” I said. “I learned it from my father who learned it from his.”

      She didn’t say anything as we walked.

      “What’s your passion?” I asked.

      “Numbers,” she said.

      “Numbers?”

      “Yes.” She looked into my eyes. “Numbers don’t lie. And I take comfort from that.”

      “Then the club… in New Orleans?”

      She shook her head. “It’s not my passion. It’s my father’s passion and maybe my sister’s. But I just work in the back. On the books.”

      “It’s what you want to do then,” I said.

      She shrugged and stopped. Looked around her at the waves of blue blooms.

      “I don’t think I have a passion,” she said. “At least not that I’ve found.”

      I took her hands in mine and snagged her gaze.

      “Then maybe you’d like to stay here,” I said. “In your past. Maybe your passion is here.”

      “Maybe,” she said, with a little smile.

      I kissed the backs of her fingers.

      “Maybe you can find your passion, too,” she said.

      I smiled into her eyes. “I think maybe I already have.”

      “Indigo plants?” she asked with an impish smile.

      “They’re not so bad,” I said. “But I seem to have developed an interest in the future. Or at least products of the future.”

      “You’re sort of a product of the future,” she said.

      “In a way, yes,” I said. “And I didn’t even know it.”

      “You don’t look very modern,” she said.

      “No?” I asked, stepping back. “I thought I looked quite modern.”

      She took my straw hat from my head. “This isn’t helping,” she said as she set it on her own head.

      “It looks good on you,” I said.

      “That’s because it’s the kind of hat that girls of the future wear.”

      “Are you sure men don’t wear dresses in the future? Because everything seems so turned around.”

      “Actually,” she said. “People do pretty much whatever they want to do.”

      “Is that so?” I asked with a little grin. “I think this future sounds like my kind of place.”

      “No,” she said, turning away. “I don’t think you’d like it.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      She turned back around to face me and searched my eyes.

      “Because you’re a gentleman,” she said, putting one hand on her hat as she gazed up at me.

      Gentleman or no gentleman, I wanted to kiss her right now.

      So I leaned forward and pressed a kiss against her forehead before I pulled her against me into a hug.
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      I stood in the guest room, staring inside the open doors of the armoire. The large cabinet served as a closet.

      Mrs. Becquerel had been right. There was definitely something in here for everyone, though it had the look of a lost and found. Everything from dresses to scarves to old shoes that smelled like they’d seen better days.

      My job was to pick out something appropriate to wear to dinner.

      But without any guidance, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to pick out to wear.

      Just how formal were these family dinners?

      After scrolling through the dresses, I decided to go with something that I considered in between. Not too formal and not casual.

      Apparently my jeans and sweater were at the extreme of being too casual.

      So I peeled out of them and tugged a long blue dress off a hanger.

      The skirt had a slight fullness to it, but didn’t seem to require the hoops like Mrs. Becquerel wore.

      I stepped into the dress and pulled it up over my waist.

      It was a little loose in around the middle, but that didn’t bother me.

      It had a ton of little buttons, but fortunately, they were in the front of the dress.

      So I took the time to button each one of them, all the way up to the neckline.

      Then I turned and looked at myself in the full-length mirror.

      I barely recognized myself.

      Very formal.

      I put my own shoes back on. I saw nothing wrong with my booties. They were in much better shape than any of the old shoes in the armoire.

      Besides, they fit. And they didn’t smell.

      I went to the dresser and plopped down on the bench in front of it.

      My fingers trembled as I picked up a brush and began to run it through my hair.

      I was nervous.

      Nervous to be going to a family dinner with the man I was crushing on.

      I’d thought he was going to kiss me earlier and he probably would if I hadn’t made such a big deal out of calling him a gentleman.

      But he was. And I couldn’t see him in the future. He wasn’t like any of the other men I’d ever known.

      Maybe a little bit like my father. My father was a gentleman.

      He held down the fort while my mother had her career.

      That man had given up so much for my mother. He’d practically raised their two daughters by himself.

      Hopefully he didn’t see it as the sacrifice it was.

      I hoped it was a responsibility that he took some job from.

      I could see George being like that. Taking care of his responsibilities even though it might limit him on what he could do with his life.

      I was nervous about seeing George again. I hoped he liked the way I looked in this dress and that I’d picked out the right one.

      But I was also nervous about seeing his mother again and meeting his father. I wanted his parents to like me.

      For the obvious reason. Meeting the parents was a big deal, especially in my world. But maybe even more importantly, if his parents didn’t approve of me, I would either have to try to find a way back to the future or learn to live in this time alone.

      That was something I wasn’t ready to explore.

      I toyed with my hair for a few minutes. Wishing I knew how to pull it up in an up do. My sister would know how to do that, but I’d always had my head stuck in a book instead of paying attention to such things.

      Finally, giving up, I let it fall around my shoulders and stood up.

      With nothing left to do, I opened the door to the hallway.

      George stood across from my door, waiting for me.

      “You waited for me?” I asked.

      He held out an arm for me to tuck my hand into.

      “Like you said, I’m a gentleman.”

      “Right,” I said. Walking alongside him down the hall toward the stairs.

      “You’re shaking,” he said before we started downstairs. “Nervous?”

      “A little,” I admitted.

      There’s no need to be,” he said, taking both my elbows in his hands. “A gentleman always protects his lady.”

      “I’m your lady?” I asked, my voice a bit breathless.

      “Do you want to be?” he asked, running a hand through my hair.

      My heart was racing and I already knew the answer.

      “Yes,” I said.

      He leaned forward as though to kiss me.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      George straightened.

      “We’re going to be late for dinner,” he said.

      “Of course.”

      And I held his arm while we went down the stairs.

      It took all my concentration to navigate the dress on the stairs.

      But suddenly, I was ready for dinner to be over so George and I could be alone again.

      I was his lady and he was my man.
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      After dinner, I led Juliette outside to sit on the veranda.

      We sat side by side on the big wooden swing at the far end of the veranda.

      My parents had been surprisingly well behaved. I think it had something to do with the letter they’d gotten from my younger sister.

      She lived in Birmingham with her husband. We hadn’t seen her in nearly a year and she’d just had a baby.

      According to the letter, she was on her way here and would arrive within the next few days.

      Sierra was my parents’ baby girl. Always had been and always would be. Didn’t matter that I was the one who’d stayed behind to take care of them and the family business.

      I didn’t blame them.

      Sierra was a charming, beautiful young lady and we all missed her dearly.

      I was excited for Juliette to meet her.

      The timing was excellent in fact.

      My sister would be here and she would meet the woman I was falling in love with.

      She would probably stay a couple of weeks, three at the most.

      It would be ideal if Juliette and I could have a wedding while my sister was here. It wouldn’t have to be big. It could be a small, family only affair.

      “What are you thinking about” Juliette asked.

      “Nothing really,” I said. “Just enjoying the fresh evening air.”

      “It’s so dark out here,” she said.

      “You don’t like the dark?” I asked, shifting my thoughts from marrying Juliette.

      “I’m used to street lights and car lights and even night lights. We do everything we can to push away the darkness.”

      “Nothing wrong with a little darkness,” I asked, putting my arm around her.

      “Not when you’re here,” she said, leaning her head against my shoulder. “Are you excited to see your sister?”

      “Of course,” I said. “It’s been strange not having her here.”

      “Is this one of her dresses?” she asked, running a hand along the skirt.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe. Probably.”

      She looked at me sideways.

      “What? She had a lot of dresses. I don’t remember them all.”

      “Are you and your sister close?” she asked wistfully.

      “We were,” I said. “We studied together and rode horses together. But then she got married.” I shrugged. “What about you and your sister?”

      “We’re close. But we’re very different. That doesn’t matter, though, does it?”

      “No,” I said. “That sibling bond is one of the strongest. Right after a person’s… mate.”

      “Mate?” she said with a little laugh.

      “Yeah,” I said, wrapping an arm around her. “You know what a mate is, right?

      “Someone you don’t think you can live without,” she said. “And even if you could, you don’t want to.”

      “Close enough,” I said.

      And I wondered how it was that I’d found my mate despite being separated by centuries.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 42

          

          
            JULIETTE

          

        

      

    

    
      George took my hand and led me to the swing at the end of the porch.

      He held the swing as I sat, then sat down beside me. The art of being a gentleman was one of the good things that had been lost with the passage of time.

      Lightning bugs twinkled in the yard reminding me of those summer days before my family had moved into town. Our mother had already been commuting, but when our father had started spending all his time at the club, it didn’t make sense for their girls to be left in the suburbs.

      I missed those days. Things had seemed so much simpler. And time seemed to move at a slower pace.

      I never would have predicted that I’d be here, in another century.

      My heart was full of contentment at this moment.

      George used his feet to gently move the swing.

      When he held out a hand, I put mine in his and he linked our fingers.

      How could something so unexpected and… unusual feel so right?

      My sister knowing where I was made it so much easier to slip into this time. It was almost like I’d gone on a trip to another country.

      But this trip had a one-way ticket.

      If George’s mother was any indication, there would be no returning to my time in the future even if I wanted to.

      And if had to make that decision right now, I would choose to stay right here. Right now.

      “Tell me something about the future,” he said. “About you in the future.”

      “Okay,” I said. The me of the future was fading into the background.

      Like the distant memory of my childhood. The slower pace of right now—in the past—was addictive.

      “Everything seems to be moving so quickly,” I said. “Everyone is in a hurry and it’s all about how fast things can get done.”

      “Like the steamboats. The captains keep pushing them to go faster and faster.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “Except that it’s not just boats. It’s everything. How fast can we get from one place to the next? How fast can we build things? There’s fast food. Fast cars. Fast airplanes that fly around the world.”

      Even in the shadows, I could see him looking at me.

      “That sounds awful,” he said.

      I laughed. “It kind of is. If we were in the future right now, we’d probably be sitting in front of a television instead of sitting out here having a conversation.”

      “A television?”

      I shoved my hair back with my free hand. How did I even begin to explain that?

      “It’s something people watch. Sort of like reading a book, except that it’s watching instead of reading.”

      “That sounds complicated.”

      “I don’t even know how to explain it.”

      “So you’d rather be doing that? Watching that… television?”

      “No,” I said. “I’m enjoying just sitting here. Talking to you.”

      “Me too,” he said. “But…”

      “But what?”

      He lifted our linked hands and kissed the back of my hand.

      “But there’s something else I’d really like to be doing right now.”

      My heart rate shot into overdrive.

      “What’s that?”

      “I’d like to do this.”

      He lightly placed a finger beneath my chin as he lowered his face to mine.

      When he pressed his lips against mine, I knew in my heart that my life would never be the same again.
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      Juliette’s kiss was as sweet as honey.

      As soon as my lips touched hers, I was done.

      I’d already been falling in love with her. But this kiss sealed the deal.

      She was the woman I’d always dreamed of. The woman I wanted to spend my life with.

      If the way she was leaning toward me was any indication, she felt the same way.

      I placed my hands on either side of her face and placed little kisses on her cheeks, then kissed her on the mouth again.

      I never wanted to stop kissing her.

      Maybe time could just stand still. Just stay right here. Right now. And we could go on kissing forever.

      She put her arms around my waist and leaned into the kiss.

      With a groan, I deepened the kiss. My tongue light brushed her lips and they opened for me.

      I touched my tongue to the roof of her mouth and our breath mingled into one.

      “Stay with me,” I said, my lips against hers.

      “Yes,” she said and I kissed her again.

      I wanted this woman like I’d never wanted a woman before.

      I wanted to keep her with me. And I would do whatever it took to make that happen.

      Shoving away the lingering questions I had about how that might happen, I lost myself in her lips.

      The grandfather clock chimed the hour. Nine o’clock.

      It was nine o’clock. Time for bed. If I didn’t stop now and escort her to the guest room, I might never be able to let her go.

      But a lady needed her beauty rest and I didn’t want to be anything less than a perfect gentleman with her.

      She was far too important to do anything less.

      “It’s late,” I said.

      “It’s only nine o’clock.”

      I kissed her on the tip of the nose.

      “You’re not making this any easier,” I said.

      “Would you rather?” she asked.

      “Unlike your future,” I said, lightly kissing her lips, then pulling away. “I want to take my time. To savor every moment we have together.”

      “Okay,” she said, but she didn’t release the hold she had around my waist.

      I gently removed her arms from around me.

      “As much as I don’t want to,” I said. “I have to let you get some sleep.”

      She nodded, but her lips were swelling and her eyes were hooded. No. She was definitely not making this any easier.

      “Juliette,” I said.

      “You’re right,” she said, as I got to my feet and pulled her with me.

      I pulled her against me and, with our arms wrapped around each other, we just held each other.

      The crickets chirped, calling for rain and a dog howled in the distance. A door closed somewhere inside the house.

      “Juliette,” I said again.

      “Hmm.”

      “We have the rest of our lives together.”
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      George’s words penetrated the haze around my brain.

      The rest of our lives.

      I took a step back and looked up into his eyes.

      It was dark and I could barely see him, but he was smiling at me.

      I nodded and swallowed thickly.

      This was what I wanted.

      It was what I wanted, but I wasn’t ready to admit it to myself just yet.

      Yet he was what I wanted.

      I had no doubt about that.

      His kiss was gentle and firm and so all consuming.

      We couldn’t stay out here all night.

      Already, a light fog was settling in and it was muggier than usual.

      It would rain tonight.

      The rest of our lives.

      I needed to sort that out in my head.

      “Come on,” he said, taking my hand and leading me toward the door.

      “Where are we going?”

      Thunder rumbled in the distance. It was especially loud in the unusual quietness. No distant traffic. No airplanes. No low hum of an air conditioner.

      A deafening silence.

      “You’re going to sleep in the guest room tonight. It’s not proper for you to sleep in the cottage. Besides, it’s a mess with the renovations.”

      I nodded. That made perfect sense.

      As we went inside, another rumble of thunder broke the silence.

      We walked through the foyer, past the grandfather clock, and up the stairs.

      He stopped at the guest room—my room—and true to his nature as a gentleman, took my hands and kissed my forehead.

      I closed my eyes, willing him to kiss me again. But he didn’t.

      “I’ll see you in the morning, my love,” he said, opening the door.

      I opened my eyes and looked into his smiling eyes.

      “In the morning then,” I said, stepping through the bedroom door.

      He closed the door behind me.

      I stood staring at the closed wooden door.

      Disappointment washed through me, leaving me spent.

      What had I expected?

      I’d come all the way back through time specifically to be with this man.

      Perhaps I’d expected him to see this as the grand gesture that it was and sweep me away into happily ever after.

      I shook my head.

      My sister was the romantic. Not me.

      Yet I’d fallen into the trap of having high expectations from a man.

      He was different from men of the future, yet in some ways he was the same.

      Perhaps human nature was human nature, after all. No matter the time.

      I walked across the room and fell onto the bed.

      George was a most confusing man.

      He said we had the rest of our lives together and he kissed me like there was no tomorrow.

      Yet he left me standing here as though we were no more than casual friends.

      He was only being respectful.

      I’d told him he was a gentleman. And he was living up to that.

      Had I conveyed too high an expectation?

      I pressed a palm against my eyes. I was thinking too much.

      This was the kind of thing I’d talk to my sister about.

      What would Machala advise me to do about George?

      She had supported me in my decision to try to come back in time.

      Maybe she hadn’t really believed it was possible.

      Maybe I hadn’t really believed it was possible.

      She’d supported my decision, but I wasn’t sure she could have stopped me.
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      I left Juliette in the guest room and went back downstairs to pour myself a whiskey.

      Mon Dieu.

      I tossed the liquid back and set the empty glass on the counter.

      A bolt of lightning flashed in the distance, breaking the darkness for a split second. There was a brutal storm headed this way.

      That meant there was going to be clean up tomorrow.

      Juliette was not making my life easy.

      She was, in fact, making things very very hard for me.

      I was trying to be a gentleman. I truly was.

      Juliette was my guest. My guest from the future.

      She was, of course, more than a guest, but if my mother even remotely suspected that I was being too forward with her, she’d twist my ear.

      It did not matter one bit that I was a grown man. She was a strong-willed woman who expected everyone to give their best and if they failed to do that, she set them back on the straight path.

      I followed my father’s advice and chose my battles with her carefully. Now that I knew she was from the future, everything made so much more sense.

      And now there was Juliette.

      I was expected to be a gentleman. Yet at the same time I couldn’t get enough of her.

      Her kisses shook me to the core.

      Now that I’d gotten a taste of her, I couldn’t get enough.

      And I was fairly certain that I would never get enough of her.

      So I needed to keep my wits about me. The only way to do that was to keep my damn hands to myself.

      I filled my glass again and took a sip, slowly this time. It was good whiskey. Whiskey to be savored.

      The kind of whiskey that helped a man sort out his troubles.

      I had only one trouble at the moment.

      I was besotted with Juliette.

      Rain splashed against the window. Hail. It was hailing.

      The storm outside mirrored the storm going on in me.

      I would not go back to her room.

      I would do the gentlemanly thing and let her get her beauty rest. Of course, if she got any more beautiful, I wasn’t sure what I would do.

      Standing at the tall French window framed with emerald velvet drapes, I watched the storm raging outside.

      There was really only one answer. And it was simple enough.

      I’d had the thought before, but now the seeds had taken root and required action.

      There was only thing I could do to solve this whole situation.

      I was going to have to marry her.
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      The storm had seemed to rage for hours.

      I’d lain awake listening to the wind, worrying that there might be a hurricane, or even that there might be a tornado.

      But after it had occurred to me… finally… that if the house had been blown away, it would have been in the house’s history.

      And with the knowledge that the house had not blown away in a storm, I’d fallen asleep.

      I’d slept late. It wasn’t unusual for me to sleep late. My family owned and ran a bar after all.

      When I’d fallen asleep, it had been muggy.

      The house’s air in the past felt different because it wasn’t filtered through an air conditioner.

      But now, following the rain, it was what I could only call cleaner. Less muggy.

      The grandfather clock chimed the hour, echoing through the house, reminding me that I had slept until nearly noon.

      It was odd that George hadn’t come to the door to wake me. He’d said he would see me in the morning.

      He was probably just letting me sleep. He was thoughtful that way.

      I stretched from head to toe. I had a little bit a headache over my eyes. I could use a good cappuccino from Starbuck’s. But I’d settle for just about any coffee George might have.

      Sitting up, I put my feet on the floor.

      I needed to—.

      Oh no.

      I squeezed my eyes together tightly then slowly opened them.

      Everything was different.

      The armoire was gone.

      And there was a door. A closet door perhaps. Where there hadn’t been a door when I’d fallen asleep.

      Then I knew what else was different.

      There was air conditioning.

      Ok. So I was supposed to be in the garçonnière, not the main house.

      I had the garçonnière for three days.

      I must be in someone else’s room. The receptionist—Stacey—had said there were no rooms available in the main house.

      So I was in someone else’s room.

      Before going to sleep, I’d put on a long white gown I’d found in the armoire.

      Thank God. Since there was nothing in this room for me to wear.

      This explained why no one had bothered me this morning and why I’d slept so late.

      George.

      He was in the past again. Or rather I was in the future.

      The sound of a motorcycle in the distance was odd and I almost didn’t recognize it at first.

      I’d been in the past for such a short time, yet the quiet peacefulness had started to feel normal.

      It was frightening how quickly I’d adapted to it. And how startling it was to be back here.

      As far as George went, I’d have to think about that later.

      Right now, I had to focus on what I needed to do.

      If I started thinking about George, I wouldn’t be able to think about what I needed to do. Whatever that was.

      Machala.

      If I could get to the cottage, I could call my sister. She’d help me figure out what to do.

      There was another problem though.

      I had to walk barefoot wearing a long white nightgown through the house and down the path to the garçonnière.

      At least, since I’d left my jeans and sweater in the past, I had other clothes at the cottage.

      I straightened my shoulders. I had to do what I had to do.
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      I’d spent longer in the fields than I had intended.

      The sun was warm on my back as I rode toward the barn.

      Today’s weather was markedly different from the storm that had raged last night.

      In fact, that was why I had spent so long outside. Some of the little indigo flowers had been destroyed by the hail.

      Enough, though, could be salvaged to make a decent crop.

      That’s one thing my father had drilled into my head. Always plant extra. That’s how we’d ended up being the largest indigo provider in the area. Each year we planted extra.

      Father was still out in the west field. Said he’d be in shortly.

      I left my horse in the stable and walked toward the house.

      I looked up toward the guest room, hoping for a sign of Juliette, but surely she would have gotten up by now and gone downstairs.

      The better part of the day was already gone anyway.

      Going in through the back door, I saw no sign of her in the dining room, the library, or the parlor so I headed upstairs to the guest room.

      I knocked on the door and waited.

      No answer, so I knocked again.

      I cracked the door and called her name.

      She wasn’t there. I knew already.

      My heart beat hard against my chest as I stepped into the empty room.

      Her pants and shirt had been neatly folded and left on the dresser. Not a surprise, since she’d started wearing dresses.

      The bed was unmade, the linens left in a disarray.

      I put a hand over my chin. Juliette hadn’t seemed like the kind of person who would leave her bed unmade.

      I went over to the dresser and picked up her soft shirt. It was thick like a blanket. Thicker than most blankets actually.

      As I set it down, I kicked something beneath the dresser.

      Her boots.

      She’d left her boots.

      I had a bad feeling about this, but there was no need to be alarmed.

      She was here somewhere.

      But I hadn’t seen her outside in the flower garden and I hadn’t seen her downstairs.

      I’d been out in the fields too long.

      I headed down the hall to my mother’s room.

      “Mother,” I said when she opened the door. “Have you seen Juliette?”

      “No,” she said. “I thought she was at the garconnaire with you.”

      “The garconnaire,” I said. “I didn’t look there.”

      She looked at me questioningly and opened the door wide enough for me to follow her inside to her study.

      “She slept in the guest room last night,” I said. “It wouldn’t be appropriate for her to spend the night in my cottage.”

      Mother sat down at her desk and ran a hand over the leather journal in front of her.

      She was going to write this down. Mother wrote everything down. It was just what she did.

      A shiver of dread ran down my spine.

      “You really like this girl,” she said.

      I gripped the back of the wooden chair nearest me.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m going to marry her.”

      I hadn’t meant to tell her yet, much less to blurt it out like that.

      Mother nodded slowly. There was something in her expression that told me she didn’t think that marrying Juliette was a good idea.

      Mother rarely said negative things to me. She had done a good job raising both me and my sister, but as we became adults, she’d become more and more hands off and rarely passed judgement on our decisions.

      At least not verbally. She had other ways of showing her disapproval. Little expressions she used. Or she wouldn’t say anything. That was a sure sign that she disagreed.

      “But first I have to find her,” I said.
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      Fortunately the house was quiet as I slipped down the stairs.

      There were no voices. Just the steady ticking of the grandfather clock.

      It could have been really hard to explain and even embarrassing to be caught walking around in a long white gown, especially in the middle of the day.

      The surprisingly cool wind whipped the dress around my legs.

      I saw a wedding party gathered in a gazebo several yards away.

      As I headed down the path to the garconnaire, I was pretty sure they didn’t see me.

      A wind gust blew up a swirl of newly fallen oak leaves that crunched beneath my bare feet.

      I hurried around the bend, reaching the garconnaire, and stepping inside.

      It was warm inside, sheltered from the wind.

      Rubbing my arms from the chill of being outside with no clothes other than the thin gown, I looked around the room.

      My suitcase was there along with my jacket and my cell phone was on the charger next to the bed.

      I didn’t remember leaving it there. Maybe housekeeping had done it for me. The bed had been made and there were fresh towels in the bathroom.

      After a quick look around, I grabbed up my cell phone.

      I had no calls or messages.

      Although I didn’t exactly have an active social life, I expected at least one or two messages.

      Maybe my sister or my parents.

      Holding the phone, I sat down on the bed.

      Machala would have told them where I was. I did not envy her trying to explain the whole time travel thing.

      So since I was supposed to be back in time, no one had tried to contact me.

      It was a strange feeling. Being back here.

      I wasn’t supposed to be here. I was supposed to be back in time.

      With George.

      I pressed my phone against my chin.

      I wanted to call my sister, but at the same time I didn’t.

      What I really wanted was to go back in time again. But I didn’t know how to do that.

      I didn’t understand how it had happened to begin with, much less how to make it happen.

      I was too out of sorts to think clearly.

      Taking a deep breath, I unlocked my phone.

      ME: Hey Machala. It worked. I went back in time. But now I’m back here again.

      MACHALA: OMG. I’m in class. Give me a minute to step out.

      ME: Don’t leave your class. We can talk later.

      MACHALA: Are you kidding? Hold on.

      I watched the door. Wanting George to step inside.

      He’d been renovating the cottage, but now, in the present, there were no paint fumes. And no broken clocks.

      Would he look for me?

      Or would he merely chalk the whole thing up to a fluke?

      I jumped when my phone rang. Machala was face-timing me.

      “Hello,” I said, looking at my sister’s excited face.

      “Oh my God, Juliette.” There was excitement in her voice. “It actually worked?”

      “It did,” I said. A single tear slipped from my left eye.

      Machala didn’t seem to notice.

      “Then what happened? Why are you back?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

      “What was it like?” she asked.

      As I talked to my sister, I realized too late that I didn’t want to talk about it. Not to anyone. Not even my sister who was my biggest advocate.

      “I don’t know,” I said, looking toward the window. “I think I need to try and figure it out.”

      “Maybe I can help,” she said.

      “No. I don’t think so.” The truth was I didn’t want any help.

      I just wanted to be back with George. Not here. Not now.

      “Look,” I said. “If it doesn’t work, I’ll call you back. If it does, well…”

      Machala’s expression sobered.

      “I want it to work,” she said. “for you. But…”

      “I know,” I said. “I have to go. Love you.”

      “Love you, too. Hey Julie—”

      I disconnected the call. There was no need to drag out the inevitable. I was going back in time.

      Even if I had to stay here for the rest of my life.

      Maybe I could get a job doing something. Accounting. Housekeeping. Tour guiding.

      There was definitely something I could do. I just had to convince Stacey or whoever was in charge to let me stay.

      I changed into another pair of jeans and a gray polo sweatshirt. This was my favorite sweatshirt so I was going back in time, I’d like to take this one with me.

      I felt a sense of urgency as I plugged the phone back up. Maybe somebody could use it. I certainly didn’t have any use for it back in time.

      Machala had my passcode. She could have the phone.

      The phone and anything else I was going to leave behind.

      She called again. Twice. I didn’t answer.

      I understood. Going back in time was a little bit like dying for those left behind.

      But not for me. For me going back in time was invigorating. It gave me a new lease on life.

      And it also gave me a chance at something I’d all but given up hope on ever finding again.

      Love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 49

          

          
            GEORGE

          

        

      

    

    
      I started with the house. I tore it apart looking for Juliette. Every nook. Every cranny.

      Then, when I didn’t find her, I headed to my garçonnière.

      That’s where she’d been when I’d first found her here. So maybe she was there again.

      I shoved aside paint cans and tore that place apart, too.

      Yet still, through it all, I knew.

      I knew in my heart that I wasn’t going to find her.

      Juliette had somehow gone back to her own time.

      I didn’t want it to be true.

      I wanted her to be here with me.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and surveyed the room.

      I wish my mother had been more forthcoming with how the whole time travel thing worked. It was hard to know what to do when you didn’t know the rules of the game.

      But maybe she didn’t know how it worked either. Just that it did. That’s why she hadn’t wanted me to marry Juliette.

      My own mother was from the future and I’d bet money that she didn’t know how it worked.

      Just that it did.

      Well, I was going to defy the odds.

      I was going to find Juliette. Or at the least, I was going to wait while she found her way back to me. She’d done it once, so she could do it again.

      Right?

      I ran a hand through my hair.

      This was going to be a long, hard wait. It didn’t matter if it was one hour or one year. Either way, it was going to be too long because any minute away from her was too much.

      When she got back, I’d have this place ready for us to make a home.

      So I had a lot to do.

      Finish painting. Get the clock fixed. Fill the armoire with dresses that were appropriate for a lady.

      I pushed off the bed and went to pour myself a glass of whiskey.

      I could go back and try to talk to my mother again. But I wasn’t going to get anywhere with her.

      My mother had spent my whole life keeping the fact that she was from the future away from me.

      It wasn’t likely that she was going to be forthcoming with information now. Especially since she was predisposed to dislike the whole idea of me marrying Juliette.

      No. My best bet was to just stick to my plan.

      Get the house ready.

      And wait.

      Waiting was the most important part.

      So waiting was what I would do.
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      After getting dressed in my own clothes, I wandered around the grounds of the bed and breakfast.

      It was a pretty day. Blue skies with white puffy clouds.

      The roar of an airplane passing overhead. A logging truck passing on the highway out by the river.

      Someone had planted a rose bush in the back yard and a least a hundred little miniature white roses were climbing along the fence.

      White roses along a white fence. Very elegant.

      I was going to need to renew my reservation.

      With that in mind, I made my way to the main house and went inside.

      It was the same. Yet different. The familiar roar of the air conditioning was out of place.

      Stacey was behind the counter reading something on her phone.

      “Oh hi,” she said when she saw me.

      “I’d like to extend my reservation,” I said.

      “We’re booked through the next two weeks.” She shrugged. “The wedding.”

      “Right,” I said. “I know. The wedding. Just look okay? Call someone.”

      The scent of pizza coming from down the hall had my stomach rumbling.

      “I’ll be in the kitchen,” I said. “to give you time to check on it.”

      Stacey gaped at me as I left her to go down to the kitchen.

      Just as I stepped inside, I overhead two women talking. One of them was older. About my mother’s age. The other woman was younger. Maybe even younger than me.

      “Are you sure you saw what you saw?” the older woman asked.

      “I’m certain,” the younger woman said. “Other people saw her, too.”

      “I just don’t think it’s possible.”

      I stopped at the doorway to listen to their conversation before interrupting them.

      “Tell me again what you think you saw.”

      “It was a ghost. A woman. She had a long white gown and she moved gracefully. Almost like she was floating on the ground.”

      That was something I’d never been accused of.

      “She just walked along the path to the little cottage. Then she disappeared.”

      Wait. The women were talking about me.

      I’d been the woman she’d seen. Floating along the path. In a white gown.

      I put a hand over my mouth to keep from smiling.

      “I have to call my cousin. Tell him that I saw a ghost. He’ll be so pumped.”

      “Don’t you have a wedding to get ready for?” the older woman asked.

      The girl ignored her and came out into the hallway to talk to her friend.

      As our paths crossed, I went into the kitchen.

      “Did you see her, too?” A woman old enough to be my mother asked. The woman was dressed impeccably in trousers and a little jacket over a white shirt.

      “Me?” I asked, pressing a hand to my chest. “I didn’t see anything like that.”

      I’m just the one who travels through time. And your daughter—had to be her daughter—saw me walking along in my gown.

      “Well, thank God somebody around here has some sense. My daughter is inclined to flights of fancy and this wedding has her so stressed out, there’s no telling what she might think she saw.

      I nodded, trying to be understanding, but what I really wanted to do was to fix myself a plate of food, so that’s what I did.

      I made myself a ham sandwich and sat at the table with the older woman. Instead of food, the woman was nursing a mint julep.

      “Your daughter?” I asked.

      She nodded. “She started out just wanting a simple wedding.” She swept a hand. “A simple wedding has turned out to be two hundred people.”

      That explained why there no rooms available.

      The germ of an idea formed in the back of my mind as I listened to the mother complaining about all the details involved in her daughter’s wedding.

      “When is it?” I asked.

      “In two days” the woman said. “I can NOT wait for this whole thing to be over.”

      That was one of the saddest things I’d ever heard.

      The woman’s daughter was getting married, but all she wanted was for it to be over.

      My mother would never do that. When my mother was home, she was present. She was always there for us.

      And if one of us was getting married, she’d be ecstatic whether it be a small wedding or a huge one.

      And with that thought, I suddenly missed my mother. My whole family, in fact.

      I needed to go home.

      That was what I needed to do.
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      Two Weeks Later

      

      I sat on the roof of the garconnaire and hammered a nail through a board. There. That should take care of any problems with this particular loose board.

      Sitting back on my heels, I looked over toward the Mississippi River.

      I could have easily hired someone to take care of this for me, but then I would have missed seeing this wonderful view.

      The early morning mist still lingered over the river and a riverboat floated down the river. The riverboat appeared to float on the mist instead of the water.

      The haunting wail of the steamboat horn rang out through the morning.

      I pulled an extra iron nail out of my mouth and stuffed it in my pocket.

      Another thing crossed off my list and it was just now time for breakfast.

      If I kept going at this rate, I was going to have to build a new cottage just to keep my hands busy.

      The indigo crops were practically automated at this point, so Father only needed my help a couple of hours a day.

      Two weeks since I’d seen Juliette. Most people would have given up by now. Moved on.

      We’d gotten an invitation to a Fall Harvest Ball coming up this weekend.

      Mother and Father, surprisingly enough, were planning to go and were pressuring me to go, too. But they would just have to go without me.

      I knew what they were up to. There would be at least half a dozen eligible young ladies there at the ball. And they were hoping that one of them would snap my interest.

      They just didn’t get it.

      I didn’t care how long I had to wait, but I was going to wait for Juliette.

      Father had told me about Uncle Nathaniel and how he’d waited half a lifetime for Vaughn, the love of his life, as she’d gone back and forth through time.

      Although Uncle Nathaniel was a distant uncle to me, I obviously had at least a little of his blood in me.

      As far as I could figure, when a man found the woman he wanted to be with, the search was over.

      Even if I married someone else, my heart wouldn’t be in it.

      My father would be worried about heirs, but my sister could take care of that.

      She and her husband would be leaving in a couple of days and they were as happy as couple of larks.

      It wouldn’t be long before I was an uncle.

      Without Juliette, that would be enough.

      I turned away from the river and looked the other way. Toward the main house.

      I seemed to be the only one up and about.

      Any sleep I’d gotten lately had been fleeting. My whole system was on alert. Watching. Waiting. For any sign of Juliette.

      I almost felt like I would miss her if I wasn’t watchful.

      It was silly, of course.

      If Juliette came back through time, she’d find me.

      Or I’d find her.

      From what I’d gathered through conversations with my father and what little I’d found to read on the subject, the spell that had caused the rip in time carried an element of romance.

      It didn’t just send people through time, it sent them to their true love.

      For that very reason, it worried me a bit that Juliette hadn’t returned.

      She was my true love, but maybe I wasn’t hers.

      I shook my head to ward off that thought.

      That wasn’t how I chose to think.

      A movement toward the house caught my attention.

      I put a hand over my eyes against the bright morning sunlight.

      There. There was a girl wearing a long white gown walking among my mother’s rose garden. A young lady with long brunette hair.

      It was Juliette.
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      My plans to go home got sidetracked.

      New Orleans was evacuating for a hurricane. Hurricane Beatrice. Category Five.

      My father was busy boarding up the club while my sister packed what they needed.

      It was unclear whether or not my mother would be evacuating.

      As a physician she had patients that needed her. Storm or no storm.

      While my family went through all that, I remained at the Bed and Breakfast. Far away from immediate dangers of the storm. Natchez was too far inland to receive a direct hit.

      So I waited.

      I had to spend a couple of nights in Natchez at a hotel until after the wedding guests had scattered.

      But after that, I pretty much had free reign of the house and grounds.

      Mostly I walked around.

      Thinking. Remembering. Longing.

      My resolve to not talk with my family hadn’t lasted. Not with a hurricane on the horizon.

      And yet I couldn’t go home.

      So I stayed.

      And, if I had to be honest with myself, I wanted to be here.

      I wanted to be here. Just in a different time.

      I’d found more of Margaret Becquerel’s journals in the attic.

      And although I’d devoured every word, searched for some mention of what had become of her son after I left, those journals that were written after I’d been in the past were missing.

      Of course they were. It would have been too easy for me to find out what had happened.

      Or maybe my being in the past had somehow changed the past.

      That was the age-old question about time travel, wasn’t it?

      I didn’t think so. I firmly believed that me going back in time was supposed to happen.

      Just because it wasn’t documented didn’t mean it didn’t happen.

      My mother would disagree. She was a lot like Margaret Becquerel in that way. Those in the medical profession documented everything.

      And anyway just because I couldn’t find the documentation didn’t mean that it wasn’t out there somewhere.

      My sister had found some of Margaret’s journals all the way down in New Orleans in a small, obscure museum. So they could be anywhere.

      As I walked back toward the main house from the river, the first rain drops of the outer bands of the hurricane fell and within seconds I was soaked.

      I dashed into the cottage and quickly shed my wet clothes.

      As I rummaged through the few clothes I’d brought, I pulled out the white nightgown and, on a whim, pulled it over my head.

      I’d washed and dried it, but it was still in good condition.

      Picking up one of Margaret’s journals, one I didn’t remember seeing before, I settled in on the sofa and started to read.

      Somehow wearing the nightgown I’d brought with me from the past made me feel closer to George.

      I opened the journal with a sigh. It also made me miss him more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 53

          

          
            GEORGE

          

        

      

    

    
      I said I wasn’t going to do it, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

      My mother’s brow was furrowed as she looked at me.

      I sat very still, keeping my expression blank. And I didn’t squirm.

      I’d promised myself that I wouldn’t go back to her for information because I could tell she wasn’t going to tell me anything else.

      “How long do you plan to wait?” she asked, wiping her ink-stained fingers on a white cloth already smeared with ink.

      I sat back, stretching my legs out in front of me and straightening the soft cotton of my black pants. A soft breeze carrying the scent of jasmine and honeysuckle drifted in through the window.

      The scent reminded me of Juliette. But everything did.

      Since I was here, I may as well be forthcoming. Otherwise I was wasting my time.

      “I plan to wait as long it takes.”

      Mother lowered her gaze to the open journal in front of her. She lightly pressed a finger against one of the words, then closed the journal.

      Crossing her arms over it, she leaned forward.

      “She might not ever come back,” she said, keeping her gaze on mine.

      Although I had tried to prepare myself to hear this from her, the words still cut me to the quick.

      “Do you really believe that?” I asked. “Because I don’t.”

      “You barely know her,” Mother said, but there was no accusation in her tone. It was more of a question, really.

      I hadn’t expected her to understand. My mother was one of the most pragmatic people I knew.

      The grandfather clock began to chime, echoing through the house. Nine times. It was only nine in the morning, yet it seemed like the day was already long.

      “I know everything I need to know,” I said. “And I know what I feel.”

      Mother sat back, glanced toward the window and nodded.

      “You don’t have a choice then,” she said. “You have to wait.”

      The statement surprised me.

      And set my heart racing. If my mother agreed with me on this, then it must be true.

      “There’s nothing else I can do?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” she said. “This is the time when she has to come to you. But…” She leaned forward.

      “But what?”

      “But if you want to keep her, you have to leave here.”

      “Leave here? I don’t understand.”

      “The rip in time is here. There’s always a chance that she can go back in time.”

      “But what about you? What about New Orleans?” So many thoughts crashed in my head.

      Juliette had first traveled through time in New Orleans. Not here.

      And if that was the case, then why was Mother still here.”

      “I can’t explain New Orleans,” she said, running a hand along the edges of her leather journal. “But I stayed here on purpose.”

      I gaped at my mother as her words sank in.

      She’d stayed here so that she would have a chance of going back to her own time.

      “You don’t want to be here,” I said and stood up.

      I turned my back on her and walked to the window.

      My father was just now leaving the house to go out into the fields. As he walked toward the stable, his old dog, Blue, followed happily at his heels.

      “Does Father know?” I asked.

      “George,” she said. “I love your Father.”

      I whirled around to face her. My heart ached for my father.

      “Yet you would take the chance of leaving him? Of leaving us?”

      “It’s been so long, George,” she said. “When I was younger, maybe. Before I had you and your sister. But now it’s been so long I feel safe here.”

      “So if Juliette can find her way back here, then I have to take her away? Not here and not New Orleans?”

      “According to the lore, yes,” she said.

      I didn’t care about lore. I only wanted what would bring Juliette back to me and keep her here.

      “Is there anything else you can tell me?” I asked.

      She swept a hand over the journal in front of her.

      “Nothing other than my own experiences and impressions,” she said. “and unfortunately none of that will help you.”

      “Alright,” I said, turning back to look toward the river. I hadn’t gotten my expectations up, so I shouldn’t be disappointed.

      I’d turned over every rock I knew to turn over.

      This was just the way it was going to be.

      If need be, I’d spent the rest of my life in the cottage.

      And in the event that Juliette returned to this time, I’d be prepared to take her away.

      “I’m going into town,” I announced and left my mother’s study without further ado.

      I had some things to take care of.
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      Hurricane Beatrice barreled right through New Orleans and then did something unprecedented. The storm traveled straight up the Mississippi River.

      The wind force actually reversed the water of the river on the coast before it chose to make its way straight up the river, reaching Natchez in the middle of the night.

      The power went out and the generator for the main house kicked in.

      Standing at the window of the cottage, I could see the lights glowing in the main house.

      I should have listened to Stacey. I should have hunkered down in the main house.

      But I wanted to be alone and the cottage suited me just fine.

      Or at least it had. At the moment, I wasn’t so sure. I had no history books to tell me whether or not this cottage was going to be blown off its foundation or flooded.

      Anything could happen.

      The wind whipped outside, bending the smaller trees over and battering the large oaks.

      Gray moss was everywhere.

      As I watched, the electricity to the main house went out.

      So even the generators were compromised.

      I’d changed back into my jeans and a sweatshirt.

      A limb slammed against the window and I jumped back.

      The window wasn’t the best place to be standing right now.

      I went back to the sofa and sat, pulling my feet up under me, and snuggled beneath the fleece throw.

      The wind howled around the cottage as the rain slammed into the windows.

      There was no safe place here and it was too late to go to the main house.

      After what was maybe a half an hour, I couldn’t stay awake any longer.

      Giving into exhaustion, I laid my head against the sofa and drifted asleep.

      I woke with a start. It was pitch dark. And quiet. Except for the ticking of the grandfather clock.

      The scent of paint was strong.

      I wasn’t alone.

      There was someone in the cottage with me.

      I heard the distinct sound of someone sleeping. Not snoring. Just breathing in that relaxed cadence of sleep.

      I put my feet on the floor and waited for my eyes to adjust to the darkness.

      But the darkness had no bottom.

      The clock chimed the hour. Four o’clock. It was four o’clock in the morning.

      I wasn’t afraid. No that someone was here in the cottage.

      I was afraid, however, that I was wrong.

      The wood was cool beneath my bare feet as I made my way to the window using feel only.

      The clock’s chimes had faded and it was quiet again.

      But I could hear the sound of frogs croaking by the river and a dog barking somewhere.

      Normal night sounds.

      But there was supposed to be a storm going on right now.

      I turned around and faced the darkness of the room.

      There was only one explanation.

      I had gone back in time again.
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      I woke early like I always did.

      Before the sun came up.

      Before the night sounds stopped and the world held its breath waiting for the sun to surface and dawn to bring everything back to life.

      But this morning something felt different.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on my pants.

      The soft ticking of the grandfather clock belied the surface normalcy. I’d hauled it back from town just two days ago. Old man Marcus, the man who could fix anything, had repaired it in no time.

      I pulled on a white undershirt and just sat. Listening.

      Someone was in the cottage.

      Not here, in the room with me, but in the cottage.

      I didn’t need to light a candle to make my way across the room to the open bedroom door.

      I stepped through the foyer, the clock on my left and a vase filled with freshly cut daffodils on my right.

      I stopped at the door to the parlor and put my hands on the door frame.

      My heart was pounding. Not with fear. But with hope.

      My instinct told me that Juliette was here.

      But it could be my imagination.

      Wishful thinking.

      It had happened before.

      A dog barked outside and another dog promptly answered.

      “Juliette?” I called out softly.

      Soft footsteps answered me. Then stopped.

      “George?”

      “Juliette.”

      It was her. She had come back.

      “Are you here?” I asked.

      She moved toward me again, stopping three feet in front of me.

      “Yes,” she breathed.

      I held out my arms and even in the darkness, she somehow knew.

      She stepped into my arms.

      I held her close against me like I was never letting her go and she held me, too.

      “You’re here,” I said, kissing the top of her head.

      “Yes.” She shifted and raised her face to mine.

      My lips found hers in the darkness and I sank into the kiss, cupping her face in my hands. I wanted to see her.

      But until the sunlight came up, this would do.

      My lips never leaving hers, I picked her up and carried her to the sofa, sitting with her in my lap.

      Juliette was back. She was back and all was right with the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 56

          

          
            JULIETTE

          

        

      

    

    
      I sighed against George’s kiss.

      He pulled back and lightly ran a finger across my lips, before putting his lips back on mine.

      “I knew you’d come back,” he said in between kisses.

      “How?” I asked. “How did you know?”

      My thoughts were fuzzy.

      Maybe from the time travel. Maybe from the darkness. Maybe from being kissed senseless by the one man I was falling in love with.

      “Because,” he said, with a light kiss. “we’re meant to be together.”

      “Yes,” I said, losing myself in the feel of his lips against mine. “You waited.”

      “Of course I did.” He kissed my forehead. Then my eyelids. “I would always wait for you.”

      My heart warmed. He’d waited for me. With no way to contact me. No way to know if I’d be back here or not, he’d waited.

      “And you came back,” he said against my lips.

      “I had to,” I breathed.

      “Don’t ever leave me again,” he said and there was an urgency in his tone.

      An urgency that warmed my heart.

      “No,” I said. “I won’t. But…”

      “But?” He leaned back and I could see a hint of him now. Just an outline. Dawn was fast approaching.

      “I don’t know how to control it.”

      He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “I do,” he said.

      I blinked and strained to look at him.

      “You do?”

      He smiled. “I do.”

      “How then?” I asked. “How do I keep from going back?”

      “Before I tell you,” he said. “We need to talk about something.”

      “Okay,” I said, with a feeling of dread. “What’s that?”

      “I need to know if you want to stay here.”

      I took a deep breath.

      I’d asked myself that question a hundred times over.

      My heart and my head had two different answers.

      And although I normally listened to my head, in this case I’d listened to my heart. I’d listened to my heart when I’d decided to stay here instead of going home.

      “I do want to stay here,” I said.

      He shifted me in his lap.

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “Because…”

      He kissed my cheek.

      “Because what?” I asked.

      “Because I don’t want to start a family with you if you’re going to change your mind and be unhappy.”

      Like your mother?

      But I didn’t ask it out loud. It would have been unkind to assume that his mother was unhappy.

      “Start a family?” I asked instead.

      “The only way to make sure you stay here. In this time. Is to keep you away from here. Away from the rip in time.”

      “But… New Orleans…”

      “I know,” he said. “I can’t explain that. So away from New Orleans, too.”

      It was light enough now that I could see him in the pale glow of morning.

      I looked into his eyes and smiled.

      He was handsome, just as I remembered. Seeing him again made my heart full to bursting.

      “Ok,” I said. “Are you asking me to go away? With you?”

      He blinked, looking a little surprised.

      “Yes,” he said. “With me.”

      “I was just making sure.”

      I gasped as he dipped me onto my back. I was still in his lap and he hovered over me.

      “It’s the oddest thing,” he said. “I renovated this cottage for us to live in only to find out that if we stay here, you could go back through time at any moment.”

      “I don’t think I like that option,” I said.

      “Good,” he said, kissing the tip of my nose.”

      I smiled. “So... We’re just going to ride off into the sunset?”

      He tilted his head and looked at me.

      “Yes,” he said. “Where do you want to go?”

      That was a good question. I knew enough about history to know that going east was not a good idea. It was less than thirty years before the Civil War would break out. And I didn’t want to be anywhere near that. Or have our children anywhere near it.

      “Oregon,” I said.

      “Oregon?” George laid down beside me and pulled me close.

      “You’ve heard of it, right?”

      I snugged next to him, feeling safe and protected.

      “I’ve heard of it,” he said, toying with a strand of my hair. “But it’s not just a hop, skip, and a jump.”

      I just looked at him a moment.

      “No,” I said, with a little smile. “I guess that’s an understatement.”

      He kissed me lightly on the lips. “But if that’s where you want to go, then that’s where we’ll go.”

      “I’ve never been to Oregon, but I think it would be a good place to… make a life.” His dark hair was so soft.

      “Do you think it’s a good place to raise children?” he asked.

      “In 1836?” I ran a hand across his cheek, feeling the light stubble of early morning whiskers. “I think it’ll be hard, but good. An honest life.”

      He twirled a strand of my hair around his fingers.

      “I actually have enough to get us to St. Louis. We can go there and replenish our supplies. Get enough to make it to Oregon.”

      I leaned up and propped my head on my elbow. “You already have a wagon and supplies?”

      He grinned. “I made plans for us to go somewhere. Texas maybe.”

      “Texas,” I said, biting my lip. “That’s a lot closer.”

      Had the Alamo already happened? I didn’t know the dates.

      “Why don’t we get away from here and see what happens?”

      “Sounds like a good plan.”

      “It’s not so much of a plan, but it’s a start,” he said.

      I didn’t really care where we went. As long as we were together.

      Then he lowered his head and kissed me on the lips again.

      As the clock chimed the hour, his lips devoured mine.

      It was daylight now and we would need to be leaving soon.

      Heading out into the wild frontier.

      But for right now, we were just living in the moment.
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        Florissant, Missouri

        1837

      

      

      

      I closed the little leather journal on the desk in front of me and sat back in my chair.

      The trees outside my second story window were bursting with color. The maple trees were ablaze in brilliant red.

      The scent of burning leaves filtered in through the open window behind me.

      It was autumn just outside of St. Louis in the little town of Florissant.

      George and I lived in this rent two-story cottage next door to a café.

      He ran the café and I kept the books. Keeping the books for the café wasn’t so different from keeping the books for my father’s club. Except, of course, I had no calculator. All in all, though, it kept my brain active.

      It was temporary. Or so we said.

      I actually rather liked it here.The townspeople were friendly. And unlike New Orleans where I’d grown up, there were actually four seasons.

      The thought of traveling all the way across the country to get to Oregon sounded daunting. The trip from Natchez to St. Louis had been hard enough for my blood.

      It wasn’t something George and I really talked about. We were both pretty good at living in the moment, taking life as it came.

      I stood up, stretched, and ran a hand along my swollen belly. Besides, we had more than just the two of us to think about now.

      If we were going to set off on a trek across the country, we’d have to do it with a baby in tow. The thought gave me hives.

      It was bad enough thinking about having a baby here in the little town outside of St. Louis where there was an actual doctor available.

      The whole experience of being pregnant was nothing like I’d expected. No prenatal vitamins. No ultrasounds. No baby showers.

      Just me and George making our way through the process of starting a family in a strange place for both of us.

      But we’d had to go somewhere. Away from the risks of my going back and forth through time.

      Apparently, some people, like George’s mother came back in time and just stayed without any problem. But other people, like me and Vaughn Becquerel, had the opposite experience.

      It was ironic, really, because George’s mother didn’t seem to want to be here while Vaughn and I did.

      Leaving George was not an option for me.

      Not when there was something I could do to prevent it from happening.

      I glanced at the clock. George would be coming home soon.

      He took the day shift and the other fellow took the night shift.

      It wasn’t that George had set out to go into business with anyone. Or even to have a business of his own, for that matter.

      But this was one of those occasions where things just fell into our laps.

      I original owner, Ely needed an investor and George just happened to have the funds to invest. And the timing was right, what with the baby and all.

      George, however, was a hands-on investor. If he was going to be part of something, then he was going to part of it.

      I checked the clock again. George would be home in about three minutes.

      I poured a glass of water and drank deeply as I made my way toward the front door to wait for him.

      Right on time, I saw him walking up the front steps.

      I set the glass aside and opened the door to let him inside.

      He pulled me into a huge bear hug, pulling me off my feet, while being mindful of my swollen belly.

      By the time he set me on the floor, I was breathless.

      He kissed me on the lips, then handed me a bouquet of fresh white daisies.

      “Wow,” I said. “Where did you get those?”

      “Somebody came by the café with a basketful to sell. So I bought some to put in vases on the tables and brought the best ones home for my lovely wife.

      “Aw,” I said, burying my nose in the fresh flowers. “They’re beautiful.”

      “They reminded me of you.” He took my hand and led me toward the kitchen.

      “There you go with that charm of yours,” I said, knowing I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “It’s a charm that’s for no one other than for you,” he said, taking the flowers and putting them in the vase.

      “You like it here?” he asked, suddenly serious.

      “Yes. Very much.” Sometimes it seemed like he could read my thoughts. “Why?”

      “Well…” He set the flowers in the middle of the table. “I was thinking we could have a real wedding. Invite my family and some people from town. “Start to make a place for ourselves. If we’re going to own and run a café, we need to know people. To have them on our side.”

      “I think that’s a lovely idea.”

      He sat down in one of the wooden kitchen chairs and pulled me into his lap.

      “Good,” he said. “Because I’ve been thinking.” He kissed me on the nose.

      “That can be dangerous.”

      “You have no idea.” He drew me into a kiss that scattered my thoughts.

      A few minutes later, the clock began to chime half hour, allowing my thoughts to surface.

      “What were you thinking?” I asked.

      “I was thinking that after the baby comes, we should start making another one.”

      I blushed. God help me. I actually blushed. His words brought to mind all sort of things that had led to my current condition.

      Laughing, he gently massaged my shoulders just the way I liked it.

      “What do you think?” he asked.

      I leaned my cheek against his chest.

      “I think that every moment in time that I get to spend with you is a moment I cherish.”

      I was one of THE most fortunate people in any time—past or future.

      I didn’t care where we lived. New Orleans. Oregon. Or St. Louis. As long as we were together, I was content.

      I couldn’t think of any better way to spend every moment of my life than with George Becquerel.
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            IVY LAFLEUR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Near Natchez, Mississippi

        March 2018

      

      

      

      I was going to be late.

      The mournful wail of the steamboat whistle broke the peaceful quietness of mid-morning. The mist lingering over the river seemed to trap the sound, keeping it in the air longer than normal.

      I tapped my fingers against the iron railing of the Mississippi Princess, the side-wheel paddleboat churning the waters of the Mississippi River as it slowed—finally—to turn back toward the Natchez dock.

      The trip was supposed to only last two hours. By my calculations, we had less than thirty minutes to get back to the dock before I was irredeemably late.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      My younger sister, Andrea, leaned her elbows against the railing and gazed at the tree lined shore as we passed. She held her phone steady, recording everything. No need to take notes when everything was recorded right there. My, how things had changed since I was a student. And it hadn’t been all that long ago. It was like the world was in fast forward.

      “Do you ever go back and look at your videos?” I asked.

      “All the time.”

      I blinked against a mist of river water carried on the soft breeze from the paddlewheel churning steadily in the murky water.

      “I’ll admit,” I said. “It has its charm.”

      My sister, a student at Louisiana Tech University, was nothing if not serious about her work.

      She was writing an article for a journalism project about a steamboat explosion that had happened in 1859.

      1859.

      “Nobody really knows what happened,” I’d told her two days ago. “Just make it up.”

      “Don’t worry,” Andrea had assured me. “I’ll make up just plenty. But I want to get the details right. The details are going to help me win.”

      Turns out it was more than just a class paper. Andrea was submitting to a national writing contest of some sort.

      I had to admit that being here on the river like this was a whole lot different from reading about it in the history books.

      Andrea was a smart girl. If anyone could win this contest based off an actual historical event, she could.

      “This is the Captain speaking. May I have your attention?”

      I rolled my eyes at Andrea at the slow, drawling announcement.

      Andrea just grinned.

      “We’re going to have to dock here for an hour or so before heading back to Natchez. Nothing serious. Just have to make a quick adjustment.”

      “Adjustment?” I echoed, looking up in the general direction of the pilothouse. “Seriously?”

      “Look!” Andrea pointed to the shore where we were headed. “That’s the Becquerel Estate.”

      I looked at my Apple watch.  “We’re supposed to be on the way back by now. I have to be in Ruston for my appointment.” The appointment was actually a meeting with a graduate student. The student was undoubtedly going to wash out of graduate school, but I had to go through the motions. Nobody in academia cared about my gut feelings. Or even if they did, I had to have more than that before we expelled him from the counseling program.

      “Just reschedule it,” Andrea said, looking up from the phone held out in front of her. “Not a big deal.”

      I glared at my sister. She didn’t even know what my meeting was about. But Andrea had a certain nonchalance that I truly wish I had inherited.

      Nonetheless her enthusiasm was contagious. With the huge oak trees draped in moss, the plantation did make a pretty sight.

      The captain edged the boat closer to the bank.

      “Are we supposed to get off the boat?” I asked.

      “I hope so,” Andrea said, holding her phone steady, wearing a mischievous grin.

      I just rolled my eyes.

      But I took out my own phone and texted my student.

      ME: Unfortunately, I have to reschedule. A family matter.

      It was more information that I was required to give him, but I really didn’t want him going to the department chair about this.

      His not following protocol was one of his problems to begin with.

      The captain was talking again.

      “While we’re docked, you all take the opportunity to get off the boat. Take a look around. When you hear the whistle blow three times…”

      He blew the whistle three times to demonstrate.

      “When you hear that,” he said. “it’s time to come back to the boat. Wouldn’t want to leave anyone behind.”

      Nothing worse than a steamboat captain who thought he had a sense of humor.

      Andrea picked up the backpack she’d dropped at her feet and slipped it over her shoulders.

      Sometimes the six years between us seemed like a chasm. It didn’t help that I was a college professor and she was a student—a senior—but a student nonetheless.

      Other times, we were more like twins. We even had another sister, Bailey, between us, but Bailey lived with our father and we rarely saw her.

      Altogether there were four of us girls. Andrea and I had stayed with Mother until we’d left home while Bailey and our youngest sister lived with Father.

      Life had gotten messy for a time. Fortunately, I’d already been out of the house before the divorce. Andrea was about to graduate high school so she had come to live with me.

      Right about then, Mother had gone off the deep end and moved to Florida with a new boyfriend, leaving our other two sisters with Father.

      “Come on,” Andrea said over her shoulder, edging toward the ramp after the boat bumped against the dock.

      I took a deep breath and adjusted the strap of my shoulder bag. There were worse things than spending a quality afternoon with my sister. I’d never know how she’d come through all our family drama unscathed.

      I had clients who’d been through a lot less and weren’t coping nearly as well as young adults as Andrea was.

      I followed her to the gate as the boat gently nudged against the dock.

      When I was a teenager, there had been a whole lot of hype around the Becquerel Plantation.

      According to the legends, several women had disappeared from there.

      There were all sorts of theories about what had happened to them.

      Alien abductions. A serial killer. Time travel.

      Some of my classmates used to drive out here just for the thrill of hoping to catch sight of something. A spaceship maybe.

      Personally, I’d stayed away from the whole thing.

      As we stepped off the boat onto the path leading up toward the house, I was inclined to go with time travel.

      Standing at the edge of the grounds leading to the house was like standing at the precipice of another world.

      A place where time slowed down. Where no one had meetings to rush to.

      I was really looking forward to reading my sister’s article.

      If I knew Andrea like I thought I did, there would be more in her article than just facts about a steamboat explosion.

      There would be descriptions about three-hundred-year-old oak trees with limbs so heavy they dipped down to the ground, all covered with veils of silver moss.

      She’d have a better way of describing it. She had a way of charming people with her written words.

      I didn’t have that.

      But I was a damn good listener.
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      I lowered my telescope and pulled a cigar out of my haversack.

      I didn’t light it. Didn’t need to in order to get a full sense of the taste.

      Besides, lighting it could give away our position.

      From what I’d seen so far, the Becquerels’ life was about as interesting as watching ants build an ant hill.

      A lot of movement, but none of it amounting to anything at all.

      But it was my job to follow up on any rumors that surfaced. And the rumor that there was a spy on the Becquerel property warranted a good following up.

      In the last eight hours I’d watched a woman, no doubt, Mrs. Becquerel wash a tub of laundry and hang it up to dry.

      I’d watched an older fellow, the elderly Mr. Becquerel, ride out into a tobacco field and collect a sack full of tobacco.

      He was sitting on the back veranda now, sorting it out, going through it. Whatever a planter did with tobacco.

      One more hour and we would be out of here as planned.

      A lieutenant in the Confederate army now, I was an attorney by trade as was my father before me and his father before him.

      Anything I knew about the planting of tobacco had to do with the legal ramifications.

      I seriously doubted that there was any kind of code in either petticoats hanging from a clothes line or stacks of tobacco leaves sorted out to dry.

      My horse, a black stallion named Midnight, shifted beneath me.

      Midnight had good ears. He’d heard the motor of the steamboat before I did. The boat slowly made its way up the river, slowing as it reached the dock.

      The boat had more potential for interest than anything else I’d seen so far.

      I lowered my telescope and scanned the passengers. Even with the mist hovering over the river, I could tell it was just the usual. Well-dressed men and women unaffected by the war.

      The war was mainly being fought over toward the east, leaving this area of the country out of it.

      These people had no idea just how lucky they were.

      Personally, if it was me, I’d be preparing for the war instead of going about my day-to-day business like there was no war.

      Of course, to be fair, war or no war, day-to-day business had to happen.

      But the war was coming toward them. I had no doubt about that.

      For all the people who had  thought the war was only going to last a month or two, well… they might as well walk into a post.

      We were a year into this war and it wasn’t going anywhere.

      I lifted my telescope to get a better look at the steamboat as it came to a stop at the dock.

      One young lady was stepping off the boat onto the dock ahead of the others.

      Finally, something of interest to look at.

      I adjusted the lens on my telescope.

      The young lady was unconventional, to say the least.

      Her solid blue dress was short, stopping halfway from her knees to her lace up ankle boots. The skirt was loose, but she wore no traditional bell-shaped hoop beneath it.

      It was like a young girl would wear. Yet… she was definitely not a young girl. She had curves.

      She also wore a cute matching jacket with a white shirt beneath it.

      I lowered my telescope and considered her from a distance.

      Must be the latest fashion from France.

      Mon Dieu.

      Maybe the woman was from France. I couldn’t imagine any of the ladies I knew in New Orleans wearing a dress that revealed their calves. They would declare it very improper.

      The woman’s brunette hair fell loosely around her shoulders, caught in a gust of wind.

      I looked up. I’d been so focused on watching the inane activities of the Becquerels that I hadn’t seen the ugly black cloud coming up behind me.

      A flash of lightning lit up the sky behind me, catching the eye of the mystery woman as she stepped off the boat.

      There was something funny about the light. Something odd about the juxtaposition of the light coming from the flash of lightning behind me and the setting sun in front of me. It was hazy, making the girl look fuzzy.

      “Lieutenant?” My second in command Private Cooper Miles rode up on my right.

      I stuffed my cigar in my pocket, lowered my telescope, and turned to face Cooper.

      “How long do we have to stay here?” Cooper asked.

      “Until we know what’s going on,” I said.

      “Ain’t nothing here if you ask me,” Cooper spat a stream of tobacco.

      A nasty habit, if you asked me, but the men didn’t have much pleasure. And if they found pleasure in chewing a wad of tobacco instead of smoking it, who was I to judge?

      Hell, I wasn’t much better. I chewed on my own cigars. Somehow, though, it just didn’t seem as disgusting.

      “Nothing but a bunch of farmers,” Cooper added.

      I was inclined to agree with him, but those who seemed the most innocent could easily be the ones we were looking for.

      Spies in plain sight.

      But right now it wasn’t spying that I was most interested in.

      It was the woman who’d stepped off the dock ahead of the others.

      “Let me—” I said as I turned my gaze back toward the dock.

      The woman wasn’t there.

      In fact, there was a man coming forward to open the gate and drop the gangplank.

      But… I’d just seen the woman step off the boat… onto the dock…

      Thunder rumbled behind us. It was going to be a long night.

      A trick of the light. That’s what it was.

      “We need to pitch a tent,” I said over my shoulder. We aren’t going anywhere.”

      “But you said—”

      “I know what I said, Cooper, but things are different now.”

      Cooper looked past me toward the river.

      “What’s different?”

      I looked up and shook my head. Why did they have to send me off on a mission with such a nitwit?

      “The steamboat,” I said.

      Cooper spat again. Sat back on his horse.

      “What boat?”

      “The steamboat.” A splatter of rain landed on my sleeve. “we need to pitch that tent.”

      “Lieutenant?”

      “What is it Cooper?”

      “There’s no boat.”

      I turned and pointed toward the river.

      But Cooper was right.

      There was no boat.
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      “I guess everyone’s getting off the boat,” I said, looking over my shoulder at the dozen or so other tourists who were coming along behind us.

      “If we hurry,” Andrea said. “we can get to the house before they do.”

      “Why would we do that?” I asked, stepping over a puddle of water in an otherwise dry pathway.

      “To get a feel for how things were,” Andrea said.

      “I have a pretty good feel already,” I said. “There’s nothing here.”

      Andrea twirled around, her arms outstretched.

      “It’s so quiet,” she said. “Can you imagine how much quieter it would have been back in the 1800s?”

      “It would have been very quiet,” I said, but truly, it was plenty quiet enough for me already.

      “All that land behind the house would have been tobacco fields,” she said, sweeping a hand to encompass the land behind the house in all directions.

      I walked faster to keep up with her. She was wearing blue jeans and canvas sneakers. I was wearing a long skirt, but at least I’d worn boots. My usual heels would not have been comfortable walking out here on this uneven path. Especially not with the water puddles. Andrea didn’t even seem to notice.

      “When did you become such a history buff?”

      Andrea grinned.

      “A good journalist learns everything she can about whatever she’s writing about.”

      “Well,” I said. “You are going to be an excellent journalist.”

      “I know,” she said. “Because it’s exactly what I want to do.”

      Andrea had always wanted to be a newspaper writer. Even when we were little, she’d devour the newspapers. That was even before everything went to digital.

      Had I always known what I wanted to do?

      While Andrea was devouring the newspapers, I was making up quizzes for my sisters and trying to get them to study. So. Yep. I guess I’d always known that I wanted to be some kind of instructor.

      My sister had more passion, though, than anyone else I knew.

      I stopped as we neared the house.

      “Are we supposed to be up here?” I asked. “Is this someone’s home?”

      “No, Silly,” she said. “The captain wouldn’t have let us off here if it was private property.”

      Andrea had a good point.

      “It’s a bed and breakfast now. The Becquerel Bed and Breakfast.”

      “Right.” I’d heard that. It was just that being here made me nervous. Probably from all the things I’d heard growing up about the missing girls and all.

      “Let’s go up on the porch and take pictures,” she said, already heading that way.

      “Okay,” I said, personally not wanting to get too far away from the boat in case the captain blew the horn for us to come back.

      But the other tourists weren’t far behind us, so the captain wasn’t going to leave all of us.

      The house itself could only be described as grand. It was at least three stories tall with half a dozen tall white columns along the front porch. Technically, it was a veranda.

      The windows were actually tall French doors. Back in the days before air conditioning, they would open the doors when they had parties, letting the cool air spill inside and people spill outside.

      I did know a little bit about history. It was hard not to growing up in Louisiana.

      The front veranda was lined with white rocking chairs. It all looked quite authentic to my unpracticed eye.

      “Smile,” Andrea said, holding up her phone.

      I smiled, forcing myself to relax. I was here. Might as well enjoy it.

      “Let me take one of you,” I said.

      I reached for my crossbody bag, but Andrea handed me her camera. “Use mine,” she said.

      I took several pictures of my sister in different poses. Seeing her through the camera reminded me that she was so young. Like my students. But she seemed older to me. Probably because we were so close.

      “Let’s go inside,” she said, after I handed her phone back to her.

      She turned the knob, but it was locked.

      “They’re probably closed,” I said.

      “This is the back door,” Andrea said. “Come on. Let’s go around front.”

      Before I could protest, Andrea was already down the stairs and headed around through the grass toward the front of the house.

      Now I was definitely glad I was wearing my boots. Still, the grass was damp and I wasn’t particularly happy about walking through it. My boots were leather dress boots, not hiking boots.

      “Andrea,” I said as she dashed around to the front of the house. “Wait up.”

      I laughed and walked faster. “Andrea.”

      “Come on,” she said.

      As I rounded the corner of the house, Andrea was recording footage again. I rarely saw her taking pictures anymore. Mostly just videos.

      How had such a few years become such a huge generation gap?

      “Look,” I said, pointing to the sign on the door. “they’re closed.”

      I bit my lip to hide my relief. Andrea, on the other hand, was genuinely disappointed.

      A rumble of thunder off to the west was on my side. We needed to get back to the boat before the storm hit.

      “It’s going to rain,” I said.

      “Nah,” Andrea said, as she dashed up the front steps to stand on the front veranda. “You worry too much.”

      The plight of being the oldest child. Worry came with the territory.

      “You stand here,” Andrea said, indicating one of the tall white columns. “And I’ll take your picture.

      “I should take your picture,” I said. “or video.”

      “Okay,” she said, “but you first.”

      Adjusting my shoulder bag, I walked up the steps as Andrea walked down.

      “Let me hold that thing,” Andrea said, holding out a hand. “You should really get a crossbody bag.”

      “I know. You’ve told me enough.” I slid the bag off my shoulder and handed it to her before continuing up the stairs.

      A raindrop splashed on my hand before I reached the shelter.

      The sooner I humored my sister, the sooner we could head back to the boat.

      I stood, as she had directed, next to the column with one hand on the cool wood.

      I’d always thought the columns were made from marble or stone or something, but this was definitely wood beneath my hand. Wood showing beneath the little flakes of white paint.

      “Ivy,” Andrea said. “Look at me for just a minute.”

      I pulled my gaze away from the flaking paint and looked toward my sister.

      “And try to look happy,” Andrea said.

      I tried. But something was wrong. I was feeling… dizzy.

      Andrea, who was recording everything, looked alarmed.

      Thunder crashed over the house and the clouds opened up, bursting with rain. Andrea would be drenched. She should get out of the rain. But she wasn’t moving.

      She was just standing there, holding up her phone, watching me.

      Maybe I was having a stroke or something. I felt really… strange.

      Was feeling strange a symptom of having a stroke?

      I should know that. I was a psychologist, for God’s sake. Why couldn’t I focus?

      I blinked rapidly, then held out my hand to Andrea.

      But the rain was falling in sheets. And I couldn’t see her anymore.

      I looked over my shoulder as the front door behind me opened and a woman looked questioningly at me.

      She was wearing period dress. Hoop skirts. The whole nine yards. Andrea would love this.

      I whirled back around to urge Andrea to come back beneath the shelter.

      “Andrea?” I said her name, knowing that she wasn’t there. And if she was there, she wouldn’t be able to hear me over the sound of the torrential rain.

      But she was gone.

      “Andrea?” I called again, louder this time, searching frantically. I took a step down, but the rain shoved me back up like a shield holding me there.

      The woman behind me stepped out onto the veranda.

      “There’s no one there, Dear,” she said.

      “My sister. She’s—” No. No. No.

      Not Andrea.

      I couldn’t breathe past the panic.

      Andrea was one of the missing girls.
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      We set up camp in a little grove of trees near the Becquerel house.

      I sat in the small tent, listening to the rain on the roof, watching the rivulets of rain falling in the front of the tent door flap that we’d left open for fresh air.

      Cooper was lying on his bedroll behind me. It was oversight on someone’s part that we only brought one tent. But it didn’t matter. We weren’t supposed to be out here more than one night at the most.

      And we most certainly weren’t supposed to be inside a tent with it raining. Hell, we were lucky we brought a tent at all and weren’t sleeping out in the open.

      “You gonna stay awake all night?” Cooper asked.

      “Maybe,” I said. If not for the rain, it would have still been light outside.

      I couldn’t get past what I’d seen. I’d seen a steamboat. Midnight had heard it. I knew my horse well enough to know that he’d heard it.

      And then there was the girl.

      I couldn’t make something like that up. I wasn’t that creative.

      No matter how much I tried to tell myself it was a trick of the light, I knew it was more than that.

      I didn’t know what more it was, but it was more and I’d stake my life on it.

      “Look, Man,” Cooper said. “You were looking through your telescope and it got off focus. It happens. Don’t beat yourself up.”

      “Right,” I said. “You’re right.

      I stretched out on my bedroll and put my cap over my eyes.

      I wasn’t going to sleep, but Cooper didn’t need to know it.

      Within minutes, he was snoring. Great. Just great. They’d sent me out here with a man who snored like a freight train.

      Good thing I hadn’t planned on actually sleeping.

      I was concerned about seeing a boat that wasn’t there, but that wasn’t the thing that bothered me the most.

      It was seeing the girl.

      I’d never seen anyone like her.

      She hadn’t been wearing hoops or corsets or any of the typical trappings of the feminine world.

      Yet she was stunningly beautiful. I didn’t care what Cooper said, she was out there somewhere, hopefully not caught in this storm.

      And I wasn’t leaving here until I found her.

      I didn’t even care whether or not she was a spy.

      The Becquerels had shown no indications that they were involved in spying. Unless this girl was somehow involved.

      But making a girl… and a boat disappear was way beyond any technology that even the Union soldiers had.

      I’d stake my life on that, too.

      But if it wasn’t a trick of the light or a trick of the Union army, what exactly had I seen? And how?

      And an even bigger question was why hadn’t Cooper seen it? He’d been sitting right next to me on his own horse.

      He hadn’t been looking. That was the answer. He just hadn’t been looking.

      But I’d seen her. And I couldn’t unsee her.

      And she couldn’t not be real.

      I was not insane.

      I was one of the sanest people I knew. One of the few people who’d known going into this war that it wasn’t going to be a simple lark.

      At daybreak, when the rain was gone, Cooper and I were going searching for this girl.

      And we weren’t leaving here until we found her.
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      “I have to find her,” I said.

      I took a step down and was instantly drenched by the rain. I didn’t care. I reached the bottom step, then stepped onto the ground, my boots squishing into the mud.

      I blinked hard. Put a hand over my eyes.

      The woman was right. There was no one there.

      And there was no place that she could have gone. No place to hide.

      I whirled around.

      “We have to report her missing. Her name is Andrea. Andrea Lafleur.”

      “Alright,” the woman said, holding out a hand. “But you have to come inside. Out of the rain. You’ll catch your death.”

      I turned around one more time. A bolt of lightning flashed inches in front of me.

      I jumped.

      It was enough to send me back up the stairs to the veranda.

      I was no good to Andrea if I was dead.

      “Come inside,” the woman said, holding the door for me.

      My hands shaking, I pulled my phone out of my skirt pocket.

      It wasn’t working. Just a black screen.

      “Do you have a charger?” I asked.

      The woman looked at me a moment.

      “Come into the parlor,” she said. “I’ll get you a blanket.”

      “Will you call the police?” I asked.

      “You want me to call the law?” she asked, draping a quilt of some kind over my shoulders.

      “Yes. We have to report her missing.”

      She urged me to sit, so I did, forcing myself to take deep breaths. Just like I taught my clients to do.

      Unfortunately, my clients were right. This relaxation crap did not work.

      “When did you last see her?” The woman went to the window, shoved heavy emerald green drapes aside, and looked outside.

      “Just now,” I said.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “You mean just now. In the rain?”

      “Yes,” I said, wiping my face with the corner of the blanket. It smelled like sunshine and fresh air.

      “I’ll get my husband,” she said, turning back around to face me. “James will know what to do. Wait here.”

      “Okay,” I said, pressing my hands against my knees to try to keep them from trembling. They trembled anyway.

      After the woman left the room, I’d never felt so alone.

      Other than the rain, it was so quiet.

      I stood up and walked to the same window where she had just stood.

      The rain came down in torrents I could barely see through.

      I whirled around and studied the room.

      There was a fireplace across the room, but instead of wood, it held a basket of spring flowers. Yellow and white daisies.

      There was a sofa and two large backed chairs arranged in front of it. The fireplace was the centerpiece. No television.

      The room was lit by a lantern sitting on an end table. So the power must be out.

      Not unusual in a storm like this, especially in a rural area. Even in Ruston, we would lose power in this kind of storm.

      I pulled the blanket closer around my shoulders.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      The boat. We were going to miss the boat.

      We were going to be stuck here.

      But I wasn’t leaving without Andrea, so it didn’t matter.

      I would find her.

      I looked through the window into the rain again. It was darker now. Dark as night outside.

      And according to the clock, it was seven o’clock, so it was night.

      We’d gotten off the boat at three.

      Something wasn’t right.

      I stared into the darkness until my eyes hurt.

      There was no way four hours had passed since we’d stepped off the boat.

      Something was very, very wrong.
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      The rain stopped as suddenly as it had started.

      And Cooper was sleeping like a baby. A very loud baby.

      Moving quietly, I left the tent and made my way from the cover of the trees toward the front of the house.

      Enough of this stealth stuff. It wasn’t working.

      As an officer in the Confederate army, I had the right to enter any home. Besides, it was the quickest way to clear the Becquerels of any charge of spying. Should have done it to start with.

      The army did not play when it came to spying. The sooner I cleared the Becquerel name, the better off they would be.

      Everyone could just go about their business.

      There was a light on in the front of the house, so someone was still up.

      Besides, I reasoned, it wasn’t as late as it seemed and now that the storm was moving out, the light of evening returned.

      It was time to get this over with and put it to rest. Tomorrow night I would sleep in my own tent. Alone.

      Though the scent of tobacco lingered on the veranda from Mr. Becquerel’s earlier project, all visible signs of the tobacco were gone. I’d hadn’t seen him gather up the tobacco and move it, probably inside while Cooper and I were setting up our tent.

      A good spy would use the cover of rain to his advantage.

      I knocked on the door.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance. If I didn’t know better, I would have taken it for cannon fire.

      The two—thunder and cannon fire—sounded disquietingly alike. One was nature wreaking havoc on the earth while the other was man wreaking havoc on both man and earth.

      I heard indiscernible voices on the other side of the door. Male and female.

      This was a most unconventional time to call upon someone, but this wasn’t a social visit and this war had done away with anything conventional.

      A man I recognized as the elderly Mr. Becquerel opened the door.

      This man had two sons, both of them in the southern army.

      Dutiful sons. Doing the right thing.

      How this older man had come to be accused of being part of a spy ring was baffling to me. They had sent the wrong man for the job if they thought I was going to accuse a man of something without indisputable proof.

      “Officer?” he said, looking over my shoulder. “Can I help you with something?”

      I pulled off my gray hat and tugged off what used to be white gloves, now stained with wear.

      “I was wondering if I might have a word with you.”

      His wife came up behind him.

      “In private,” I added.

      “Of course,” Mr. Becquerel said, opening the door wide. “Come in.”

      Stepping inside, I felt instantly transported to another time. Before the war.

      A large grandfather clock stood in the foyer next to a table with fresh cut white roses.

      Other than their sons being in the army, this family had yet to show any visible signs of being touched by the war.

      Yet the Becquerels carried an air of wariness. As they should. A soldier coming to their door this time of evening was most certainly a cause for suspicion and concern.

      I followed Mr. Becquerel through the foyer, past the stairs, to his study.

      His desk sat on one side of the room, giving him a view out the window and there were two larger comfortable chairs sitting off on the other side of the room.

      He closed the door and motioned for me to take a seat in one of the chairs.

      The wall in front of me was crowded with leather-bound books.

      The office reminded me of my own father’s office back home in New Orleans.

      It was odd. I rarely thought of home anymore.

      It was better not to think of things that would only cause me to be homesick.

      I’d seen too many men fall into despair as they reminisced about where they had come from.

      It would be there when we got back. Or it wouldn’t. There was nothing we could do about it now.

      But right now I was here to investigate the spying accusation.

      My mission was quite simple, all in all.

      “I saw a young lady getting off a boat at your dock. Is she here now?”

      And so much for my clear mission.

      I didn’t know who I thought I was fooling.

      In my mind, I’d already cleared this man and his family from being spies.

      Now all I cared about was the girl.
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      I’d stood beside the door and listened to the commotion at the door.

      It wasn’t that I wanted to know these people’s business. It was just that if anyone knew anything about Andrea, then I wanted to know it.

      When the man had come inside, I’d stepped back, out of view.

      By the time the woman I now knew to be Mrs. Becquerel came back into the parlor, I was sitting on the sofa just as she’d left me.

      “Did your husband know anything?” I asked. “About my sister?”

      “No,” she said, but she seemed distracted now, keeping an eye on the door.

      The visitor caused her concern, but for a different reason than he concerned me.

      As a trained psychologist, I saw the anxiety and strain on her face.

      If the woman had been in character, she was no longer. She was genuinely worried about something.

      “You’re worried about something,” I said.

      She turned and locked her gaze onto mine.

      “Yes,” she said. “A Confederate officer just came inside my home and asked to speak to my husband in private.” She took a breath and continued. “I have two sons in this war. And if anything has happened to either one of them, it will be the death of me. So yes. I am worried.”

      “Two sons… in the war.”

      “Yes,” she said, warming to the subject. “Both of my boys rode off when the call came. They didn’t hesitate. They’re good soldiers. Loyal to the cause. I have no doubt about that.”

      One thing about being a trained psychologist. I could remove my own opinions about someone else’s problems.

      “You have every right to be concerned,” I said. “Any mother would be.”

      She looked at me, seeming to actually see me for the first time.

      “Do you have children?” she asked.

      “No,” I said, quickly. “Graduate school…” I shrugged as though that explained everything.

      Her brows creased, but she showed no other response other than to turn back to the door.

      “Maybe you should go,” I said. “Ask the officer yourself.”

      And maybe after they were finished talking about her sons, she could tell the officer about my sister. A selfish thought, but I owned it.

      “Yes,” she said. “I should. I have every right to know if he brought information about my sons.”

      I nodded. “I’ll wait.”

      With obviously renewed determination, Mrs. Becquerel turned on her heel and left me alone again.

      The clock chimed the half hour.

      I went back to the window and saw that the rain had moved out.

      Without the rain, I had no reason to stay here.

      I could go back to the boat and report my sister missing. The boat captain would listen to me. He had a record of my sister being a passenger. And… he wouldn’t be able to leave without her.

      Moving quickly to take advantage of my time left alone, I tossed the quilt over a chair and slipped out the front door.

      The rain had left behind a chill in the air. It didn’t help that my clothes were soaked through and through.

      After I walked across the veranda, I stopped at the same column where I’d stood before and scanned the area for Andrea.

      No sign of her anywhere.

      There were fallen magnolia blossoms scattered across the yard from the storm, but otherwise, there was just a muddy pathway.

      I put my hand on the wooden column to steady myself.

      The column was smooth. Recently painted. No flakes.

      I ran my hand along the column. Had the wind and rain washed away the paint flakes?

      No. That didn’t happen.

      No matter. I had to get to the boat.

      Mud splashed as I reached the ground and slogged my way around the house to the back.

      I moved carefully, keeping my gaze focused on the ground until I reached the back yard and had a view of the river.

      I froze. My heart was in my throat.

      The boat wasn’t there.

      Fighting the mud with every step, I started to run.

      By the time I reached the edge of the river, I was out of breath.

      I jogged three times a week, but I jogged indoors. On a treadmill.

      Not only was the mud dragging at my boots, but the air out here felt heavier, making it hard to catch my breath.

      The dock was still here, but it was different. Smaller. More basic and even a bit primitive.

      I was certain of it.

      I looked up the river one way, then down the other.

      The captain had left. Without blowing the whistle.

      Whirling around, I looked back toward the house. On either side of the house, beyond the oak trees, were fields, as far as the eye could see.

      Tobacco fields.

      Just like Andrea had said.

      I felt like I’d been punched in the gut.

      I remembered the look on her face as she videoed me standing on the veranda at the front of the house. Her expression had been disbelief and shock.

      I’d been wrong about Andrea being one of the missing girls.

      So wrong.

      I was one of the missing girls.
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      “Would you like a whiskey?” Mr. Becquerel asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “Thank you.”

      I had to remember that I might be an officer, but I was still a guest. And refusing a glass of whiskey would be an offense to his hospitality and station as a respected man.

      Mr. Becquerel, it seemed, wasn’t going to be immediately forthcoming with his answer.

      A knock at the office door had both of us turning, then standing, as Mrs. Becquerel stepped into the room.

      Even though Mrs. Becquerel had raised two sons who were now officers in the Confederate army, she was still beautiful enough that she could be the belle of the ball.

      I hope when this war was over, she would  be left untouched, but I wasn’t optimistic about that happening.

      “Mrs. Becquerel,” Mr. Becquerel said in greeting to his wife.

      “I need to have a word with this officer,” she said, ignoring her husband and looking at me.

      I nodded, seeing pain and nervousness in her eyes.

      “How can I be of assistance, ma’am?”

      She clasped her hands together at her waist, sending her hoop skirt swaying backwards.

      “I need to know if you have news of my sons.”

      She thought I had come bearing bad news of her sons.

      It was a logical assumption to make. A logical explanation of why an officer would come to her home in the evening and demand to see the head of the household.

      I’d made a classic mistake. The lady was actually the head of the household, not the man.

      I should have spoken to both of them.

      I had to remedy this.

      “Mrs. Becquerel,” I said. “Please accept my sincerest apologies for causing you unnecessary worry about your sons.”

      A lady of her station would never show emotion, but I saw the relief spread across her features and the breath that she let out slowly.

      “You have other business?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “I was sent to inquire about some problems with some men in town.”

      I decided to change my tactic. Since Mr. Becquerel wasn’t answering me, I’d turn my question to the lady of the house.

      “Did a young lady come here tonight?”

      A different kind of alarm was on Mrs. Becquerel’s features now.

      “Yes,” she said. “There’s a young lady in our parlor right now. Soaking wet. Talking nonsense.”

      “Please excuse me,” I said to Mr. Becquerel.

      Then without waiting for his response, I dashed from the room and went straight to their parlor.

      There was no young lady. Only a damp blanket left lying across a chair.

      She had, indeed, been here, but now she had vanished.

      Mr. and Mrs. Becquerel were standing behind me.

      I turned. “Do you know where she might have gone?”

      “Outside,” Mrs. Becquerel said. “She was asking about her sister. She even went into the rain searching for her.”

      Going out the front door and down the stairs, I followed the woman’s footsteps in the mud.

      She’d gone around the side of the house to the back yard facing the river.

      At first I didn’t see her. The path to the river wasn’t so muddy and didn’t hold evidence of footsteps.

      Then I saw her. Crouched on her knees in front of the river, her head down.

      Afraid that she might be hurt, I hurried forward.

      As I neared her, though, I knew that she wasn’t hurt. She was afraid. And perhaps in some kind of shock. Her hair was damp and plastered against her head. Her clothes were also soaked. Her boots and elbows covered in fresh mud.

      Since she knelt on the ground, her dress would be soiled as well.

      I stood back, giving her space, as I would a wounded animal.

      “Can I be of assistance?” I asked, keeping my voice gentle.

      “The boat,” she said, her breath catching in her throat.

      I nodded. “I saw the boat.”

      She looked up at me and hope spread across her features. “You saw it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then it was really here.”

      “It was.”

      She started to stand and years of breeding had me hurrying to assist her.

      When I held out my hands, she placed hers in mine and stood up.

      The evening sun shone on her face. She was stunningly beautiful. Her eyes were green like the leaves of a beautiful forest in spring.

      “If you saw the boat,” she said, hope in her voice. “then you must have seen my sister.”

      “My apologies,” I said. “I only saw you. The boat docked. You stepped off. Then the boat vanished. As did you.”

      She put a hand over her eyes, then removed it to look at me. She seemed to have forgotten that I was still holding her right hand.

      “How is that possible? How did I vanish? And how did you only see me when my sister was right beside me?”

      I’d heard legends about the Becquerel Estate. Legends about ladies appearing out of thin air and disappearing just as quickly. As a logical man, I’d dismissed them. As a man born and raised in New Orleans where magic was to be found on every corner, I respected them.

      “I think that perhaps you’re the only one who is supposed to be here,” I said, slowly. “not your sister.”

      She straightened, but didn’t pull her hand away.

      “Tell me your name,” I said.

      “Ivy,” she whispered, looking up at me beneath thick lashes.

      Ivy. What a fitting name for such a beautiful young lady.

      “I don’t think I’m where I’m supposed to be,” Ivy said.

      “Perhaps I can assist you,” I said. “I have a horse.”

      She searched my eyes.

      “I don’t think you understand. When I got here, there were no fields. Just brambles in fields. And trees.” She swept a hand indicating the whole area. “This land was… different. There were no crops.”

      “A trick of the light,” I said, though I had no conviction in my words. I’d tried to convince myself that this woman was a trick of the light. Yet here she was. Flesh and blood. Her hand in mine.

      “I don’t think so,” she said, looking at me again.

      Her gaze, when turned on mine, was disconcertingly intense. Unsettling even.

      “What then?” I asked, the New Orleanian in me fearing the answer.

      She took a deep breath. Seemed to brace herself.

      “I think I’m from a different time.”
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      I had to give the man credit for not flinching. In fact, his reaction was so stoic, I didn’t think he heard me correctly.

      I decided to give him time to absorb my words.

      “My name is Ivy Lafleur,” I said, thinking he hadn’t heard me before.

      He seemed to grab the distraction like a lifeline.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you Miss Lafleur,” he said, bowing over my hand like a knight in shining armor. “My name is Lieutenant Eric Dumon.”

      “Lieutenant?” I repeated, looking over my shoulder toward the Mississippi River.

      There was no boat, but there was a low layer of fog hovering over the water.

      I shivered. Not from the cold, but from the eeriness of the wide river.

      And the very real possibility that I was stuck here. Alone.

      But I’d only heard the steamboat captain’s voice over a loud speaker. I hadn’t actually seen him.

      I turned back and looked deep into his blue eyes. Bluer than a clear summer sky.

      Being this close to him, feeling the heat of his hand on mine, caught me off guard and was very disconcerting.

      “The boat captain?” I asked, though I had a deep visceral feeling that I already knew the answer to the question.

      “No ma’am,” he said. “I’m an officer in the Confederate army.”

      I looked past him at the fields of tobacco crops. When I’d said I thought I was in the wrong time, I truly had hoped that I was mistaken.

      “The Civil War,” I said, softly. It wasn’t really a question or a statement. Simply an acknowledgement to myself. The beginning of an acceptance that I was the one who was lost. Not my sister.

      She must be looking for me this very instant. In the future.

      “Yes ma’am,” he said.

      Thunder rumbled behind us.

      “I don’t think this storm is over,” he said. “I should get you inside. See if Mrs. Becquerel has something dry you can wear.”

      I nodded. Not knowing what to say. I was at his mercy. His and the people here at the Becquerel Bed and Breakfast.

      Without their kindness and understanding, I had no place to be.

      He tucked my hand in the crook of his arm and led me back toward the house. There was something comforting about having my hand there on his arm.

      There was also something comforting believing that my sister was safe. I would rather be the one missing than to have her missing.

      I hated that she would be searching for me, but at least I knew that she was okay. If she were the one who had gone missing, I didn’t think I could survive it.

      It was my job to make sure I stayed alive and to figure out how, if it was at all possible, to get back to my own time.

      “Do you know the Becquerels well?” I asked.

      “I only just met them,” he said.

      I looked sharply at him. I was relying upon a stranger to get me help from other strangers.

      “No need to worry though,” he said. “I know them by reputation. They’re good people and will do everything they can to help you.”

      “You’re leaving then?” I asked.

      This man—Eric—was the only one who had seen my boat. He was the only one who understood. What was I to do if he left me here?

      “I’m afraid I must,” he said. “I’m on an assignment.”

      I bit my lip as I considered my options. If I asked to go with him, I’d be leaving the one place that might hold the key to my return to the future. But if I stayed, then I would truly be alone, not only in a strange time, but among people who had no sense of how I had gotten here.

      I stopped and looked at him.

      He stopped, too, and faced me.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I said. “You’re the only person who can understand that I’m from the future.”

      He looked slightly pale at my words. Perhaps I’d made more of an assumption than I should have. Perhaps not even he understood my plight.

      “I can’t take you with me,” he said.

      “I know.” I looked up at the windows of the house.

      How had this happened? Why? Why me and not my sister?

      My sister was the adventurous one. She would write a story about this experience. Make something out of it.

      I, on the other hand, was a person of routine. I had my students. My life.

      My electricity and other modern conveniences. There would be none of that here. Not even my cell phone.

      I would be lost.

      I didn’t have an adventurous bone in my body.

      “We’ll figure something out,” Eric said. “I’ll stay until we do.”

      It was more than I could have hoped for. More than I dared to ask for.

      The war didn’t seem to have touched this house yet.

      “What year is it?” I asked.

      “1863.”

      “It’s early,” I said.

      “Early?” he looked at me. “You mean early in the war?”

      “Yes,” I said. I shouldn’t tell him this.

      Wasn’t there some kind of rule about not revealing the future to people in the past?

      Then again, what did those people know? The ones who made those rules? They were merely fiction writers. Not people who had actually been in the past.

      No one, I decided right then and there, should make rules about things they hadn’t personally experienced.

      “How long does the war last?” he asked.

      “Four years.”

      He looked past me, trying to absorb what I was telling him.

      “The war ends April 9, 1865. Lee surrenders to Grant at Appomattox Court House.”

      “Who is Grant?” he asked. “And why a court house?”

      “Grant is the Union General,” I said. “And Appomattox Court House is, I think, a place.”

      “So we lose the war,” he said.

      “Horribly so. The south is devastated. For years. Centuries maybe. They never really catch up to the north.”

      He was looking at me with such obvious horror, I knew I’d probably told him too much.

      “Alright then,” he said, his expression blank now. Perhaps I was merely imagining the horror. Maybe I had projected it onto him.

      “It’s good to know that the south didn’t give up too easily,” he said. “Already, the north has more resources.”

      “I don’t think I should tell you anything else about the future,” I said, changing my mind. “Please forget I said anything.”

      He looked at me sideways.

      “I can’t decide whether you’re crazy or not.”

      Alarm bells went off in my head. It had to be the professor in me wanting to share knowledge. To educate. But my need to share knowledge may have just backfired on me in the worst possible way.

      “Please don’t tell anyone what I’ve told you.” I said. “I don’t want to be burned at the stake.”

      “We don’t do that anymore,” he said, turning back toward the house and taking me with him.

      I clamped my mouth shut. I needed to go into counseling mode and get out of professor mode.

      Either way, it was time to keep my mouth shut.

      And do what I did best.

      Just listen.
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      Ivy Lafleur was crazy.

      But that didn’t take away from her beauty. If anything, it made her more beautiful simply because she was like no one I’d ever met.

      I kept a firm grip on her hand tucked in the crook of my arm as we neared the house. Lightning flashed off to our left, a harbinger of more stormy weather to come.

      Thunder crashed, and, I swear, it sounded like it was coming from the other direction. But sometimes that happened. It was like a trick of the light, except with sound.

      The light had returned, but only for a few minutes and now darkness was settling in again. This time the darkness of the storm would be mixing with the dark of night.

      We were several yards from the front of the house when Cooper, riding his horse like a bandit, and leading Midnight behind, rode from the narrow grove of trees we’d been camping in.

      I stopped, keeping my hand firmly on Ivy’s and shifted so that she stood behind me, out of Cooper’s direct sight.

      “What are you doing, Private?” I asked, as he slid to a stop a few feet from me.

      “We have to go,” Cooper said.

      Just then, I caught sight of a regiment of Confederate soldiers riding toward the front of the house. Unlike me and Cooper, they made no effort to hide their presence. They rode boldly toward the front of the house, beneath the canopy of oak trees that lined the drive.

      Cooper saw them, too.

      “Damn,” Cooper said.

      “What are they doing here?” I asked.

      We’d been ordered to investigate the Becquerels quietly and surreptitiously. Granted, I hadn’t done the best job at that, but still… I hadn’t been careless.

      The thunder rumbled off behind us again.

      “The storm’s coming back at us,” I said, before he could answer.

      Cooper spat a stream of tobacco.

      “That’s not thunder,” he said. “The Yankees are coming.”

      “What the devil?” I took a step forward and put a hand over my eyes in an attempt to see the soldiers better. “What are they doing here?”

      “They’re warning everybody,” he said. “Telling them to get out.”

      The thunder crashed again and I knew Cooper was right. It wasn’t thunder. It was cannon fire.

      The Yankees were indeed coming and they were destroying everything in their path.

      “Where are they headed?” I asked.

      “According to them,” Cooper nodded toward the soldiers who were now stopped at the front of the house. “they’re headed toward Vicksburg.”

      “Vicksburg.” So they were really gonna do it. The Yankees had been aiming for Vicksburg to cut off the south’s supplies.

      Ivy pressed her hand against my arm.

      “He’s right,” she said. “The Yankees capture Vicksburg.”

      Cooper looked past me, seeming to notice Ivy for the first time.

      “This the girl from the boat?” he asked.

      I didn’t even have time to worry about how he knew this.

      “Yes,” I said, pulling Ivy toward Midnight.

      She didn’t resist until she realized what I was doing.

      “We have to get out of here,” I said, turning back to her.

      “But I can’t,” she said. “I have to get back to—.” She stopped with a glance toward Cooper. “home.”

      I grabbed her other hand and held both of them as I looked into her eyes.

      “You can’t get home if you’re dead,” I said, firmly. “When they’re gone, I can bring you back here. But now is not the time to worry about anything except staying alive.”

      The last of the sunlight reflected off her green eyes. She didn’t say anything. She just looked at me as a handful of seconds passed.

      There was no way I was leaving her here.

      Not with the enemy coming this way.

      I was pretty sure she had no idea how to survive on her own no matter what time she was from.

      But then she nodded. “Okay,” she said. “You’re right.”

      To his credit, Cooper didn’t say a word as I helped her onto the horse and then climbed on behind her.

      “Let’s go,” I said, kicking the side of my horse.

      With Cooper leading the way, we took off in the opposite direction from the cannon fire.

      North. We traveled north.

      The Yankees were behind us, but Vicksburg was ahead of us.

      We were riding straight toward the Yankee’s destination.
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      We rode away from the house. Away from the river. Away from everything I knew.

      The sun set on the river, just like it always did. If the sky looked clearer than I’d ever seen it, I blamed my imagination.

      Or maybe it really was clearer. I was now in the days before pollution, after all.

      What sounded like an explosion of fireworks exploded behind us.

      I turned, trying to look back.

      “Don’t look,” Eric said.

      I wasn’t afraid. Not like I thought I should have been.

      I should have been deathly afraid.

      We were riding straight toward Vicksburg. And if I remembered my history correctly, Vicksburg was about to be under siege.

      I wanted nothing to do with that. It had been utter hell for those who lived through it.

      But the soldier riding behind me, one gloved hand firmly on the horse’s reins and the other firmly around my waist, had me feeling about as secure as a girl could feel in this situation.

      Lieutenant Eric Dumon.

      Somehow I’d landed right in the arms of a Confederate officer. If Andrea knew this, she’d have a blast with it. My sister would see this as a grand adventure.

      I closed my eyes and tried to put myself in her shoes. Tried to see it as she would. She’d probably be thinking about the article she was going to write about it.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      Then did it again.

      According to everything I taught my graduate students, this deep breathing stuff was supposed to work. I truly was beginning to think it was a whole lot of propaganda.

      Actually, it probably did help a whole lot of people.

      Maybe just not people who suddenly found themselves in the past with enemy soldiers firing cannons bearing down on them.

      As much as I didn’t want to leave the Becquerel Bed and Breakfast and the Mississippi River where I’d stepped off a boat into another time, I knew I couldn’t stay there.

      Not now.

      Not even if there was some kind of time portal there.

      In all the stories I’d heard about the girls who’d gone missing, I’d never heard anything about any of them coming home.

      As far as I knew, they all stayed missing.

      If I was going to stay missing, I had to stay alive.

      That was the main priority no matter what time I was in.

      It was possible that I was already dead, but I had to believe that I wasn’t.

      So since I wasn’t dead, I had to stay that way.

      And right now that seemed to require me doing as Lieutenant Eric Dumon said.

      It wasn’t like it was a hardship, riding along on a fast horse wrapped in the arms of a strong handsome man.

      I could most definitely think of worse ways to go missing.
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      While the thunderstorm exploded in front of us, artillery fire exploded behind us.

      It was one thing for me and Private Cooper to be caught between a weather storm and an enemy fast approaching. It was another thing entirely to be caught with a young lady who was obviously in distress.

      Notwithstanding that I had seen the boat and the girl appear and then disappear, anyone who talked about traveling through time was obviously going through some type of distress.

      I tightened my hold on her waist.

      Whatever time she was from ultimately didn’t change my responsibility to her.

      She was a damsel in distress and as not only a gentleman, but also a soldier whose most important task was to protect women and children from the enemy, I would protect her with my life.

      As a man, I could admit that she made my job easy. The girl, Ivy, smelled like an intoxicating blend of fresh cucumbers and daffodils.

      Even having two sisters of my own who primped and pampered themselves with everything from French soaps to exotic perfumes, I had never smelled anything quite so tantalizing.

      I shifted my body on the horse so as not to reveal the effect she was having on me, but the movement did nothing to help my predicament.

      I’d had a thunderbolt of an attraction since the moment I’d seen her step off the boat. And I had seen her step off the boat, even if Cooper hadn’t.

      She’d stepped off a boat that didn’t appear to actually exist.

      A phantom boat that had dropped her off and went on its way.

      Although such mysteries were not unheard of, I had never personally been touched by anything like this. As such, I’d been able to keep a level of skepticism about the legends and stories I heard over the years.

      It was quite possible that I now had my own story to tell.

      And it was quite possible that for the first time in my life, I had now experienced that gut-wrenching attraction that could make a man do things he normally wouldn’t do.

      That love-at-first sight that brought men to their knees. That men fought wars over.

      Cooper rode up next to me.

      “We need to take shelter from the storm,” he said. “We’re riding right into it.”

      “I know.” I glanced around. These rolling hills covered in dense underbrush and limitless trees was so unfamiliar to me I may as well have been on the moon.

      Fortunately, Cooper had grown up somewhere around here. I wasn’t quite sure where, but he knew enough to make his way around and keep us on track.

      “If we go east a mile or so, we should find a cave to hide in.”

      Ivy shuddered beneath me. I felt the same way about burrowing into a cave.

      “Lead the way,” I said.

      We traveled about ten more yards before Cooper turned right into the trees going down a path only he could see. Or maybe there was no path. Just a general direction through the woods.

      A few drops of rain splashed on my sleeves. We weren’t going to make it to the cave before the rain hit. I pulled Ivy closer and bent forward to protect her from getting wet.

      With a shiver, she leaned back, tucking her head beneath my chin.

      So much for my feeble attempt to avoid getting too close to her.
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      A light rain misted over us as we left the road and rode off through the woods.

      The air was cooler and I shivered from the dampness as I leaned closer to Eric. Perhaps his hat could shield us both from the worst of the rain.

      I ducked as we rode beneath low hanging pine tree branches and blackberry brambles scratched against my bare calves, snagging at my cotton skirt.

      Eric followed the other soldier named Private Cooper. Cooper seemed to know the area better than Eric. I certainly hoped he knew where he was leading us because it looked like we were just headed out randomly through the woods.

      My thoughts shifted from worrying about things I couldn’t control to things here in the moment.

      Not that I could control them either, but it seemed more prudent to focus on the here and now.

      We were going to get wet from the rain, but that problem paled with enemy artillery fire steadily approaching behind us.

      Cooper was leading us toward a cave to take shelter in.

      Growing up in north Louisiana, I’d heard the stories. I knew that a lot of people had left Vicksburg during the Civil War and took shelter in caves from the falling mortars that were fired at them. So I knew that what Cooper was planning was in line with this time and place.

      I had to trust these men to do what was best.

      As the rain settled into a slow, steady fall, the artillery firing came to a halt.

      As uncomfortable as the rain was, it might be saving us from a worse fate.

      “Are you okay?” Eric asked as the horse picked its way along the uneven ground.

      “I don’t know,” I said, his words jarring me out of my scattered thoughts.

      “I’ll keep you safe.” His breath was warm against my forehead, his voice gentle.

      “I know,” I said, taking a deep breath.

      I knew that he meant that. That he believed it.

      That was one thing about being a psychologist. I was a good listener and I liked to think I had a good sense of the core of a person.

      And I was rarely wrong.

      My sense of Eric was that he was a good man. An honest man. And he was trustworthy.

      I wasn’t sure about Cooper yet. I hadn’t interacted with him enough.

      But Eric seemed to trust him, so Cooper gained some points that way.

      “Up ahead,” Cooper said. “There’s a cave.”

      One part of me was relieved that we would have shelter from the rain. Another part would prefer the rain to a cave. And another part of me didn’t want to leave Eric’s closeness.

      That part worried me a bit.

      Crushing on a guy from the 1860s was not a good idea.

      I hadn’t dated anyone since graduate school. Two years.

      Two years of not dating was an eternity. My sister, Andrea, never ceased to give me a hard time about it.

      She’d say it served me right to be here crushing on a man from the 1860s. Would say I should have used those dating apps she kept pushing at me.

      Thoughts of my sister brought tears to my eyes.

      I kept picturing her shocked expression as I stood in front of the Becquerel Plantation. She must have seen me disappear.

      Surely she’d heard the stories, too, of women disappearing around this area. We’d never talked about it.

      But she’d be distraught. She wouldn’t show it, but she would be.

      She’d look for me.

      She wouldn’t give up.

      Teardrops slipped from my eyes and mixed with the falling rain.

      Andrea would look for me, but she wouldn’t find me.
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      The artillery fire behind us had stopped.

      I thanked the rain for that.

      But it was the same rain that was going to bring us to a halt.

      It was raining so hard now that I could barely see anything. My hat wasn’t doing good. Maybe just providing a different path for the rainwater to follow.

      Ivy shivered beneath my arms.

      She had to be cold. She’d already been soaked before we set off on this trek. It would be helpful if I could have at least gotten her something dry to wear.

      Of course, even if I had, she’d be soaked all over again.

      “The cave is right up ahead,” Cooper called over his shoulder.

      Midnight twitched his ears, maybe to shake off the rain. Or maybe in silent protest of the idea us of getting into a cave.

      It was dark now with just the faint remnants of the day lighting our way. I was not inclined to get into a cave, much less walk into one in the dark and sleep in it.

      A man had to have his limits.

      And curling up with snakes and bears was most definitely beyond my limit.

      And I wasn’t about to take Ivy in there.

      Cooper could go in and sleep there if he wanted to.

      The branches tore at my coat and pants. I tried to shield Ivy from as much of the brambles as I could, but I wasn’t doing a very good job of it.

      “Maybe we should just stop here,” I said.

      Cooper turned back in his saddle.

      “Too wet to build a fire,” he said.

      “Maybe you could have taken a minute to bring the tent,” I grumbled.

      If I’d stayed put, instead of going to the Becquerel house, we’d have our tent.

      But then I wouldn’t have Ivy.

      So I’d come out ahead, no matter how bad it seemed.

      One thing about it. We’d get out of this.

      I’d make sure of it.

      Cooper stopped and Midnight followed suit.

      “I think it’s up right here,” he said, dismounting and tossing me his reins.

      We waited while Cooper disappeared into the darkness.

      Ivy was shaking. I tightened my hold around her. We needed shelter and a fire.

      It was silent other than the patter of rain drops on tree limbs around us.

      Silent and dark.

      If I hadn’t felt Ivy’s breathing, I wouldn’t have known she was there.

      “It’s there,” Cooper said, coming back toward us.

      Ivy jumped.

      I slid from the horse and helped her down. Once we were on the ground, I clasped her hand in mine.

      I wasn’t about to let her go. There were too many dangers in these wild woods.
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      Cold. Miserable. Soaked to the bone.

      That was the only way I could describe my current situation.

      I often asked clients to describe their current emotion in one word.

      Sometimes it was hard to get emotions down to just one word.

      If I flipped the coin that was my emotional state, I would find something completely different.

      I would find what could only be described as a nervous anticipation.

      Eric had pulled the glove off his left hand and laced his bare fingers with mine. It felt intimate having his bare skin against mine. Much different from the leather of his gloves.

      I got the sensation that he had tethered me to him.

      The blood rushing through my veins overshadowed any fear I might be experiencing about being lost in another time.

      The ground was soggy beneath our feet and we followed Cooper in silence.

      Actually Eric followed Cooper. And I followed along attached to Eric. Cooper led the two horses behind him.

      It was the first real indication I’d seen that Eric was the officer in charge and not Cooper.

      Not that it mattered.

      What mattered right now was that we find a place to get warm.

      But a cave?

      Again, I was not prone to seek out adventures.

      But at the moment, I was going to go where Eric led me.

      By the time we reached the cave, the rain had stopped.

      Cooper secured the horses and lit a candle.

      I blinked against the sudden, unexpected light, meager as it was.

      Using only the dim light of that candle, the three of us stood and looked at the cave.

      It was no more than a four-foot round hole in a hill.

      “Is this your cave?” Eric asked.

      Cooper shrugged.

      “It seemed bigger when I was a boy.”

      Eric looked at him sideways. Then he turned to me.

      “I’m not going in there. But if you like, you can go inside with Cooper.” He glanced at Cooper. “But only after he goes in and checks it out.”

      I tightened my grip on Eric’s hand.

      “I’m staying with you,” I said.

      Eric nodded. “Good choice.” He glanced up at the clouds moving over the moon. “I think the rain is over.”

      Cooper looked from the cave to Eric, then to me. He took his cap off and slapped it against his knee. He, too, was soaked to the bone.

      “I think I’ll stay out here,” he said, then rubbed his chin and turned away.

      I smiled to myself. Good choice.

      Eric shook his head and with his fingers still linked with mine, we walked over to his horse, leaving the little circle of light behind.

      He let go of my hand long enough to pull something out of his saddlebags.

      Then he took my hand again and we walked toward a large oak tree.

      The clouds shifted just enough to light our way.

      He shook out the blanket he’d taken from his saddlebag and wrapped it around my shoulders.

      It was rough and smelled of horses, but it was dry.

      “How is this dry?” I asked, shivering beneath it.

      “The modern world,” he said with a shrug.

      To him this was the modern world. To me this was hundreds of years in the past.

      For whatever reason, whether it was the cold or maybe the realization of just what had happened to me, I was overcome with dizziness and I swayed.

      I reached out for Eric, but I was falling.
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      Sitting with my back against the old oak tree, I watched the first splash of dawn lighten the sky in the distance.

      The rain was long gone and the sun was quickly burning away any evidence of the storm.

      I picked up a stick and poked at the flames in the fire in front of us.

      Ivy lay on the ground with her head in my lap, my blanket draped over her.

      She’d fainted and had been sleeping ever since.

      The business of time travel, it seemed, was exhausting work.

      A flock of birds flew up from the tree limbs over us, circled around, and came to land on another tree limb above us.

      Birds, it seemed, had things to do, too.

      Cooper sat across from us, chewing on a piece of hardtack.

      “How long you gonna let her sleep?” he asked.

      “As long as she needs to,” I said, though I had just been wondering the same thing myself.

      As far as I was concerned, it wasn’t Cooper’s business how long I let her sleep. He was probably just jealous because I’d been the one to find her.

      Trying not to wake her, but unable to keep my eyes off her, I gently swept a strand of hair away from her cheek.

      She was truly the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

      It wasn’t just because I was a soldier and hadn’t seen a woman in a long time. Just yesterday, I’d seen Mrs. Becquerel. A lovely woman in her own right.

      But Ivy was different. I was drawn to her.

      Her skin was perfectly clear. Her hair soft. Her dark lashes smudged the area beneath her eyes and her lips parted slightly as she slept.

      I hoped she wasn’t ill. She’d fainted hours ago and it occurred to me that something could be wrong with her.

      I would just give her more time. Time to sleep it off. Maybe it was the shock of being out here. Or the shock of traveling from the future. The concept was more than I could even begin to wrap my head around.

      “I’m gonna take a walk,” Cooper said.

      Cooper was a good soldier, but he wasn’t the easiest man to get along with. He had the advantage over me here because he knew the area.

      I glanced at the opening to the cave. Or rather he sort of knew the area.

      He’d led us out here, thinking that we could take shelter in what he called a cave.

      There were no caves in New Orleans where I’d grown up, so even though I wasn’t experienced in the matter of caves, I was fairly certain this didn’t qualify as a shelter. Not for people, anyway. Maybe an animal.

      I was going to have to wake Ivy up soon anyway, because we couldn’t stay here. The Union army would be marching this way again. They ravaged the land like a wave of locusts. Cooper and I would have no defenses against them.

      The risk was two-fold with Ivy here.

      I had some decisions to make. She’d said that Vicksburg was captured.

      I had no reason to either believe her or doubt her. But either way, I had to ere on the side of caution.

      There were really no other options. The only viable option I could think of was to take shelter in Vicksburg.

      If the whole town was captured, then it had to be better than us being captured out here. New Orleans had surrendered to the enemy, and although it had been and still was a contentious time, no one had been forced to go to prison.

      I could only imagine the worst fate for us If we were captured out here.

      Ivy stirred and opened her eyes.
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      I woke to the sound of birds, so I knew I wasn’t home. I slept in a darkened bedroom with a fan for background noise.

      But I also knew that I wasn’t in my own bed. In fact, I wasn’t in a bed at all, but I was on the ground beneath a blanket that smelled like… horses.

      My scattered thoughts all came together in the next few seconds. I was with Eric—Lieutenant Eric Dumon.

      Not only was I with him, but my head was in his lap.

      And I wasn’t where I was supposed to be. I was in a different time.

      In the past.

      Centuries in the past.

      I took a deep breath, rolled over, and opened my eyes.

      “Good morning, Love,” he said.

      My heart flipped over and quickened.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      Eric was looking down at me with smiling blue eyes, his lips curved up at the corners.

      I didn’t know how long I had been asleep, but it was long enough that he looked like he needed to shave a little more than he did the last time I saw him.

      If anything, he was even more handsome, though I wasn’t sure how that was possible.

      “How do you feel?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I said, sitting up.

      My blood was pounding through my veins just from being close to him. It was hard for me to pay much attention to anything else at the moment.

      I shoved my hair out of my eyes.

      “You were asleep for a long time,” he said.

      “How long?” I asked.

      The last thing I remembered, it was dark. I didn’t even remember falling asleep.

      But now the sun was coming up, the sky glowing pink and gold.

      We sat beneath a really large oak tree, its branches dipping low. I wondered how old this tree was. How many years it must have stood there watching the seasons go by.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said.

      Eric’s gaze didn’t leave mine.

      “Yes,” he said. “It is.”

      “Where’s Cooper?” I asked.

      “Took a walk,” he said.

      I nodded and looked into his eyes again. His eyes were so clear and deep. I could easily get lost in them.

      He reached out and gently swept a strand of hair off my cheek. I barely felt his touch, but it was enough to send a bolt of electricity through me.

      I remembered leaning against his chest as we rode along on the back of the horse, his strong arms wrapped around me.

      I’d felt safe and secure.

      “We need to go,” Cooper said, walking up behind us.

      “Why?” Eric asked, waiting a beat before he pulled his gaze away from mine to look at Cooper.

      “The Yankees are gonna be heading this way,” Cooper said, walking past us toward the horses.

      “He’s right,” Eric told me.

      “What are we supposed to do?” I asked.

      “There’s only one thing we can do,” he said, getting to his feet and holding out his hands for me.

      “What’s that?” I asked as I got my feet beneath me.

      “We have to go to Vicksburg.”
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      Ivy sat in front of me, still wrapped in my blanket. Her hair had dried, but her clothes were still damp.

      Her hands gripped my arms as the horse moved into a trot.

      We needed to get ahead of the enemy soldiers coming up behind us.

      I also needed to get her to Vicksburg and get her some dry clothes to wear.

      I felt like I was being remiss in not finding her something dry to wear.

      Me? I was a soldier and I was used to such hardships. But a lady should never have to endure this kind of thing.

      She deserved better. She should be in a nice house with elegant furnishing, lots of clean clothes, and a bath tub at her disposal. Just like the Becquerel home or the home where I’d grown up.

      My sisters were married now and living in their own homes with their husband. My older sister lived with her husband in New Orleans. She was fortunate because her husband was in the home guard and was still able to be home most of the time, especially now that New Orleans had peacefully surrendered to the enemy.

      My younger sister, Mary, was a different story altogether. She’d married the son of a dear family friend… from Boston. So Mary was truly unaffected by the war. Her husband had opted out of the army, leaving him at home to run his family’s factory as always. They had one infant and one on the way, making me an uncle to a baby girl I’d never seen.

      Maybe after the war…

      Maybe after the war I could go for a visit and take Ivy with me.

      The thought caught me up short.

      Ivy.

      First of all, she was no ordinary girl. She was a girl who claimed to be from the future.

      Everything I’d seen supported her claim.

      She’d appeared out of the mist from nowhere. No ordinary person could just appear out of the Mississippi River like that.

      She dressed differently than any other girl I’d known. A skirt that came halfway up her calves, leaving her bare skin exposed. Short hair that was soft as silk.

      And she knew things… or at least she said she did. She knew about the capture of Vicksburg that hadn’t happened yet.

      “I don’t think going to Vicksburg is a good idea,” Ivy said.

      “We have no other choice,” I said. “The Union army is breathing down our necks from the south and east. The River is to the West.”

      I shifted my hold on Ivy, breathing in the fresh scent of her hair.

      “There’s no good that can come out of it,” she said, her voice rough with tension.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “You don’t know how much I wish there was another option.”

      She shook her head, her soft hair brushing my chin.

      “It really is the only way, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “I’ll keep you safe, mon amour,” I said.

      She relaxed her head against my chest.

      I urged the horse to increase his speed.

      We needed to get to town. No matter how dangerous it was in Vicksburg, it would be better than being caught out here, too sorely outnumbered to even contemplate.
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      The morning sun was warm on my head. My hair had dried, but badly needed a brush through it. My fingers hadn’t done much good to straighten the strands, much less get the tangles out.

      My jacket was still wet, as were the rest of my clothes. The coarse blanket, smelling of horses, wrapped around my shoulders was the only thing keeping me warm. I couldn’t remember ever having been so miserable.

      And at the same time, I wanted to stay on this horse with Eric forever. Despite the dangers all around us, I felt safe and secure. And content with his arms wrapped around me.

      Cooper had ridden up ahead, leaving us alone. I was having trouble wrapping my head around the idea that we were not only out here in the wilderness, but civilization as I knew it didn’t yet exist.

      There was no highway around the bend. No airplanes crowded with people overhead. No cities with modern conveniences and life-saving medical care.

      We were on our own.

      It was both terrifying and fascinating at the same time.

      I’d always considered myself a city girl. Even though I’d grown up in a small town and now lived in a larger town, I’d always gravitated toward the city life.

      Going camping? Not my thing. Water skiing? No way in hell. Too many snakes and who knows what in the murky dark water. Hiking? My idea of hiking was running five miles on the treadmill.

      So being out here in the wild was a new experience for me.

      And as far as first dates went, this was most definitely a unique experience.

      The idea of this being a first date caused me to smile to myself. IF. If I ever got back home, I couldn’t even imagine what Andrea would think about this whole thing.

      She would probably laugh at me for crushing on the first guy I met in this century. She’d say it was what I deserved for not dating in so long.

      Thinking about Andrea made my stomach hurt.

      “I’m one of the missing girls,” I said.

      “What’s that?” Eric asked.

      “I was just thinking out loud,” I said. “I was with my sister. And now I’m missing.”

      I didn’t think he was going to say anything. The strong, silent type and all.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, finally.

      I shrugged and tightened my hold on his arms.

      “It’s not your fault,” I said. “I’m just glad you were here.”

      “Me, too,” he said.

      Then the world exploded behind us.

      I jumped, but Eric stayed steady.

      “They’re catching up,” he said.

      He meant the Union soldiers. They were catching up with us.

      “How?” I asked. “How is that possible?” How was an army carrying heavy cannons catching up with us riding at a trot on horseback?

      “They’re coming from the east,” he said, spurring the horse into a canter.

      I looked to the right. Oh my hell.

      The enemy army was not following us, they were flanking us.

      Suddenly Vicksburg didn’t seem so very dangerous.

      But it did suddenly seem very far away.
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      The town of Vicksburg was getting closer. Just not soon enough.

      We passed one farm. At least it used to be a farm. Was it still considered a farm if there were no farm animals and no crops?

      We rode along the river, back on the road again. Already, all along this area, the earth was scorched. I hadn’t realized that the river road had been under attack already, from the river.

      The Yankees were firing canons from a ship up ahead and behind us they were firing canons from the ground.

      Ivy rested quietly, her head against my chest. She didn’t sleep. I knew because she hadn’t loosened her grip on my arms.

      I caught sight of Cooper riding back toward us.

      He was obviously none too pleased.

      “There are guards up ahead,” he said, reining his horse to a stop in front of us.

      “Are they our soldiers?” I asked.

      Cooper took off his cap and wiped his forehead with the back of his wrist.

      “They’re ours,” he said.

      “Then there shouldn’t be any problem,” I said, nudging my horse next to his.

      “Sir,” Cooper said, with a quick glance at Ivy. “They say it ain’t good. They’re hunkering down. Preparing for attack.”

      “What would you have us do?” I asked, nudging my horse forward again. “Make a stand out here?”

      Cooper shook his head, but turned his horse around to join me.

      “I’m telling you it’s not good,” he said.

      “You don’t have to go,” I said, spurring Midnight into a trot again. “I’m not forcing you.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. Cooper followed.

      I knew in my gut that Cooper was right. Vicksburg was a trap. The North had been trying to occupy Vicksburg since the start of the war.

      “Vicksburg will be under siege until July fourth,” Ivy said. “That’s when they surrender.”

      “July fourth?” Her words caught me off guard.

      That was what? Two months from now?

      “What do you mean by under siege?” I asked.

      “They fire cannons into the city.” Ivy straightened, looking ahead. “They fire at everything. Even the civilians.”

      Surely she was mistaken.

      “I don’t think even the Northern soldiers would stoop so low as to fire at women and children.”

      “But they do. And there are no supplies. People starve.”

      Ivy’s words carried an ominous ring of doom.

      If she was right, then I was carrying her into disaster.

      A mortar crashed into the ground behind us, knocking down a tree that barely missed Cooper.

      “We don’t have a choice,” I said again.

      We may not be in Vicksburg yet, but we were already trapped.
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      We were riding straight into the siege.

      There were mortars exploding in front of us and mortars exploding behind us.

      It was like we were in the middle of a fireworks display… without the fireworks.

      If we made it into Vicksburg, we would be lucky.

      We were surrounded on all sides.

      And headed into hell.

      The only thing good about my current situation was Eric. He had one hand on the horse’s reins and the other arm wrapped firmly around my waist.

      How had this happened?

      First of all, why had I traveled back in time? And how was it that I landed in Eric’s arms?

      The whole thing was puzzling at best and frightening at worst.

      Maybe I was supposed to be here with him.

      I was a believer in fate. I believed that we were where we were supposed to be when we were supposed to be there.

      But, of course, that was before I had the opportunity to take the whole concept literally.

      I was literally in a different time.

      With a man that I was crushing on.

      And I’d just met him.

      Maybe my sister was right. Maybe I’d been the dating circuit for too long.

      But I’d been content with my no-dating position.

      My career was barreling forward and I was doing the thing that I had always wanted to do.

      So… why had fate changed my course?

      The question sent my thoughts in circles. If it was fate, then I was supposed to be here.

      At this time. With this man.

      I put a hand over my eyes.

      “Are you okay, mon amour?” Eric asked, his breath warm against my cheek.

      “I think so,” I said, my breath catching at his words.

      He kept calling me his love, in French and in English. The words did things to my heart. Woke feelings I didn’t know were still there after all these years.

      In truth, I didn’t know if I was okay. I couldn’t fathom this whole thing that was happening.

      Me here. In the past. With a man who made my heart quiver.

      I hadn’t had a quivering heart since… well…never like this.

      The effect Eric was having on me was different from any other man I’d ever met.

      It was like we had some kind of physical connection.

      “I’ll keep you safe,” he said.

      I wondered if he felt it, too. Or was it just me?

      “I know,” I said. And I did. I trusted this man. He felt strong and virile. If anyone could keep me safe, it was him.

      “Halt! Who goes there?”

      A soldier in a tattered gray uniform stepped out in front of us, a rifle pointed right at me.

      And suddenly everything became real.
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      “I’m Lieutenant General Dumon,” Eric said. “Of the First Louisiana Cavalry.”

      The sentry looked from me to Cooper and back again, his gaze landing on Ivy.

      “Do you have papers?” the soldier asked.

      I wasn’t offended by the question. In fact, I appreciated a man who did his job and did it well.

      “In my pocket,” I said, holding up my hands.

      The man nodded.

      I reached into my coat pocket and after pulling out my papers, handed them to the soldier.

      He lowered his weapon and glanced at the papers.

      “Are you sure you want to travel this way?” the soldier asked.

      The mortars were exploding behind us.

      “Do we have a choice?” I asked.

      The soldier looked past us toward the noise as he handed the papers back to Eric.

      “No sir,” he said, taking a step back.

      “I didn’t think so,” I said, nudging the horse forward.

      Ivy trembled beneath my arms as we passed the soldier.

      “Don’t be afraid,” I whispered against her ear.

      “I’m not afraid,” she said. “Not with you.”

      I straightened in the saddle and smiled to myself.

      “Good.”

      We passed other soldiers, standing as sentries as we rode by them, but no one else stopped us.

      The enemy fire behind us quieted as we rode past houses and reached Main Street.

      There was no one on the streets. Just us. And the occasional soldier.

      It looked like a ghost town.

      I’d never been to Vicksburg, but I knew enough about towns to know that there should be activity. People moving about. Horses and buggies. Wagons.

      Not just soldiers.

      “They know what’s coming,” Cooper said.

      “Hard not to,” I said.

      They’d no doubt heard the approaching fireworks and had taken shelter.

      “Is there someplace we can take shelter?” I asked. “Get something to eat?”

      “There’s a café up ahead.”

      “I doubt it’s open,” I said.

      Not unless it was being run by soldiers. There were no civilians to be seen.

      Ivy’s stomach growled. I had to find us something to eat. And soon.

      We’d gone from wet clothes to starvation.

      Then I heard a sound. It sounded like a chord of some kind. Maybe a small tap on a piano. And Ivy jumped at the sound.

      I looked around, but didn’t see anything.

      She reached beneath the blanket and pulled out a little flat piece of glass.

      As she turned it over, it made the sound again and lit up.

      Mon Dieu.

      What kind of magic was this?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 23

          

          
            IVY

          

        

      

    

    
      My hands trembled as I stared at my phone.

      It had been blank, but now it was like I had suddenly gotten phone service.

      That wasn’t possible.

      I looked around at the ghost town. The town that had to be Vicksburg, but looked more like a deserted movie set.

      The only people about were a few soldiers.

      So I had no doubt that I was in the past.

      Yet I had a text message.

      I held my phone out as though it might somehow be dangerous.

      Yet… I had a text message.

      I didn’t have pop up alerts like most people did. Being a psychologist and professor, I kept my notifications to a minimum to avoid distractions during work.

      But I’d been traveling with my sister today, so I had my volume turned on.

      “What is that?” Eric asked. “Is it a danger?”

      “No,” I said with a quick shake of the head.

      It wasn’t a danger, but it wasn’t supposed to be happening.

      It was an impossibility.

      But time travel itself was supposed to be impossible, yet here I was.

      A testament to the reality of time travel.

      “What is it?” Eric asked again.

      “It’s a message,” I said.

      Somehow a message had come through my phone into the past.

      My fingers trembling, I unlocked my phone and tapped on my messages.

      It was from Andrea.

      There was one message.

      ANDREA: Where are you?

      But I had no phone service. No bars. No WI-FI service.

      No airplane mode.

      The clock wasn’t working either.

      Even if could write her back, I didn’t know what I would say. I didn’t know how I could explain where I was. When I was…

      “Who is the message from?” Eric asked.

      “My sister.”

      “Your sister…”

      I could hear the confusion in his voice. It was a reflection of my own confusion.

      “How?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. I had no answer for something that wasn’t possible.

      I shook my head and lowered the phone.

      But then it chimed again. Another message.

      ANDREA: Help me!

      I froze.

      Every fiber of my being went into alert.

      I had to do something.

      I typed back.

      ME: Where are you?

      And I hit send. But the message just sat there.

      Not delivered.

      “No,” I said. “No. No.”

      ME: Andrea? What’s happened?

      I stared at the phone. Willing my message to go through. Willing my sister to answer me.

      But instead, the phone went blank again.

      Just like it had before.

      “I have to go,” I said. “I have to go back.”

      “You can’t,” Eric said. “It’s not possible.”

      I pushed at him.

      I needed to get off the horse. I’d walk back to the Becquerel house. I’d do whatever I had to do to get back to my sister.

      “She needs my help,” I said.

      But I was tangled in the blanket.

      And then I was tangled in his arms.
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      I wrapped my arms around Ivy, trying to settle her down.

      She said she’d gotten some kind of message from the piece of glass. From her sister.

      And the kicker was I had seen the message myself. It was typed out like a telegraph. On the glass. Then the glass went dark.

      “Where did you get this?” I asked, holding her close to my body. I wasn’t even sure what I was asking.

      “It’s a text message,” she said. “From my sister.”

      I didn’t understand what she was saying.

      “Is it like some kind of telegram?” I asked.

      She looked at me, her eyes wide.

      “Yes,” she said. She took a deep breath and slowly let it out.

      It seemed to help her settle. Either that or the strength of my arms around her.

      I wanted to help her. I understood that she needed to get to her sister. That her sister needed help but…

      “But your sister is in the future?” I asked.

      There was a hitch in her breath.

      “Yes,” she said. “The future.”

      “Ivy,” I said. “I don’t think you can’t help her right now.”

      She tapped on the piece of glass. But whatever she was doing wasn’t working.

      It wasn’t showing any more of those messages.

      But she wasn’t giving up. She kept tapping the glass. Then she held it up high, toward the sky.

      “We need to get something to eat,” I said. “Then we’ll figure this out.”

      “Right,” she said. “You’re right.”

      She dropped the glass into her lap and sat very still.

      But I was reluctant to release my hold on her.

      It wasn’t so much that I didn’t trust her.

      It was that I liked having her this close to me.

      I wanted to keep her close.

      “The café is just up ahead,” Cooper said, riding up next to us. He took one look at Ivy. “Is she alright?”

      “You’ll have to ask her,” I said.

      Cooper looked at her a minute, then must have decided against asking her anything.

      He rode ahead and got off his horse in front of the café.

      I followed suit, then after securing my horse at the hitching post, lifted Ivy off the horse.

      She was light as a feather. After setting her on the ground and releasing her, I immediately felt her absence.

      I was besotted by this girl.

      She slid the piece of glass into her skirt pocket and turned to follow Cooper into the café.

      I held out an arm and after looking questioningly at me, she put her arm through mine and rested her hand on my sleeve.

      Once we stepped inside the café, things suddenly looked normal again.

      There were at least two dozen people inside the café, about half of the having a meal. The rest appeared to be sitting about.

      It occurred to me that the civilians were hiding inside the buildings. Hiding from the Union soldiers bearing down upon them.

      Ivy was holding the piece of dark glass again—staring at it.

      We followed Cooper to an empty table in the back and sat down.

      Ivy set the messaging glass down on the table and looked up at Cooper, then me.

      “I can’t stay here,” she said. “I have to go back to the Becquerel house by the river.”

      I thought we’d settled that she couldn’t go back there. At least not yet.

      “It’s not safe,” Cooper said.

      “I can’t wait two months until the siege is over,” she said.

      Cooper glanced around the café, then his gaze landing on mine.

      “You gotta do something about her,” he said.
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      I was trapped. Vicksburg was already under siege and I was stuck here.

      The little café was quiet. People were talking, but in hushed tones. Maybe it was because there was no background music to speak over.

      I was trapped here while my sister needed my help.

      These soldiers weren’t going to willingly let me leave here.

      They were right, of course. It was dangerous to be out there traipsing around the countryside with the enemy descending from every direction.

      These people had no idea just how bad things were going to get here—in Vicksburg.

      The stories were coming back to me. About how people hid in caves. And ate rats to survive.

      I decided that I would rather take my chances out there—outside the city. I could get past the soldiers. And I could get back to my sister.

      All I had to do was to figure out a way to escape this death trap that was Vicksburg.

      And if they didn’t believe that it was bad, they were about to find out.

      A young lady brought a platter of hot biscuits and set it on the table in front of us.

      “Thank you, Mae,” Cooper said.

      Mae leaned forward. “Cooper? Is that you?”

      Cooper removed his cap.

      “My Lord,” Mae said. “I didn’t recognize you under all that grime.”

      “I told you you needed to take a bath,” Eric said, then looked up at Mae. “I told him.”

      “He’s always had a stubborn streak,” Mae said. “I’ll be right back with some whiskey for you.”

      As Mae walked away, Eric looked over at Cooper.

      “I take it you two know each other,” he said.

      “Grew up together,” Cooper said.

      Watching these interactions, I sat back.

      They didn’t know. They didn’t know how bad things were about to get. It wasn’t going to matter who grew up with who. It was going to be all about survival.

      And the longer this siege went on, the harder it was going to be to get away from here.

      There was no way I could abandon my sister for another two months. She’d asked me for help.

      Maybe she’d come back in time, too.

      If she had, she could be in trouble.

      Somehow she’d gotten a message to me on my phone.

      I tapped the glass, but it stayed blank.

      I didn’t know how she’d managed to get a message to me, but if anyone could find a way, Andrea could.

      My sister was one of the most innovative people I knew.

      Mae returned carrying a tray with two glasses of whiskey and one glass of water.

      She put a glass of whiskey in front of Cooper and one in front of Eric. She put a glass of water in front of me.

      “Here, you go, Hon,” she said, then with a quick glance toward the front window, turned around. “Gotta get back to the kitchen,” she said. “Never had this many people in here at one time.”

      The three of us looked at each other.

      “She knows there’s a war going on out there, right?” Eric asked.

      “She knows,” Cooper said. “This café has been in her family forever. But I doubt she cares what brought in the business.”

      “If she doesn’t care, she will,” Eric said.

      I cared that Mae had brought them whiskey and had brought me water.

      I slid Eric’s glass toward me, picked it up, and drained it.

      The whiskey burned my throat and burned all the way down to my stomach.

      “Like I told you,” Cooper said. “You gonna have to do something about her.”
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      I put a biscuit on a plate and poured syrup from a pitcher over it.

      Slid it over in front of Ivy.

      “Try that,” I said. “Might give you more energy than the whiskey.”

      “I doubt it,” she said, picking up a fork.

      I put a biscuit in a plate for myself and poured syrup over it, too.

      Ivy forked off a small piece of biscuit and put it into her mouth.

      She chewed slowly. Then she shrugged and quickly ate the rest of the syrup covered biscuit.

      I smiled to myself. She must be hungry. She looked like she hadn’t eaten much in days. The war did that. Destroyed lives right and left.

      Then I remembered that Ivy was from the future. Maybe food was scarce in the future, too.

      Mae came back. Brought me another glass of whiskey.

      “Any room available?” I asked, fearing that the answer was a definitive no.

      “I have room for her,” Mae said. “A cot in my kitchen. But you won’t find any rooms in town. Maybe the stables.”

      Cooper and I looked at each other. Sleeping in a stable was better than sleeping in a tent with Cooper snoring like a freight train. I’d take it.

      Setting my fork down, I leaned back in my chair and looked at Ivy. But not leaving Ivy.

      I had a bad feeling about leaving her side.

      She could vanish just as easily as she had appeared.

      And it wasn’t just that.

      Anything could happen to her.

      “At least she has a bed to sleep in,” Cooper said.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave her,” I said.

      Ivy looked from one of us to the other.

      “It’s very kind of her to offer her bed to a stranger,” she said.

      She was holding the piece of magic glass in her hand. Glass that was dark now.

      “Yes,” I said. “It is kind of her.”

      Ivy tapped the glass, but it stayed dark.

      “You’ll be safe here,” I said, hoping to high heavens I was right.

      “Mae’s good people,” Cooper said. “She’ll watch after her.”

      “I don’t need anyone to watch after me,” she said, tucking the glass back into her pocket.

      “The first thing we need to do, though, is to find you some dry clothes to wear.

      “I’ll ask Mae,” Cooper said, using the excuse to get up and follow Mae into the kitchen.

      “I think he likes her,” Ivy said.

      “No doubt.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I’ll be okay.”

      She was looking at the piece of glass again.

      Somehow just her saying that made me worry all the more, especially since she was going to be sleeping here and I was going to be in the stable.
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      There was an art to wearing a hoop skirt that girls were taught early. For me it was sink or swim.

      Mae helped me get into it and that was the extent of her help.

      I didn’t know if it was just having on clean dry clothes or if it was the feminine dress itself, but I felt like a different person.

      The dress was made of yards and yards of soft cotton in a soft blue. Blue that reminded me of those first tiny daisies that appeared with the beginning of spring.

      Eric and Cooper had gone to scope out the stables to find a place to spend the night.

      I stood at the café door and considered my options

      I could stay here or I could take a look around.

      The enemy hadn’t come to Vicksburg. I didn’t know the exact date that the siege started, but apparently it wasn’t today.

      The shelling in the distance had stopped and with it, people went back outdoors.

      The town looked like a town again with men, women, and children moving about. Apparently the quiet gave them a sense of confidence.

      It would be dark in a couple of hours.

      Making my decision, I stepped out onto the street.

      I turned right, walking on what would one day be a sidewalk.

      My skirts swayed as I walked and I blended in with everyone else.

      I found it odd that I felt comfortable here. I was curious, actually. I wanted to see.

      I passed a store advertised as a dry good store, then came to a bookstore. It was called The Tattered Cover.

      Intrigued, I pushed open the heavy wooden door and stepped inside. The store smelled like ink and leather.

      I saw a clerk behind the counter, but no customers.

      People, it seemed, weren’t interested in shopping for books while preparing for an enemy invasion.

      “Can I help you with something?” the clerk asked.

      I shook my head. “Just looking.”

      “Make yourself at home,” he said and went back to sort a stack of books.

      I wandered back toward a fireplace with two comfortable oversized chairs arranged in front of it.

      Like the fireplace at the Becquerel house, it had flowers inside it instead of wood.

      Maneuvering the wide hoops, I dropped into one of the chairs.

      There was a clock over the mantle steadily ticking away the minutes.

      I watched the pendulum swinging back and forth.

      Back and forth.

      It was hypnotizing. I looked away, my gaze landing on a shelf of leather-bound books, but my attention was drawn back to the clock as it began to chime the hour.

      Things looked hazy. Much as they had when I’d been standing outside the house watching my sister fade into the rain.

      I closed my eyes and my ears were ringing.

      I should have stayed with Eric.

      The thought came to me in a flash and I dug my fingers into the soft cotton of the skirts.

      I opened my eyes as the chiming of the clock stopped, its memory hanging in the air.

      There was soft music in the background now and the low hum of conversation.

      I sat up and looked around the bookstore.

      At first everything looked the same.

      I blinked and saw that there were half a dozen people browsing in the bookstore.

      The counter was still there, but instead of the male clerk, there was a young lady sitting behind a computer.

      I gasped and sat up straighter.

      This was not the past. I was back in my own time.

      I ran a hand along the soft cotton skirt gathered over the hoops.

      I was still wearing the dress Mae had given me.

      Reaching quickly into my pocket, I pulled out my cell phone.

      The screen was blank. It occurred to me than that maybe I needed to charge it.

      But I had nothing with me. No way to charge my phone.

      I took a deep breath to settle myself before I stood up.

      As I turned, a young girl about ten years old standing next to her mother pointed at me and smiled.

      I smiled back.

      The little girl walked up to me.

      “Can I get a picture?” she asked. “with you?”

      At first I didn’t understand. Then I realized that the girl thought I was wearing a costume.

      I leaned toward the girl and smiled as her mother took a photo of me with her phone.

      “Thank you,” she said as she and her daughter went back to browsing books.

      Calling my sister was my main priority.

      I walked over to the counter, careful with my belled-out skirts.

      “Do you happen to have a phone charger I could borrow?” I asked.

      The girl looked up from the computer. She looked like a sophomore to my practiced eye.

      “There’s a charging station right over there.” She pointed to a bar lining the front window. There were USB ports built into it along the top.

      I looked back at the girl.

      “I don’t have a cord,” I said. “I wouldn’t ask, but it’s kind of an emergency.”

      The girl hesitated. “Are you the new tour guide for the Dumon house?” she asked as she reached below the counter.

      “I guess I am,” I said, trying not to wince.

      “Your dress looks really authentic.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “It is, isn’t it?”

      I took the cord she handed me and plugged it into one of the ports.

      And, of course, my phone decided it was time for some updates.

      Estimated time 30 minutes…45 minutes…50 minutes.

      It was going in the wrong direction.

      I sat down on one of the stools, but had to get right back up when my skirt flew up in a very unladylike manner.

      I sat back down, but no one seemed to notice either way.

      Two men dressed in Confederate unions walked past me outside the window. One of them saw me staring and tipped his cap in my direction.

      My heart did all kinds of flips.

      I pressed my hands against the wooden counter.

      It’s just a reenactor. It isn’t… can’t be… Eric.

      I repeated that over and over until they were out of sight.

      The estimated time on my phone update was now 40 minutes. Apparently there was some confusion. At least the battery was charging.

      The girl sitting next to me sipped a coffee. I could really use some caffeine.

      “Excuse me,” I said. “Where did you get the coffee?”

      The girl removed an air pod and looked at me.

      “Coffee?” I said again.

      She pointed behind me and put her air pod back in her ear.

      “Would you watch my…?” The girl was looking at her iPad again. “Nevermind.”

      It looked safe enough, so I left my phone and went to get coffee.
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      The hot coffee helped to get rid of a headache I didn’t realize I had.

      I sat with my phone as it updated, trying to be patient. I thought about borrowing someone’s phone to call my sister, but I couldn’t remember her phone number. That was the downside of having all the numbers stored in my phone and never having to dial numbers.

      I used the time to think about Eric.

      When I was finished charging and updating my phone, I could go next door to the café where I’d last seen him. If there was a café there still.

      It was odd. Now that I was back in my own time, I had regrets. I regretted not being able to tell Eric goodbye.

      Twenty minutes to go on the update.

      I decided that it was best that I hadn’t had the chance to say goodbye. I wasn’t sure I could have done it.

      Ripping off the band-aid was the best way. I would have him out of my head in no time.

      I saw another man dressed as a soldier passing by outside. Like Eric had looked when I last him, this man had gone a day or two without shaving. It was a super sexy look. But this man was shorter than Eric. And stockier.

      Right.

      Eric was a man I would never forget even if I tried.

      I couldn’t see any reason why I would try.

      As I sat there, wearing the light blue cotton dress while everyone else wore jeans and shorts, naturally I felt out of place.

      But it was more than that. I had the odd sensation that I was in the wrong time.

      I shook off the feeling and stared at my phone.

      I just needed to talk with my sister and I would be centered again.

      Finally. My phone was finished with its update.

      It prompted me to set up the phone again from the beginning.

      English. Wi-Fi. Siri.

      I skipped Wi-Fi and skipped Siri for now.

      Entered my Apple ID.

      Finally. It was ready.

      Monday. March 14.

      That didn’t sound right, but maybe I was a bit disoriented from my trip through time.

      I braced myself to have a ton of messages.

      But there were no messages.

      It was like my phone had been wiped and I had a completely new phone.

      I called my sister’s phone number, but it went straight to voicemail.

      “Hey,” I said. “you won’t believe what happened. Call me back.”

      Then I remembered that she wouldn’t have service out at the Becquerel house.

      I clicked on my email app.

      My email wasn’t even set up anymore.

      Damn it. I’d heard of updates wiping out a phone’s data.

      Well. It looks like I was one of those people that happened to.

      Even all my photos were gone.

      I clicked on the calendar to see if any of my appointments were there.

      None.

      Just as I was about to click out of the calendar, my gaze snagged on the date.

      Monday March 14, 2022.

      I closed out the calendar app and opened it again. The same date was highlighted.

      I went into my google app.

      Typed in what is today.

      March 14, 2022.

      I was going to have to throw this phone out and get a new one.

      The phone rang and I nearly dropped it. It was a local number.

      “Hello,” I said.

      “Ivy?”

      I recognized the voice. I think.

      “Andrea?”

      “Oh my God,” Andrea said. “I kept your number active, even though…”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “Where are you?”

      “Ivy,” she said. “I live in Dallas now.”

      “I don’t understand.” I could barely get the words out. My throat constricted.

      “Ivy,” Andrea said, her own voice sounding constricted.

      I waited, holding my breath.

      “You disappeared exactly four years ago.”
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      I had nothing other than my phone. No credit card. No identification. Nothing.

      My sister was leaving to come get me.

      That could take a while.

      It was mid-morning.

      The date was off and the time was off.

      Somehow it was morning again, even though it had been evening in the past.

      Surely time wasn’t going backward?

      I checked my phone. No. It was thirty minutes later than it had been when Andrea had called me.

      I blew out a breath. At least time was moving in the right direction.

      My phone was charged enough now. I returned it to the girl behind the counter and thanked her.

      She looked at me sideways.

      “Shouldn’t you be at work?” she asked, with a glance down at my dress.

      Since I had allowed her to think that I was a tour guide… yes. I probably should be at work.

      I’d been in the bookstore long enough anyway.

      As I headed toward the door, I got a text from my sister.

      ANDREA: Boarding.

      I had plenty of time before Andrea got here. After she flew from Dallas to Monroe, she had to rent a car to drive to Vicksburg. She could almost have driven here as easily as she could fly. But not my decision.

      I stepped outside onto the sidewalk and turned right, continuing the way I had been going when I found the bookstore.

      I’d go to the café in a bit—if it was still there.

      Two blocks down, I reached an historic antebellum house inside a black iron fence. The two-story house had a column on either side of the entranceway at the top of stairs leading up to the front porch.

      A large sign out front identified it as the Dumon House. Established 1864.

      Dumon.

      Lieutenant General Eric Dumon.

      A shiver ran up my spine.

      I opened the gate, walked through, and closed it behind me.

      Lush green shrubs lined the bottom of the porch on either side of the house.

      At the left of the grand entrance was a large white swing hanging from a chain. It swayed lightly in the breeze.

      I knocked on the door, then walked to stand in front of a white rocking chair.

      Not expecting anyone to answer, I gathered the hoops at the back and sat down in the chair. A butterfly landed on one of the potted plants and sat, its delicate wings folding up and down.

      The door opened and woman wearing a dress, not so different from mine, except that hers was in a bright yellow, stepped out onto the porch.

      The woman was older than me, but not by much. Her blonde hair was pulled up at the top of her head and she moved easily in the dress as though she wore it every day.

      “Hello,” she said, looking at me with a strange expression. It was almost as though she recognized me, but that wasn’t possible. It was probably the dress.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Come inside,” she held the door open. “I’m Penelope Winters,” she said.

      “Thank you,” I said as I walked through the door.

      She stopped and looked at me as though she’d seen a ghost. Then she seemed to pull herself together and closed the door.

      “Would you like some hot tea?” she asked, leading me through the foyer toward the parlor.

      The foyer reminded me of the one at the Becquerel House. A large grandfather clock stood next to the tall staircase. Its steady ticking filled the house.

      Stepping into the parlor was like stepping back in time. And if anyone would know what that felt like, it would be me.

      Penelope’s gaze flicked toward the painting over the fireplace and my gaze followed hers.

      It was a painting of a young lady in a light blue dress. I glanced down at the dress I wore. The same exact color.

      I walked closer and realized the painting when viewed up close was abstract enough that it was hard to make out distinct features. But at first glance, from a distance, the girl in the painting looked like me.

      I could see why Penelope looked at me as though she recognized me.

      “Who is this?” I asked, turning back to Penelope.

      “Ivy Lafleur,” she said.

      I jerked my gaze back to the painting. This was not coincidence. A painting of a girl wearing a dress like mine with shoulder length hair like me. Labeled with my name.

      This was most definitely not a coincidence. Not possible.

      “May I sit?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Penelope said. “I’ll be right back with the tea.”

      I sat on a sofa facing away from the painting. I had to look away in order to think. But looking away didn’t help. My thoughts couldn’t wrap themselves around how this had happened.

      How was it that I had traveled back in time, been given this dress to wear, then walked into a house in Vicksburg with a painting of me in this dress?

      I’d fallen down a rabbit hole.

      That was the only answer.

      Penelope came back, put a tray with tea on the coffee table, and sat down beside me.

      “I have to tell you something,” I said.
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      I put the paint cans in the shed in back of the house and closed the door.

      After inheriting this place, the Dumon House, from my grandfather, Eric Dumon, II, I had made the decision to move in.

      The corporate life had been good enough to me, but I’d never felt any particular affinity for it. But I’d always been drawn to this house—my grandfather’s home.

      As a child, my grandfather had told me that it would be mine one day. That I could live in it or use it for tours.

      I’d decided to do both.

      I had moved here four years ago and had never looked back.

      It had taken me three years to get it ready for others to tour. I’d hired Penelope and she had pulled together the last details.

      Shortly after I moved into the old house, I’d begun having dreams. It was always the same girl. Images mostly. The girl was a stranger to me and always wore the same light blue dress.

      A few months ago, I’d hired a local artist to paint the image I kept having in my dreams.

      That had been an interesting experience to say the least, but the final outcome was uncannily accurate to the image I saw at night in my dreams.

      I used an old axe handle to knock the dirt off the bottom of my boots.

      It had been a warm winter, so I still had a large stack of firewood stacked by the back door. I’d put a tarp over it and it would be good for next year.

      Even in the deep south, people liked a warm fire in the winter.

      I heard Penelope in the parlor talking to someone.

      I liked it when people came to visit, but fortunately I wasn’t pressured to try to make money. This was a venture of love, not money.

      I went straight upstairs, bypassing the parlor, and jumped into the shower.

      The white paint washed off, swirling into the drain. I stood beneath the rainwater showerhead I’d installed myself until the water cooled.

      Today, like every other day, I wondered if I would solve the mystery of the girl named Ivy Lafleur. I couldn’t even say how I knew her name.

      I’d looked through all the old family records, but I hadn’t come across anyone with either her first or last name.

      So I’d just given up.

      It was just one of those mystical things that happened.

      If my grandfather were here, he might have some explanation. But unfortunately he wasn’t. I missed him every day, but his presence was everywhere here in this house.

      I dried off, pulled on a pair of jeans, and my favorite heather gray t-shirt. I put on some canvas sneakers, then ran a comb through my hair.

      I may never be able to explain anything about the girl.

      But it didn’t keep me from hoping that someday I would have an explanation.

      And I always hoped it might be today.
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      “How did you end up here?” Penelope asked after I told her my name.

      “I don’t know,” I said. I wasn’t about to tell a total stranger that I’d gone back in time four years ago and somehow ended up here. In Vicksburg.

      I didn’t want to be diagnosed with schizophrenia and drugged with anti-psychotics.

      Although… maybe that was what I needed. Females tended to have schizophrenic breaks later in life than males, so I was still within the age range. If I didn’t have this dress to back up my story, I might would have taken myself to the mental hospital.

      Instead, I was determined to try to solve it first. To find some logical explanation.

      Penelope’s phone rang and she stood up to answer it.

      “I need to take this,” Penelope said. “Don’t go anywhere. There’s someone I need you to meet.”

      “Okay,” I said as she left the room, her phone pressed to her ear.

      It wasn’t like I had anywhere to go.

      I checked my phone. No messages.

      So I’d been gone—missing—for four years. Everyone I knew probably presumed me to be dead.

      It occurred to me that I didn’t have a job anymore.

      Or a condo.

      I was jobless and homeless.

      Putting a hand on my throat, I closed my eyes.

      There had to be some kind of procedure for getting my life back.

      I had wait until Andrea got here to find out what had happened so I could go about the process of reversing it.

      It was quiet in the house except for the ticking of the clock on the mantle and Penelope’s voice in the other room.

      I was always such a practical sort of person. How was it that this had happened to me?

      I stood up, straightened my skirts, and turned back toward the painting.

      Someone had painted a woman in this dress. She just happened to look something like me.

      My brain struggled to find some kind of logic in it, but there was none to be found.

      At the sound of footsteps coming toward me, I turned. It wasn’t Penelope because she was still talking in the next room.

      Eric Dumon stood in the doorway looking at me.

      Instead of wearing a Confederate uniform, he was wearing jeans and gray t-shirt.

      I put my hands on the back of the nearest armchair to steady myself.

      His expression of surprise and disbelief mirrored mine.

      “Ivy?” His voice was quiet and rough.

      He knew me? This man who looked like Eric in this modern world knew me?

      “Eric?” I asked.

      “You know who I am?” I breathed. I was beyond thinking that things needed to make sense.

      “No,” he said, taking a step toward me. “Are you real?” he asked.

      “I’m beginning to wonder if anything is real,” I said.

      He took another step forward and was close enough for me to see his deep blue eyes.

      “We could test it out,” he said, holding out a hand.

      I inhaled sharply.

      This was the moment of truth.

      My heart in my throat, I held out my hand toward his.

      Then our hands touched.
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      Everything that I had experienced over the last four years coalesced into this moment.

      Ivy Lafleur stood in front of me.

      Just like the painting that I’d had done from the images in my dreams.

      It was like she walked out of my dreams.

      From a dream to a real live person.

      She looked exactly like the girl I’d been dreaming about since I moved here to my grandfather’s house.

      “You’re real,” I said.

      “Good to know,” she said, with a little smile.

      I couldn’t remember her ever smiling in my dreams. I was enchanted.

      “Come,” I said. “Sit with me.”

      Navigating the full hoop skirts, she allowed me to lead her to the sofa and she managed to sit without making the hoops look awkward. I was impressed.

      “Tell me about that painting,” she said.

      “I will,” I said. “I’ll tell you all about it, but first tell me how you came to be wearing that dress and how you ended up here.”

      She nodded. Glanced her shoulder at the painting. I could tell that she was trying to decide whether or not she could trust me.

      “This morning,” she said. “I was on a riverboat with my sister. She was doing some research for some kind of paper.”

      I nodded and she kept going.

      “We got off the boat near Natchez. There was a rain storm and I… got separated from my sister.”

      Penelope came to the door, saw us talking, and walked away.

      “How did you get here? To Vicksburg?”

      “There was a man.”

      She searched my eyes.

      “He looked just like you, but he was dressed in a Confederate uniform. We traveled here on horses.”

      “In this dress?”

      “My clothes were soaked, so someone gave me this dress to wear. I don’t normally dress like this.”

      “I wouldn’t think so,” I said, with a little smile.

      “You must be exhausted.”

      “I am,” she said. “But…”

      “There’s more to it, isn’t it?”

      She swept her hair around to one shoulder.

      “I don’t think I know you well enough to tell you.”

      “My dear,” I said. “I’ve never met you, but I have a painting of you over my fireplace.”

      “Okay,” she said, with a little smile. “I’ll tell you, but it’s your turn to tell me how that came to be.”

      “Fair enough.”
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      Eric Dumont sat next to me.

      He looked like the same Eric Dumont that I’d ridden on horseback with. All the way from this side of Natchez.

      Yet instead of wearing a Confederate uniform, he was wearing regular clothes.

      And somehow he had a painting of me… in the dress I’d gotten from Mae… on the wall over his mantle.

      And it wasn’t a small painting. It was a large painting that couldn’t be missed.

      “I inherited this house from my grandfather and moved here four years ago.”

      Four years ago. That corresponded to my timeline—where I’d started this morning.

      “Shortly after I moved here, I started having dreams.”

      He looked into my eyes, searching, for something. Answers maybe. Answers that didn’t exist.

      “The dreams were more like images, really. Images of you.”

      “Me? How?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “but I hired a local artist to paint you based on what I described. It took a minute…” He paused and scrubbed his chin. “But he did a damn fine job.”

      “That painting is from your dreams?”

      “Yes,” he said. “It’s like you just stepped out of my dreams and here you are. It’s like my mind conjured you.”

      I smiled at him.

      “I guess it would seem like that,” I said. “But when woke up this morning, it was 2018.”

      “You went forward in time?”

      “Did you summon me here, Eric Dumon?”

      “Maybe I did.” He seemed to be considering that possibility.

      He was as handsome as the Eric Dumon I had met earlier. Yet… he was a different man.

      “But…” Did I really want to tell him everything? It seemed like he needed to know. Maybe he could help me figure all this out.

      “Whatever it is,” he said. “you can tell me.”

      “I went back in time.”

      He sat back, but he kept his expression blank. My students could learn from him.

      “When?” he asked.

      “1863.” I took a deep breath. “That’s where I got this dress.”

      He was looking at me now as though I’d suddenly sprouted wings.

      “That’s when my great, great grandfather decided to build this house here. He was from New Orleans.”

      With everything Eric was telling me, it seemed that our lives had been heading in this direction for some time… centuries…

      “What does all this mean?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      I stared across the room at the white and yellow wildflowers in the fireplace. They were beautiful. And they were real.

      And somehow I’d ended up here.

      Was I somehow supposed to end up right here, sitting in this man’s living room?

      “Do you believe in fate?” I asked, turning back to him.

      A slow smile crossed his features.

      “I have no reason not to,” he said.

      “Me either,” I said. “But do you have any regular clothes I could borrow?”
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      Penelope had gone home and I was left alone with Ivy.

      I locked all the doors to make sure no curious tourists wandered in, then I went into the parlor and poured myself a glass of whiskey.

      Standing with the glass of whiskey in hand, I stared at the painting of Ivy that someone had painted based on the images in my dreams.

      I’d known that someday it would all make sense.

      Maybe making sense was a strong phrase.

      It still made no sense, but at least I had more information now.

      I had the real girl that I’d had in my head since I’d moved here.

      Ivy had asked if I believed in fate.

      I believed in a lot of things these days.

      If someone had told me ten years ago that I’d be sitting here staring at a painting of a girl I’d seen in my dreams… and that that very girl was upstairs now changing out of her dress into my sweats and a t-shirt, I would have blown them off as being crazy.

      She said she’d met a man who looked like me. Had she met my great-grandfather?

      And if she had, was that weird?

      No. I quickly dismissed that thought.

      I had a theory about it.

      I believed that as a descendant of my great-grandfather, I carried some of his spirit in me.

      I carried the part of his spirit that had fallen in love with Ivy. Fallen in love hard enough that he’d built this house right here in Vicksburg for the sole purpose of waiting for her.

      Maybe I was him. Or he was me. Or however it worked. We were one and the same.

      As odd as it was, that made sense to me.

      It made sense as to why the woman who made my heart do summersaults had gone around through the years to get here.

      Sometimes, when fate had to intervene, things didn’t seem to make sense on the journey itself, but looking back, it was easy to see how everything that happened…happened for a reason.

      There was a reason why Ivy had gotten on a Mississippi riverboat this morning with her sister.

      There was a reason my grandfather had left this house to me when he died.

      There was a reason Ivy and I had both ended up here at the exact same time.

      When two people were supposed to be together, destiny found a way to bring them together.

      At any cost.

      For Ivy, the cost was a loss of her way of life.

      If she’d gone missing four years ago, she wasn’t going to step back into her life the way she’d known it.

      I didn’t know if she’d thought about that yet, but I had.

      And I knew what to do about it.
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      Upstairs in Eric’s bedroom, I got out of the dress. It had yards and yards of material and layers and layers of skirts. The whalebone hoop skirt fell to the ground at my feet after I untied the laces.

      After a quick shower, I stepped into Eric’s sweatpants and pulled them up, tightening them at the waist with the drawstring. They were definitely twice as big as I needed. Then I pulled on the dark gray t-shirt he’d left out for me to wear.

      Even though the clothes were clean, I still caught a whiff of his masculine scent on the material.

      It felt intimate wearing his clothes. I already felt vulnerable with him. I’d told him everything. Everything that had happened to me since I woke up this morning.

      This literally was the longest day of my life.

      How did a person jump back and forth through time like that?

      It didn’t matter how so much as it mattered why.

      Somehow since I’d gotten up this morning, I’d gone back centuries in time only to return to my world, but four years later.

      It wasn’t just that my time had changed, I was somewhere different. I’d been on horseback traveling from this side of Natchez to the city of Vicksburg.

      I’d traveled here with Eric Dumon, but then I’d jumped time again only to find another Eric Dumon. Was that the key?

      Was I fated to be with Eric Dumon?

      But which Eric was I supposed to be with?

      I combed out my hair and put the hair dryer to it.

      Maybe… they were one and the same.

      Was that possible? Was the Eric I’d met in the past the same as the one I’d met here?

      This Eric lived in the house that the other Eric had built, possibly to wait for me.

      Maybe I was here now.

      The psychologist in me deemed me certifiably insane, but the romantic in me stopped to consider this.

      I’d asked Eric if believed in fate. I hadn’t asked myself.

      If someone had asked me yesterday, I would have said that we made our own fate. That the decisions we made determined the direction of our lives.

      But it was more complicated than that.

      Some people tried and tried their whole lives to be successful, but they were swimming upriver, forever pulled back by the currents of life. They were destined to not be successful.

      Whereas other people seemed to have things fall into their laps.

      Was this merely an appearance? Or had those unsuccessful people made a wrong decision somewhere along the way? Something that had changed the direction of their paths?

      I turned off the hair dryer and ran a brush through my hair.

      In reality, I would never know how I ended up here.

      What mattered was what I did going forward.

      I had some decisions to make.
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      Standing at the kitchen island, I chopped onions, bell peppers, and tomatoes, dumping it all into a big pot of tomato sauce sitting on the stove.

      I turned the burner to simmer and let it start to slowly simmer.

      Ivy’s sister would be here in a couple of hours, in time for dinner. My grandmother had taught me how to make homemade pasta sauce and that little skill had served me well over the years.

      After giving the sauce a god stir, I set the oversized spoon aside and turned around.

      Ivy stood at the doorway.

      She looked like a completely different person. Instead of the dress with yards and yards of material held out by a big whalebone hoop skirt, she was wearing a pair of my gray sweatpants and one of my gray t-shirts.

      She’d tucked one end of the t-shirt into the sweatpants, giving her a shabby chic look. Her hair was freshly dried and fell loose around her shoulders and her skin was moist and slightly flushed from the shower.

      “Hi,” I said, walking toward her.

      “Hi,” she said, lightly biting her bottom lip in a way that I’m sure she didn’t intend to be sexy… though it was.

      “You’re cooking?” she asked, looking over my shoulder.

      “I thought you might be hungry,” I said, pulling out a chair for her to sit.

      Wearing nothing but socks on her feet, she walked to the table and sat.

      “Thanks for the clothes,” she said.

      “You don’t have to thank me,” I said, picking up a bottle of wine and two glasses and bringing them to the table.

      I poured wine into one glass and set it in front of her, then poured one for myself and sat down next to her.

      “To time,” I said, holding up my glass.

      “To time,” she said, clinking her glass against mine.

      She took a sip, then set the glass down on the table.

      “What do we do now?” she asked.

      “That’s something we need to talk about.”

      “Okay,” she said, searching my face with her big green eyes.

      “I’ve been giving this a lot of thought.”

      She nodded. “It’s a quandary.”

      “Yes, it is,” I said with a little smile. “I’ve been thinking it through.”

      “There are a lot of uncertainties.” She took another little sip of wine.

      “If you’ve been missing for four years,” I said, getting up to stir the pasta sauce. “then you’re going to be essentially starting over.”

      She winced.

      “I was hoping I could pick back up where I left off.”

      “It’s possible,” I said. “But I won’t lie to you. I think it’s going to be unlikely.”

      “I know,” she said, softly. “But I’ll figure something out.”

      “Yes, you will,” I said.

      And I would help her. I would help her because she and I are somehow connected at the heart.
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      When Andrea stepped out of the rental sedan and walked through the gate, I barely recognized her. She looked taller than she had been this morning.

      Taller and maybe even leaner. Something was definitely different about her.

      Her hair was longer, falling halfway around her shoulders.

      If I had had any lingering doubts that four years had passed since this morning, those doubts were banished as I looked at my sister.

      Her eyes were moist and her chin trembled.

      She’d been crying. It was unusual for her to cry. She’d always been strong.

      I stood at the top of the steps next to one of the columns as she approached.

      She stopped and looked up at me.

      “You look exactly the same,” she said.

      “I am the same,” I said.

      “No,” Andrea said. “Four years have gone by.”

      “Come inside,” I said. “I didn’t want to talk about this outside where anyone could hear it.”

      Andrea came up the steps and stood next to me, looking into my eyes.

      “I looked for you,” she said. “but I knew you weren’t there.”

      I opened the door and led her inside.

      “How did you know?” I asked as we took a seat in the parlor.

      “Because…” she said. After hesitating a moment, she took her phone out of her pocket.

      She brought a video and held the phone in front of me.

      It was me… that morning… standing outside the Becquerel Bed and Breakfast.

      Lightning flashed behind the house, then she zoomed in.

      In a matter of seconds, I went from being there… to not being there…

      My expression, as I looked at her camera, was confused and frightened.

      But I’d thought Andrea was the one who vanished. I hadn’t been afraid for myself. I’d been afraid for my sister.

      “This must have been hard for you to watch,” I whispered, looking into my sister’s eyes—eyes full of pain as she looked at me.

      “Where did you go?” she asked.

      I took a deep breath. I had no reason not to tell Andrea everything.

      “I went to 1863,” I said. And then I told her everything.

      “Where is Eric now?” she asked.

      “Upstairs,” I said. “to give us privacy.”

      “I’d like to meet him,” she said. “and I have something to tell you, but I can tell both of you at the same time.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll go get him.”

      I stood up, then went with my impulse, and lean down to give her a hug.

      I blinked back the tears. My sister and I were the same age now. She had aged and I hadn’t.

      As I went to pull away, she put a hand on my arm.

      “I thought you were dead,” she said. “I grieved for you.”

      I straightened and forced myself to regain my composure. I didn’t know what to say to her. I couldn’t even begin to comprehend what she’d gone through.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said. “I love you.”

      “Love you, too,” she said, her voice strained.

      My sister was different. I didn’t feel connected with her so much anymore. It was like she’d put a wall up between us. I sensed anger, even, from her.

      She was angry at me for leaving her, I thought as I walked away from her, heading toward the stairs.

      The grandfather clock standing in the foyer began to chime the hour.

      Eric was standing at the top of the stairs looking down at me.

      “My sister wants to meet you,” I said.

      He nodded and took a step down.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance. It reminded me of the cannon fire that had followed us here.

      I looked up at Eric in alarm.

      “It’s alright,” he said, sensing my fear. “it’s just a storm.”

      “I know,” I said, looking over my shoulder.

      A bolt of lightning flashed outside the door, followed by a crash of thunder.

      The clock continued to chime.

      Six.

      I could taste the pasta Eric and I had eaten for dinner.

      Seven.

      Eric was moving down the stairs in slow motion.

      Eight.

      I grabbed the round banister post to steady myself as a wave of dizziness crashed over me.

      Nine.

      Then the clock was silent, the last remnants of its chimes hanging in the air.

      The thunder crashed over the house.

      The storm was sudden and intense.

      “Ivy.”

      I squeezed my eyes together, then opened them.

      Eric stood halfway down the stairs now.

      But he wasn’t wearing his blue jeans anymore.

      He was wearing gray slacks and a white button-down shirt, rolled up at the sleeves.

      And instead of looking to comfort me, he seemed surprised to see me.

      He carried a hammer in one hand and two by four in the other.

      “Ivy,” he said.

      There was no more thunder and I knew. I’d gone back in time again.

      And this… this was the Eric who set my heart on fire.

      He’d built this house for me.

      And I had come back.
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      The years had passed slowly, one blending into the next.

      I could have gone back to New Orleans… to continue my family’s legacy there.

      But this was where Ivy had last been.

      The owner of the Tattered Cover bookstore was quite distraught by her appearance and subsequent disappearance.

      He’d been reluctant to tell me about her until after I’d described her.

      The man believed he’d seen a ghost. I didn’t tell him anything different. People understood ghosts. They didn’t understand time travel.

      After the siege ended on July 4—just like Ivy had predicted—I stayed in Vicksburg.

      I picked an open lot in Vicksburg and built myself a house—a two-story house with lots of room.

      In the event that Ivy came back, I wanted plenty of room for us to live comfortably. We’d have children.

      Building a new house while the rest of Vicksburg struggled brought attention to me.

      Mothers attempted to introduce their daughters to me in hopes that they would catch my eye for marriage.

      I made it known that I was waiting for my betrothed to return. That I was building the house for her.

      But it didn’t deter their efforts.

      I merely barricaded myself further from human interaction. Three times a day, dawn, noon, and evening, I walked to the café, past the bookstore, and back.

      Every day my first thought was that today could be the day Ivy returned.

      In my darkest moments, I acknowledged that she may never return. That it could be a one-time anomaly. But I refused to give up.

      I refused to think that the girl I fell in love with would never return to me. What were the odds that the girl for me would be from another time and not be able to stay with me?

      I refused to give up.

      If I lived to be a hundred years old, I would never give up.

      I tugged on my boots and tied the laces. Then I fastened a cape over my shoulders to ward off the evening chill.

      It had been three years since I’d seen Ivy, but I carried a clear image of her in my mind. If longing was enough to will her back to me, she would be here by now.

      After a flurry of activity to get the house built, I took my time on the inside.

      It looked like I was going to be here for a while and the work kept my mind occupied.

      Nonetheless, I tried to keep things orderly.

      On my way out, I picked up a hammer and a two by four to take downstairs with me.

      At the top of the stairs, I paused. The grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      I looked down toward the bottom of the stairs.

      The early morning sunshine came in through the glass on either side of the front door, bathing the air in floating dust particles.

      I was reminded of how the sun reflected off the Mississippi River the day I’d first seen Ivy.

      I stood still. My senses on alert.

      Even though every day I hoped it would be the day I saw her again, I didn’t really expect it.

      I did everything I could to will her back to me, but it never worked.

      Until it did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 39

          

          
            IVY

          

        

      

    

    
      I ran a hand nervously along my fleece sweatpants.

      My sister waited in the living room, but I didn’t hear her. I didn’t hear her and I didn’t sense that she was there.

      The house was quiet—the kind of quietness that only came when the electricity was out.

      That and the air felt different. More raw and moist.

      That’s how I knew I was back in time. That and Eric looked different. It wasn’t just that he was dressed differently, it was something about the way he held himself.

      This Eric held himself like the army officer that he was.

      It would have been imperceptible to most, I was trained in human behavior. His chin was up and he held his mouth in a more confident expression.

      The two men had both been standing there in the same place and time… waiting for me.

      Yet they lived centuries apart.

      In that moment, I had the sense that I could choose one time or the other. Now or never.

      Whatever I chose now, I would live with for the rest of my life.

      I already knew which one I would choose.

      It was like loving an identical twin. I could see things about them that others couldn’t.

      Things that made each man the individual that he was.

      Eric walked down the stairs, letting the hammer and board drop to the floor when he reached the bottom.

      “I knew you would come,” he said.

      “You waited for me?”

      “Yes.” He put his hands on my arms and drew me close.

      He lowered his head and pressed his lips against mine.

      Everything inside me came alive.

      His kiss was everything.

      His kiss was life itself.

      I melted toward him and he brought me close, crushing my lips against his.

      He claimed me, leaving no doubt that I belonged to him.

      I had no need to fight. Fate had brought us together. It hadn’t been a straight route. I’d had to travel through more than one time period, but I was here now.

      I was exactly where… and when I wanted to be.

      “Will you stay?” he asked, his breath against mine.

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      I didn’t know how I knew that I could, but I did.

      “Good,” he said, pulling me back against him.

      The only sound in the house was the ticking of the grandfather clock.

      The only marker than any time at all had passed.

      If I could make time stand still, I would have made this moment last forever.

      But I would have to content myself with loving Eric Dumon in this time.

      A time when Vicksburg was climbing out of the rubble.

      Now we would start our lives together.

      And not even time itself would pull us apart again.
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        Today

        Rio Vista Pass, Colorado

      

      

      Rio Vista Pass was barely a dot on the map.

      And rightly so. The town itself consisted of one wide street with sidewalks on either side.

      Rows of white fir trees and cottonwood trees mixed with some thick oak trees separated the streets from the sidewalks. The early morning dew magnified the scent of the fir trees.

      There was no traffic this morning, but cars were parked on either side of the street in unmarked parking spots.

      The early morning sun was warm, but the spring wind had a cool bite to it.

      A flock of sparrows fluttered from the tree limbs, circled around and landed in a tree on the opposite side of the street.

      I stood on the sidewalk outside the Rio Vista Pass Inn. It was early here, but I was still on Eastern time.

      It was a quaint little town.

      Perfect.

      The scent of coffee caught my attention and I looked to my right.

      There was a restaurant named Charlie’s—no relation—and a market. Neither were open yet.

      I walked along the street and discovered where the coffee scent was coming from.

      The door to a little coffee shop stood open. It was no Starbuck’s but it looked inviting all the same.

      It was called The Café in Time.

      It looked like a little coffee bistro like back home in Boston that I used to like to go to.

      There were three little round tables, each one with two chairs.

      Each table was covered with a white table cloth and a little clear vase with a pink daisy.

      Everything was so clean, it sparkled.

      As my eyes adjusted to being inside, a pretty young girl, maybe close to my age, about thirty years old, stepped out from behind the counter and smiled.

      “Good morning,” she said. She wore an old-fashioned apron and her blonde hair was pulled up in a high ponytail.

      She wasn’t just pretty, she was perky.

      I returned her smile and tried not to be annoyed. I remembered when I was the perky one.

      But right now wasn’t one of those times.

      “I’m Brooklyn,” she said. “What can I get you?”

      There was a little chalkboard on the back wall with some handwritten names of drink I didn’t recognize and prices out to the side.

      Brooklyn saw me squinting at the sign. “Don’t try to read that,” she said. “It’s all in French. I can make you anything you want.”

      A bit unorthodox.

      But this was a quaint little town in the west.

      “Can I get a venti skinny vanilla latte?” I asked.

      “Sure thing.” She went back behind the counter. “You can sit wherever you like. I’ll bring it out.”

      I sat at the table nearest the door so I could watch the sunrise.

      Brooklyn had my latte made in no time and walked over to hand it to me.

      “A Starbuck’s girl, huh?” she asked.

      “I guess you could say that.” I took the large mug and wrapped my hands around it.

      “I have Starbucks roots, too.”

      I thought for a minute that she was going to sit down at the table with me, but she seemed to think better of it and went back behind the counter.

      Watching the sunrise, I took a sip of the coffee.

      It was one of the smoothest lattes I’d ever had.

      “This is really good,” I said.

      “Thanks,” she said. “It’s my grandmother’s French recipe.”

      I looked back at the menu. “Your grandmother’s French?”

      “Sure is. But you’d never know it. She’s Americanized all the way.”

      “Except when it comes to coffee.”

      Brooklyn laughed. “Good point. But it’s good for business.”

      Of course it would be.

      “Do you get a lot of tourists through here?” I gripped the mug. Hoping that she would give me a good answer. The answer I needed to here.

      “Not so much. Mostly drive throughs.” Brooklyn leaned her elbows on the counter and rested her chin on her hands. “I’d bet money you’re the only tourist here this morning.”

      “It’s early in the season,” I pointed out, sipping my coffee.

      “Very true,” she said.

      I looked down at my jeans and sweatshirt. I’d dressed to purposely not look like a tourist.

      Brooklyn stood up straight. “Not to suggest that you’re a tourist. I just haven’t seen you around here.”

      “I was just driving through,” I said. “but it looked like a good place to spend some time.”

      Brooklyn smiled and wiped the counter with a white cloth. A counter that already so clean it sparkled.

      “You’re absolutely right about that.” She hesitated a moment. “You stayed in the inn?”

      “Of course,” I said. I had a feeling Brooklyn knew exactly where I’d spent the night.

      I may have been raised in Boston, but I’d spent my share of time in a small town with my own grandparents.

      They had a winter house in Mississippi where my whole family had spent just about every Christmas I could remember growing up.

      But that was before.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” Brooklyn said.

      “I’m Ashlyn,” I said.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you Ashlyn.” Brooklyn pulled out a box of sweetener and filled up a little container. “I hope you decide to stay awhile.”

      I’d been considering it, but I wasn’t sure it was a good idea.

      Brooklyn was a little too friendly. A little too talkative.

      And if that’s how the people of Rio Vista Pass were, it might just be too risky.

      But it definitely had its charm.

      And with coffee this smooth, it might be worth taking a chance on.

      I looked into my mug and realized I’d finished off my latte.

      Maybe today was one of those days when I could have two cups of coffee.

      But when I looked up again, Brooklyn was nowhere in sight.

      She’d disappeared into the back and left me here.

      I sighed and sat up straight.

      I didn’t have to decide anything definite today about staying here.

      I could just stay a couple of days and take some time to figure out what I thought about Rio Vista Pass.

      It might be a good place to land for a few days at least.
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      I stood outside the General Store of the little town Rio Vista Pass.

      And I used the word town loosely.

      Besides the General Store, there was a stable with a blacksmith, a sheriff’s office, and a saloon.

      I had all my supplies loaded up in the wagon. Bags of flour. Some candles.

      It was a beautiful day. A light breeze came in off the river. And the sky was a clear blue.

      The mountains still had their snow caps. The taller ones would keep their snow caps all summer, but some of the smaller ones would be left barren after the snow melted.

      I preferred the mountains to have their caps on.

      I wore a cap myself. It was black with a wide brim all around. A western flair on a boiler hat from back east.

      I liked it. I liked the way it matched the tie around my neck and my black pants. I wore a white shirt with a gray formal vest.

      It wasn’t the way I dressed during a typical day, but today I had things to do.

      It was my first trip out since last fall and it felt strange to be out among the humans.

      After spending my first winter alone in my cabin, I’d come to the foregone conclusion that a man needed a wife.

      Not just for physical needs. A man could take care of that himself with no problem.

      And it wasn’t for cooking and cleaning. A man could do that himself, too.

      It was for companionship.

      A man needed a woman to keep him company. To talk to.

      I’d grown up with three sisters—all married off and living somewhere in the south. So I was used to spending time around the fair persuasion.

      There was only so much men could talk to each other about.

      But women. Ah. Women could talk about just about anything.

      I didn’t want just any wife.

      I wanted one who was pleasing to look at. What man wouldn’t?

      But more important, I wanted one who was kind.

      And smart.

      Someone to share my life with.

      I wanted an equal.

      I didn’t tell other men that, of course. They might agree, but it wasn’t something men told each other.

      Instead men talked about how they wanted a good woman for breeding and cleaning around the house and such.

      And for some men, that would be all they required.

      Not me.

      I’d had a lot of time to think.

      One option was to travel back to Alabama and fetch someone who didn’t mind traveling about here. It would have to be someone who didn’t have anyone to lose.

      Unfortunately, there were a lot of widows left in the south who needed men to care for them. Or even better, maybe they, too, wanted companionship.

      But a random conversation with the blacksmith last fall had planted a seed in my head and it had grown over the winter.

      It was early, so the saloon was still quiet.

      I wasn’t interested in going to the saloon later in the evening when the whores came out.

      I wanted a lady. Being born and bred in the deep south, it was part of who I was and there was no need fighting it.

      There was supposed to be a woman in the saloon, though, who could help me out.

      A horse and wagon passed in front of me. A man and woman sat together, their heads bent close in conversation.

      What the hell.

      I didn’t have anything to lose.

      I strode over to the saloon and walked through the wooden swinging doors.

      There were a couple of young men playing poker at one of the tables.

      And the bartender looked up, giving me a questioning look.

      “Whiskey?” he asked.

      “No, thank you,” I said, then clamped my mouth shut.

      Part of the reason for my black hat and tie was to give myself a more rugged look. My southern politeness had gotten me into trouble one time too many.

      “I’m looking for a woman by the name of Charlotte,” I said.

      The bartender looked me over.

      “What’s your business?” he asked.

      I put my hands on my hips. Should have worn my holstered gun to top off my look.

      “Rather not say,” I said.

      The bartender picked up a glass and began to slowly wipe it with a cloth as though he had nothing but time.

      “The girls don’t go to work til afternoon,” he said. “Have to have their beauty rest.”

      “Not looking for a… girl,” I said.

      The bartender set the glass down and leaned his hands against the counter.

      “Charlotte’s not taking customers.”

      I shook my head. This had been a bad idea.

      “Who sent you?” the bartender asked.

      “The guy over at the stables. The blacksmith.”

      The bartender nodded. “All right then. I’ll see if she’s taking callers.” With that, he headed through a door behind him.

      I paced to the swinging doors. Stopped. I could walk out of here and there would be no harm done.

      I could load up and head southeast like I’d planned.

      But I turned around and paced back to the bar. Sat on the nearest stool and waited.

      Curiosity killed the cat, as they said.

      I wanted to know what this Charlotte woman was all about and why there seemed to be so much mystery surrounding her.

      I wanted to know just how she could help me.

      If she knew something I didn’t.

      Something about getting myself a wife without having to travel or to take a whore and turn her into a wife.

      I liked to think I was a smart enough man and a smart man knew to keep his options open.

      That’s how I ended up here in the first place.

      To try my hand at raising some cattle. Maybe do a little farming.

      Honorable things for a man with a not so honorable history.

      The bartender came out from the back. “Go on back,” he said, nodding to a door to his left.

      Opening the door, I stepped into a room lit by a lantern on a side table and candles in a chandelier overhead.

      It was nothing like I expected.

      Instead of stepping into a room at the back of a saloon, I could have just as easily have stepped into the parlor of the manor house where I’d grown up.

      Emerald velvet drapes tied back on either side framed the tall French window on one side.

      A French window in a saloon? I hadn’t noticed it from the outside, but it faced the side, so that wasn’t too surprising.

      There was a large mirror over the large fireplace.

      A vase with fresh yellow daffodils sat in the middle of the coffee table.

      The entire room seemed out of place and was much bigger than seemed possible.

      There were two doors. One must have led to the saloon.

      A young lady stood up from a little writing desk and walked toward me.

      Like the room itself, she looked elegant. She wore a smoke gray dress with long sleeves and a high neckline. The dress was gathered into a bustle in the back. Must be the latest French fashion as she was the only woman I’d seen dressed like this.

      Out here in the west, the ladies didn’t bother keeping up with the latest fashions. There wasn’t time and there were few resources available.

      Her blonde hair flowed around her shoulders, showcasing her delicate features and clear pale skin. She looked like an elfin princess.

      “Hello,” she said, holding out a hand.

      I took her hand and bowed over it. “Good morning,” I said.

      “My name is Charlotte.”

      To say that she wasn’t what I expected was an understatement.

      “I’m Harrison.”

      “Please take a seat Harrison.”

      I sat on the sofa, thankful that I was dressed in new, clean clothes.

      “I can guess why you’re here, but please, tell me what I can do for you.”

      I saw no need to beat around the bush with this woman. She looked like a business woman and if she wasn’t able to help me, I didn’t need to waste her time. Or mine.

      “I’m in need of a wife.”
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      I left the café and wandered along the streets as the town began to wake up.

      Shop owners opened up their stores and brought things like potted plants outside. Framed chalkboard signs appeared on the sidewalk, advertising today’s sales.

      Someone pulled the shades up on the bank windows and a young man nodded in my direction as he went inside.

      A restaurant was cooking bacon and eggs and a few people sat at the tables, having what to me seemed like a late breakfast.

      I stood perfectly still next to one of the fir trees, inhaling the fresh clean scent.

      There was nothing like this in Boston.

      I watched each car as it passed. Looked at the drivers.

      After a few minutes, I turned and leaned against the tree, my back to the road, and unlocked my phone.

      I scrolled down to the bottom of my voicemail to blocked messages.

      I lowered my phone and blew out a breath.

      Three new messages. And that was just since this morning after I woke up.

      Didn’t Jeremy understand that if I wanted to talk to him, I’d answer my phone?

      Although I’d turned off the tracking feature on my phone, maybe it was time to get a new phone and a new number.

      I looked back down the street toward The Café in Time where I’d had coffee less than an hour ago.

      I didn’t see it. Hadn’t there been a sign out front?

      Sticking my phone back in my pocket, I walked slowly in the direction back to the inn where I’d stayed last night. And the café.

      I found the inn, but next to it, there was only an iron gate with a grassy area behind it.

      I walked to the other side of the inn and back again.

      It wasn’t there.

      I know I wasn’t imagining it.

      I dashed up the stairs to the front porch of the veranda, my heart pounding much too fast.

      Going inside, I went up to the desk. There was a girl, most likely a college student sitting behind the desk.

      “Hi,” I said. This was going to sound strange. But I had to ask anyway? “Do you know where The Café in Time is located?”

      “What’s that?” the girl asked.

      “It’s a little coffee shop,” I said, swallowing a burst of panic that threatened to send me into a panic attack.

      The girl shook her head. “No. Sorry.”

      I looked over my shoulder. I was not going crazy.

      I tried a smile, but it felt forced. My life had been so edgy lately. So serious. “Can you ask someone else? A manager maybe?”

      “Sure,” the girl said and picked up the phone. “There’s a lady out here asking about a coffee shop?”

      She tapped her pen on the counter while she listened. She nodded. “Okay.”

      “He’ll be right out,” she said to me, hanging up the phone.

      They would probably think I was just a lost, confused tourist.

      And right now, that was probably a good thing in some ways. On the other hand, it would not be good to be remembered.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I’m sure I just got confused.”

      Just as I was about to walk away, a grandfatherly man came from the back and joined the girl at the counter.

      He looked friendly enough that I relaxed just a little.

      “Lost?” he asked, with a smile.

      I shook my head. “There was a café. It was called The Café in Time. I thought it was right outside.” I pointed over my shoulder toward the street.

      The man scratched his chin and looked at me sideways.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “but I don’t know of a café by that name.” He looked over at the girl sitting next to him. “Annie, would you go to back and get my cell phone?”

      “Sure,” Annie said, going through the door.

      The man leaned forward and lowered his voice.

      “Try again at sunrise,” he said. “if it’s meant to be, it’ll be there.”
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      Charlotte smiled and I knew that my need of a wife wasn’t news to her.

      She clasped her hands in her lap and, again, I was transported back to a time in my life when men called upon young ladies in rooms such as this.

      After the war, I’d intentionally left all that behind. Two years ago, when the south surrendered, I wasn’t fit for much of anything, much less polite company.

      Like the south, I was beaten down. Tortured and tattered. With little to offer.

      If I hadn’t gone through the long, frigid winter months of a mountainous Colorado winter—alone—I wouldn’t be sitting here today in a lady’s parlor.

      But something about being alone with my own thoughts for six months had lessened some of the torture.

      At first, I’d gone through hell and back. My nightmares and vivid daytime recollections had nearly been my undoing. Whether day or night, I could, without warning find myself standing back on the battlefield.

      Yet somewhere in the deep, dark days of winter, I had become used to it all and it no longer affected me the way it did.

      Only on occasions, I would wake from a nightmare or have a vivid memory during the day. Mostly in the evenings when I sat idle.

      “I think I can help you,” Charlotte said.

      Even though I’d come here knowing that her helping me find a wife a possibility, however distant, I still felt a jolt of surprise.

      I was trying to think of a tactful way of telling her that I wasn’t interested in taking a whore as a wife when she answered for me.

      “I know of an upstanding woman who may be in need of a husband.”

      “Not a… worker?” I asked.

      She gave me a little smile. “No. Not one of my girls.”

      Now I felt bad for asking. Like I’d insulted her.

      “If I can make it happen, she said, there’s one requirement.”

      “What’s that?”

      She seemed to sit up straighter, if that was even possible and watched me carefully for a reaction.

      “You must marry her immediately.”

      “Immediately? What kind of rule is that? Is she… compromised.”

      Charlotte shook her head. And again, I had the impression that I had insulted her yet again.

      “If you agree, there will be no courting period. No option of refusing.”

      “So I’m to marry a woman sight unseen?”

      She gave me a little nod. “That’s the rule.”

      I looked at her sideways. There had to be more to it than this. “How much is the fee, I asked.

      Charlotte shrugged. “Donations only. Now or later.” She looked at me a moment. “No pressure.”

      I looked down. Pressed my fingers against my eyes. At least if I went home, I could meet the girl before marrying her.

      “You’ll find her suitable,” Charlotte said. “But I need an answer by sundown.”

      Sundown.

      So I had a mere few hours to decide if I wanted to take a woman I had never met and make her my wife.

      No pressure indeed.

      This was not what I bargained for. Not at all.
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      After a restless night, I showered, dressed, and made my way out of the inn and back onto the street.

      Just like yesterday, it was a beautiful day.

      The scent of the fir trees mixed with the scent of breakfast wafting from down the street.

      The sun was just peeking over the mountain tops and other than the parked cars, the street was empty.

      My phone chimed with a text message. My hands shaking, I opened up my phone to see that I had a message from an unknown number.

      UNKNOWN: Good morning sunshine.

      My stomach clenched. There was only one person who called me that. I took a shaky deep breath.

      Surely it was a coincidence.

      UNKNOWN: Beautiful day.

      I leaned against a tall oak tree, my knees feeling weak.

      I glanced around carefully before bringing my gaze back to the messages.

      The seconds ticked past and I began to relax just a bit. Probably a wrong number. Nothing to worry about.

      I started walking again, looking for the café where I’d had coffee yesterday.

      And there it was. Just up ahead.

      I blew out a breath. The stress of all this was going to kill me yet.

      My phone buzzed and I nearly dropped it.

      Standing right there in the middle of the empty sideway, read the next message from the unknown caller.

      UNKNOWN: You didn’t think I’d find you, did you?

      I gasped and looked over my shoulder again.

      I needed to get off the street.

      Had Jeremy found me after all? How?

      I’d turned off the locator feature on my phone.

      He must have tracked my car.

      I was trembling when I stepped inside the Café in Time.

      “Welcome back,” Brooklyn said, cheerily.

      “Thank you,” I said, trying not to look like I was scared out of my wits.

      “Are you okay?” Brooklyn asked, coming around the counter to pull out a chair at one of the little tables. “Here. Have a seat.”

      Since I’d failed miserably at looking normal, I just sat down, without saying anything.

      “Let me get you your latte,” she said.

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak past the lump in my throat.

      This was the first time in just about two weeks, maybe more actually, that I had felt safe with another person.

      It was unexpected because I didn’t know her, but she had a serenity about her that I responded to.

      Brooklyn brought my latte over and this time she did sit down across from me, holding her own mug.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.

      She didn’t know anything that was going on with me. She was just being kind.

      “No,” I said, gently shaking my head.

      She set her mug down on the table and leaned forward. “Would you like me to help you?”

      Startled, I looked into her eyes. “How can you do that?”

      “I can send you to another place.”

      I sat back, disappointed. I could do that myself. I was tired of running. And it was becoming apparent that Jeremy would find me wherever I went.

      “It won’t help,” I said.

      But Brooklyn leaned forward, putting a hand on my wrist.

      “I can send you to another place and time.”

      I blinked at her, trying to absorb what she was saying. I understood another place. But another time?

      “I know it doesn’t make any sense,” she said, wrapping her hands around her coffee mug. “But I can send you back in time to the nineteenth century.”

      I looked at her sideways. I should have known better than to trust a stranger.

      “Look,” she said, going behind the counter and back with a slick looking black folder.

      The front of the folder was embossed with the words Mail Order Bride Through a Café in Time.

      “What is this?” I asked looking from her to the folder and back.

      She shrugged. “It’s a service we offer. To… certain people.”

      “How much does this service cost?” I asked, wondering just what kind of scam I’d fallen into.

      “It doesn’t cost anything,” she said. “But since you can’t take any of your personal belongings, we keep whatever cash you have on hand.”

      “I have ten dollars,” I said. More or less. I lived off my credit cards.

      Was that how Jeremy was tracking me?

      He wasn’t on my accounts. But he was a bank manager. Maybe he had ways…

      “Then it would cost you ten dollars,” Brooklyn said.

      “Why would you do this?” I asked. “Help me?”

      “It’s what I do,” she said. Then. “Take some time. Read through this material. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      She went behind the counter and disappeared through a door.

      I slid the folder over in front of me and, after running my fingers over the slick folder, slowly opened it up and started to read.
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      I followed a path along the river that ran alongside the town of Rio Vista Pass.

      The river bubbled and rippled as it flowed over the rocks. Someone had built. A little wooden bridge across the water taking the path to a park on the other side.

      Stopping in the center of the bridge, I leaned against the rails and watched a fish as it struggled to swim upstream. A futile effort on his part.

      I liked it here. The thought of spending the better part of the next year traveling back to where I’d come, taking the risk of not finding the right woman to wed, then either way, making the trip back, left a lot to be desired.

      Besides that, I would have to find someone to care for my cows, horses, and chicken.

      Living out of town like I did, I didn’t have friends. I stayed to myself.

      It was how I liked it.

      The war had done that to me. After watching men being blown apart in front of me, all the trappings of polite civilization had become mundane.

      The past winter had been difficult. Being left alone with my thoughts and memories and recurring visions.

      I’d lost sight of the man I used to be. I’d heard people refer to me as dashing and charming. I wasn’t sure I completely agreed. I’d just been me. A happy-go-lucky, friendly kind of guy.

      There had been no rush to choose a wife. There had been a young lady who’d caught my eye, but she’d been a good five years younger than me. Letting her have time to mature seemed like the proper, gentlemanly thing to do.

      Then Alabama had seceded. After that, everything was a blur.

      A momentum had been put in place. In retrospect, it had been like a train that once started, couldn’t be stopped.

      And no one could get off.

      All the men from seventeen to sixty were expected to enlist.

      To put the Yankees back in their place.

      Shouldn’t take more than a few weeks, everyone insisted.

      I’d ignored my own trepidation. I’d studied history. I knew that wars could go on. And on.

      And the war had gone on and on.

      Until everyone was weary and the south was on her knees.

      Even if I traveled to Alabama, there was no guarantee I would find a suitable woman to marry.

      My parents had an arranged marriage.

      Mother had said that she wasn’t so sure about my father at first.

      Father always said it was love at first sight.

      Listening to them tell their story always made me smile.

      The fish, a trout, I think, turned around and went with the flow of the water.

      Smart fish.

      I sighed.

      Sometimes the best thing to do was to do just that.

      Go with the flow.

      The woman, Charlotte, had presented me with the opportunity of a wife.

      Perhaps I should just go with the flow and accept her offer.

      Sometimes it was best not to fight fate.
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      I stood looking out through the large café window and watched the cars traveling up and down the street.

      The little town was waking up and it was probably their version of rush hour.

      The information in the folder was nothing short of surreal.

      It was all presented in a professional and matter-of-fact way. Much like literature for a cruise or enrollment in a university.

      Or… a trip to the moon.

      It was about as far-fetched.

      My phone chimed and with a feeling of dread, I looked at the message.

      I knew it was from Jeremy. It was probably driving him crazy that I hadn’t responded.

      He was bluffing. At least that was what I told myself.

      UNKNOWN: You can’t fight fate, my dear.

      Fate. What did he know about fate?

      UNKNOWN: I hope you enjoyed your little vacation.

      Now he was just being annoying.

      I didn’t need to talk to him. It was definitely time for a new phone number.

      Since Brooklyn hadn’t come back out, I stepped outside for some fresh air. There was a storm brewing over the mountains.

      Dark clouds and lightning rolling this way.

      My phone chimed and I slowly lifted it. It was like watching a train wreck. I couldn’t not look no matter how much told myself I didn’t have to.

      UNKNOWN: I’m not sure you’re cut out for a winter in the mountains.

      I just stared at the phone, my mind blank. He knew I was in the mountains.

      Perhaps he wasn’t bluffing after all.

      UNKNOWN: Much less for living in a small town.

      My heart was pounding far too fast.

      A silver sedan with dark windows approached, coming to stop as it approached me.

      My feet were frozen to the sidewalk.

      If Jeremy had found me, it could only mean the worst.

      The passenger door opened and a teenager stepped out, dashing toward the general store. To work, maybe.

      Putting a hand to my throat, I dropped onto a metal bench a couple of steps behind me.

      I had to do something. Living like this was going to be the death of me.

      There was no way Jeremy could know where I was. He wasn’t that good. And, anyway, why would he bother to got to so much trouble.

      He was just toying with me.

      Enjoying knowing that he could frighten me.

      I took deep breaths, willing my heart rate to go back to normal.

      I saw Brooklyn moving about in the café behind me. I would go back inside. Thank her for her trouble. Then go back to the inn and figure out my next move.

      As I put a hand on the door, my phone chimed again.

      I didn’t have to look.

      I didn’t need to look.

      I shouldn’t look.

      UNKNOWN: Rio Vista Pass. Sounds Mexican.
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      After signing some papers that I’d only about halfway scanned, I went out into the saloon to wait as instructed.

      It was that time of day when men started to navigate to the saloon. There was a table with four men playing poker. And three men sitting together at the bar, drinking. They looked like gunslingers to me, so I sat on a stool at the opposite end of the bar and ordered a whiskey from the middle-aged bartender.

      While I waited for my whiskey, a woman dressed in a low-necked dress, wearing a feather woven in her hair, sat at the piano and began to play a lively tune.

      Charlotte assured me that the girl she called my fiancé would be arriving on the stage the next morning.

      The whole thing was oddly mysterious. She’d handed me a key and suggested I spend the night in a room upstairs.

      She’d been disturbingly matter-of-fact and nonchalant about this life-altering decision.

      But before I left her room, she put a hand on my arm and smiled.

      “It’s going to be okay, Harrison. I promise you’ll be pleased.”

      I was having some serious second thoughts.

      In fact, I was beginning to think I didn’t need a wife after all.

      The bartender slid my drink across the counter.

      “Two bits,” he said.

      I dug two coins out of my pocket and slid them over. “One for later,” I said.

      The bartender nodded, took the coins, and moved on.

      The whiskey burned all the way down and distracted me from my thoughts of escaping.

      I laughed at myself.

      Here I was, hadn’t even met my fiancé yet, much less being married, and I was already thinking of escaping.

      Not the best way to start off a marriage.

      A gentleman and a lady came into the saloon and sat at a table next to the window, away from the card players.

      The bartender took them each a glass of water and assured them that supper would be served within the hour.

      I realized then that I had forgotten to eat since breakfast and my stomach rumbled as though on cue.

      I held up a finger as he came back behind the bar.

      “Think I might get some supper, too?” I asked.

      “Sure thing,” he said. “The girl be bringing it out shortly.”

      “Thanks,” I said as he refilled my glass. I hadn’t even realized it was empty.

      I didn’t care what Charlotte said. Or what I’d signed.

      If the girl—I didn’t even know her name—turned out to be a saloon girl, there was no way I was going to go through with this marriage.

      A man had to have his limits, after all.
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      “Here,” Brooklyn said, “stand still.”

      I clutched the chair in front of me as Brooklyn buttoned what must have been a hundred tiny little buttons on the back of my dress. The dress she said was appropriate for the time period I’d be going to.

      “How am I supposed to unbutton them?” I asked.

      Brooklyn’s hands stopped for a second as she looked up at me. “I’m thinking you’ll figure something out.”

      I didn’t ask her what that meant.

      I didn’t want to do or say anything to delay this whole process.

      And I couldn’t stop staring at the door. I expected Jeremy to burst through it at any moment.

      Despite what I’d thought earlier, he knew where I was.

      He’d found me.

      He knew, at least, that I was in Rio Vista Pass.

      And it was a small enough town that it wouldn’t take much for him to find me.

      My car was parked down the street. Even before he’d texted me, I had parked away from the inn.

      I’d been doing that all along.

      Just in case.

      The people here were friendly. If he asked about me at the inn, they’d probably tell him I was here. Too friendly.

      Brooklyn finished the buttons and picked up a hairbrush.

      I started to protest, but instead, I just closed my eyes and tried to relax for just a minute.

      She took a light blue ribbon that matched the dress and wove it through my hair, tying it in a bow beneath my ear.

      Then she stood back and looked at me.

      Nodded.

      “I think you’ll do,” she said.

      I ran a hand along the silk skirt. The dress that Brooklyn called a lady’s gown, had a high neckline. The boots she’d given me to wear had a low heel, but like the back of the dress, had lots of laces.

      “What am I supposed to do when I get there?” I asked.

      “Just be a lady.” She handed me a pair of white gloves.

      I tugged on one of the gloves. It covered not only my hand, but my wrist, and came up over my elbow.

      “A lady?” I scrunched my brows. “What does that mean?”

      “1867. Women were either ladies or women of ill-repute.”

      I pulled on the other glove.

      “So… how am I supposed to survive?”

      “You’re a wealthy widow.” Brooklyn handed me a bag. “This is a reticule,” she said. “A purse. Don’t lose it. It has enough money in it for you to live comfortably.”

      A wealthy widow. The irony was not lost on me. It was something I would have to process later.

      I took the bag and wrapped the silky strings that served as handles around my wrist.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      I was probably about as ready as I would ever be. And if we didn’t go ahead with this, I might just think about it enough to change my mind.

      But my phone chimed again. I handed it to Brooklyn without looking at it.

      With no more than a raised eyebrow, she took my phone and placed it on the table behind her.

      “Come with me,” she said.

      With no more than a glancing thought about what she was going to do with my phone, I followed her to a little closet-sized area hidden behind a curtain.

      At her direction, I sat on a little velvet chair and pulled something that looked like a big hair dryer at the salon over my head.

      She held up a mask. “I need to put this over your eyes,” she said. “The light can get quite bright.”

      I clutched my gloved hands together and held the little purse close to me.

      She carefully covered my eyes with the mask and tied it at the back of my head. I couldn’t help wondering if this was a mistake.

      “Are you sure this a good idea?” I asked.

      “Considering your situation, I think it’s your only option.” She flipped on a switch and turned on a machine that really did sound like a hair dryer.

      “Besides,” she said. “you’re a perfect match.”

      I turned blindly toward her. A match?

      What was this about?

      I went to lift the mask. I need to know more about this before…

      Though I was sitting down, I suddenly felt like I was falling. Like the chair’s legs had fallen off and I was suspended in mid-air.

      With one hand clutching the purse, I clutched the edge of the chair with the other.

      My head buzzed. I was going to fall.

      I called out to Brooklyn, but I was pretty sure my words were silent.

      Then everything went black.
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      I woke disoriented. In the dark.

      The scent of cooked food filled the air and music was playing in the background.

      I was lying on a bed.

      Not unusual. I’d been traveling for three weeks and had become accustomed to waking up in strange places.

      At first, I couldn’t figure out why it was dark since I always kept a lamp on beside the bed.

      Then I discovered the mask around my eyes.

      And everything came back to me in a rush.

      Brooklyn.

      Jeremy.

      I pushed the mask up and blinked against the pale candlelight that came from a candle next to the bed.

      I was wearing a long gown with lace up boots and gloves covered my hands and arms.

      My head still spinning, I slowly sat up on the edge of the bed.

      A little drawstring purse with silk straps was wrapped around my left hand.

      A wealthy widow.

      That was supposed to be my role.

      Besides, the bed and table with the candle burning on it, the room was empty.

      There was no chair. No old-timey hair dryer.

      Had this really happened? Had I really gone back in time?

      I focused on the music. It sounded like piano music. And the player was making a fine mess of whatever it was they were playing.

      I’d played piano in college and had been top in my class.

      I stood up and straightened my gown.

      Then I peeked inside the purse Brooklyn had given me.

      It was stuffed with paper money and coins.

      I couldn’t go walking around with this much money.

      I used to watch old westerns with my grandfather and if what I’d learned from the movies was correct, I’d probably be robbed.

      Lifting the mattress, I stashed the purse deep beneath it.

      Satisfied that no one would notice it, at least not anytime soon, I put my hand on the doorknob.

      This was it. I was about to discover if I really had gone back in time.

      As soon I turned the doorknob, a young lady dressed in a scantily clad outfit walked past.

      “There you are,” she said. “Albert has been asking for you. He needs you to serve the customers.”

      “But… I…

      The girl didn’t listen. She just kept walking.

      “I’m supposed to be a wealthy widow.” I finished the sentence to myself, my voice dropping to a whisper.

      I stepped out of the little room and walked toward the music.

      Oddly enough, I had started out downstairs in my time, and now I was upstairs.

      I stood at the stop of the stairs and looked down at the activity below. There was a woman, a feather in her hair and a low-necked top, playing the piano. Two men stood across from her, leaning across the piano, drinks in hand.

      There were two tables also on that side of the room with men playing poker. And on the other side of the room there was an elegantly dressed couple sitting across from each other at a table. The woman was dressed in a high-necked gown, much like mine.

      It was like two different worlds.

      Just as Brooklyn had warned me.

      I’d just never expected it to be so starkly evident.

      And then right between the two sides, half a dozen or so men sat at the bar. Most were cowboys, but there was a formally dressed man on the other side.

      Not sure what I was expected to do at the moment, but certain that I needed to do something, I made my way downstairs.
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      I never had spent a lot of time hanging out in saloons.

      Back home, I’d had responsibilities around my father’s plantation. My social activities had consisted primarily of attending formal balls and bar-be-ques. But usually smaller soirees.

      I’d gambled some with friends when I was younger, but, especially now, I didn’t have spare evenings to waste sitting around at the gaming table.

      Even now, I was thinking through all the things I could be doing back at home.

      But this pursuit of a wife was an important investment of my time.

      It would be nice to have someone around in the evenings to have conversations with.

      Something besides my own tortured thoughts.

      A well-dressed young lady came through a back door, carrying a tray.

      Her brow was creased and the tray of food was a bit unsteady in her hands.

      She most certainly did not look like a server.

      Maybe the wife or daughter of the saloon owner?

      She carried the tray of food over to the couple sitting at the table and set it down on the table.

      Definitely not a regular server.

      As I watched, she managed to get the plates in front the man and women.

      Then she slid the tray off the table and pressed a wrist against her forehead.

      That’s when I noticed she was wearing white gloves. Dark brunette hair flowed down her back and a blue ribbon that matched her dress was tied beneath one ear.

      What was a lady doing serving tables?

      She was obviously out of her element.

      After speaking to the couple for a moment, she turned, the tray in one hand.

      Standing about three yards away, she froze when she saw me staring at her.

      I couldn’t tear my gaze away from hers.

      I had never seen a woman as lovely as this.

      She stood straight and tall, but was lithe as a deer. Flawless skin with a flush of color across her cheeks. Full slightly parted lips.

      Her wide round eyes seemed to hold a wealth of knowledge as she looked right back at me.

      I pulled my thoughts back together and motioned her my way.

      When she didn’t move, I smiled and tried again.

      She walked toward me, moving confidently now that she no longer balanced the tray full of food.

      “Are you the server?” I asked when she stood in front of me.

      She looked at me blankly for a moment. Blinked with dark lashes momentarily smudging the area beneath her eyes.

      She glanced down at the tray she carried at her side.

      “I suppose I am.”

      I nodded once.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Ashlyn,” she said after a moment of hesitation as though she couldn’t remember her own name.

      “Well, Ashlyn, can I get a plate? Two plates, actually?”

      She nodded back and I watched as she walked away.

      Good Lord.

      I had obviously been without a woman in my life for far too long.

      And now I was in a bit of trouble.

      My fiancé was to arrive tomorrow by coach.

      Yet.

      I’d just met the woman I wanted to marry.

      I smiled to myself and slid the empty whiskey glass across the bar.

      A girl named Ashlyn.
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      I went back to the kitchen and slid the tray onto the large wooden table in the middle of the room.

      The cook, a tall dark man with a quick smile, glanced in my direction.

      “So you’re the new girl?” he asked as he pulled a loaf of bread out of a round, iron oven.

      “I must be,” I said.

      “Do you have a name?” He picked up a knife and began to deftly slice the bread.

      “Ashlyn.”

      “I’m Theo.”

      No one seemed surprised or concerned that I was here. Not the saloon girl who had pressed the tray in my hand with directions to serve the table by the window while giving me a lecture about the importance of being on time for work.

      Not Theo here who sliced and buttered bread like a pro.

      And not the man at the bar. The one who had looked at me like he might just want to scoop me up and have me for dinner.

      A handsome rugged man. Not like the other unshaven fellows wearing cowboy clothes and boots with spurs.

      This man was dressed like a gentleman and smelled clean like soap.

      He had a smile that had scattered my already fragile thoughts.

      “Any orders?” Theo asked, setting down the knife and wiping his hands what had no doubt once been a white apron.

      “What?”

      He nodded toward the saloon. “Any customers ask for anything?”

      Right. “Yes,” I said. “Someone at the bar asked for two plates.”

      I hope he didn’t notice the way my face heated. It was almost like I’d been caught thinking about the handsome man.

      “Very good,” Theo said, filling the first plate and setting it on my tray. “Put some of that bread on the plate.”

      The bread was still warm and smelled good enough to remind me that I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten.

      He set the second plate down and I added two slices of bread to it, too.

      “You’re good to go,” he said.

      I’d never waited tables. Not once. My part-time college work had consisted of working as a receptionist and a file clerk at a bank.

      The offending tray wobbled as I lifted it.

      Theo laughed. “You’ll get used to it, ma chérie.”

      I seriously doubted I would ever get used to it.

      Something in Brooklyn’s plan for me had gone awry.

      I had been instructed to play the part of a wealthy widow.

      Yet somehow I was serving food in a saloon.

      I didn’t mind.

      As long as I wasn’t mistaken for a woman of “Ill-repute” or forced to live on the streets, I could manage.

      As I approached the handsome man at the bar, my heart skipped a beat.

      But this. This was another matter entirely.
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      I tapped my fingers against the cool wood of the bar as I waited for Ashlyn to return.

      Another girl, one of the saloon girls, went over to the table with the nicely dressed couple and asked if they needed anything.

      It could have been a fluke that Ashlyn had brought their food. I imagined all sorts of reasons that could happen.

      As the owner’s daughter, maybe she had just been helping out. She was obviously not practiced in the art of serving. She’d not only walked slowly, but the tray had been wobbly in her hand. And I just happened to be here at the right.

      I was fully prepared to go in search of her if she didn’t come back posthaste.

      “Need anything?” the bartender asked.

      “Just waiting for my supper,” I said. “Ashlyn? Is she the server?”

      The bartender scowled. “The new girl. Didn’t know her name. I’ll get onto her. She needs to shape up.”

      “No.” I stood up and stretched a hand across the bar to stop him. “How much?”

      He looked at me a moment. “I don’t think she’s a prostitute. But I can ask.”

      “No,” I said again. “How much for her to have dinner with me?”

      The bartender nodded. Asking for female companionship wasn’t unusual. Men did it all the time.

      “Ten dollars,” he said. “for one hour.”

      That was steep. He knew he had me. I sat back, knowing I would have paid five times that.

      “Take it or leave it,” the bartender said. “Got to use my girl to pick up the slack.”

      “Two hours,” I said. “For fifteen dollars.”

      The bartender held out his hand.

      I pulled some bills out of my pocket and pressed them into his hand.

      He stuffed them into his own pocket. I didn’t trust him. But I needed some time with Ashlyn.

      Needed to find out who she was so I knew what I was dealing with. To know what I needed to do to take her home with me.

      But for now I had her for two hours.

      That was a good start.

      I waited impatiently for another five minutes before I caught sight of her walking toward me, slowly, a tray with two plates in her hands.

      I jumped up and took the tray from her. “Let me carry this,” I said.

      Her eyes darted to the bartender. “I think it’s my job.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ve taken care of it.” I set the tray on a table next to the window, as far away from everyone else I could get.

      Ashlyn hesitated as though remembering that she was supposed to be the server, moved forward and unpacked the tray, putting a plate at each place.

      “Drinks?”

      “I’ll get them,” I said, pulling out one of the chairs and sweeping a hand across it. “Please. Sit.”

      Her eyes widened and she shook her head. “I’m not supposed to do that.”

      “It’s customary here in Rio Vista Pass for the server to sit with the customer if requested.”

      The confusion that crossed her features was charming. And my words had the effect I’d hoped for.

      The bartender had called her the new girl. So as I reflected on that, I determined that she wasn’t someone’s daughter, but actually a traveler not from here. Much like me.

      And like me, how was she to know what the customs here actually were?

      I held her chair as she sat.

      “What can I get you to drink?” I asked.

      “Water please.” She laced her gloved hands in her lap and waited while I went to the bar to order two glasses of water and a whiskey for myself.

      Leaning an elbow against the bar, I watched her while I waited.

      Though she sat perfectly still, her eyes never rested.

      She constantly scanned the room. The door. Even movement outside the window.

      If she were a man, I would have thought that she had been in the war.

      She carried the same wariness about her as men who had seen battle.

      Mon Dieu.

      This only made her more interesting to me.

      More intriguing.
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      My world had been turned upside down and sent spiraling out of control.

      I was completely confused and out of my element.

      The customer, the handsome man, had turned things around so that he was serving me.

      He said this was customary in Rio Vista Pass.

      I thought this was some kind of nonsense, but I couldn’t afford to risk making a scene.

      The last thing I needed was to have attention drawn in my direction.

      Some of the men playing poker laughed loudly, their voices carrying over the lively piano music. The game looked a lot more peaceful than the way they were depicted in the movies. Perhaps peacefulness didn’t make good fiction.

      There was a haze of cigar smoke, but it didn’t bother me.

      After he set the glasses in front of us and sat across from me, I smiled.

      “I don’t even know your name,” I said.

      He returned my smile. “Harrison Monroe,” he said.

      “Well.” I picked up my glass of water. “Thank you Mr. Monroe.”

      “I insist that you call me Harrison.”

      I nodded once. “Harrison.”

      He was drinking something that had to be whiskey.

      “Please. Eat.”

      I took a bite of the bread and ate some of the potatoes. Both were better than I expected.

      I avoided the chunk of pork on my plate. Was I the only vegetarian in the 1800s?

      It was probably a little late to worry about something like this. Perhaps no one would notice. I was also able to find something to eat without eating meat.

      My glove was getting damp from the condensation on the water glass.

      I look around. The lady at the other table was not wearing her gloves. In fact, it looked like they were in her lap.

      Well, it was too late to fix it this time. I would remember next time, though, to take my gloves off before eating.

      “Is the pork not to your liking?” Harrison asked, setting down his fork. “I can see if they have something else.”

      “No,” I said quickly. “Please don’t. I can’t eat another bite.”

      Relaxing back against his chair, he watched me over his whiskey glass.

      Someone, a cowboy, came through the saloon door and my gaze automatically shifted in that direction.

      “Are you okay?” Harrison asked. He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Are you hiding from someone?”

      My eyes widened. Was it so obvious then?

      I was supposed to be a wealthy widow, but at the moment, I didn’t much feel like a widow, much less a wealthy one. I wasn’t even quite sure how a wealthy widow would handle this situation.

      I did, however, know what it was like to hide from someone.

      And Brooklyn wasn’t here to guide me. I was on my own.

      “Yes,” I said and lowered my gaze.

      But I was in 1869 and Jeremy couldn’t find me here.
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      Ashlyn hadn’t removed her gloves before drinking or eating.

      A tell-tale sign.

      She was lying.

      A lady always removed her gloves before eating or drinking.

      Ashlyn didn’t seem to know this.

      Yet she was dressed as lady of substantial wealth.

      It was a disconnect I was having a hard time sorting out.

      She removed the glove from her right hand with some difficulty.

      “Where are you from?” I asked.

      She just looked at me. As though she didn’t know what to say.

      “East,” she said, turning her glove right side out and settling it in her lap.

      A vague answer that covered just about everyone here. Everyone was from the east in one form or another unless they’d been born here.

      “I’m from Birmingham,” I said, hoping to put her at ease.

      “Oh,” she said.

      The next question people usually asked was about the war. But she didn’t ask it.

      “Are you from the north?” I asked. She didn’t sound southern, but definitely sounded educated.

      “Boston,” she said softly, with a quick glance around.

      “Your secret is safe with me.” I decided to stop asking her questions. I didn’t like making her uncomfortable.

      As she sipped her water, I noticed that her fingernails were painted a deep red.

      I’d never seen a lady with painted fingernails. It added another level to her mysteriousness and oddly enough, made her seem even more elegant.

      “I should probably clean this up,” she said.

      I shook my head. “You don’t have to do that. I’ve paid for your company for two hours.”

      Her eyes widened and she froze with her glass halfway to her lips.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “That isn’t how it’s supposed to work.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She set the glass down and slid her chair back.

      She met my gaze for just a moment before looking away again. “I can’t do this.”

      Before I knew what she was about, she’d stood up and, gathering up her skirts, darted to the door leading outside.

      I raced after her, but she was already out the door and down the street before I caught up with her. The girl could move fast.

      The early evening moon was bright and large, illuminating the craggily rocky mountain tops.

      She yelped as I grabbed her around the waist and lifted her feet from the ground.

      “Hold still,” I said. “It’s not safe for a lady to be on the street at night.”

      That seemed to calm her.

      I put her back on her feet, but kept a hold on her waist.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, “but they said I wouldn’t have to do this.”

      “You wouldn’t have to do what?”

      She turned to face me and, though I released her, I remained poised, ready to grab her again.

      There were tears in her eyes.

      “You don’t have to do what?” I asked again.

      “Be a… a… lady of ill-repute.”

      “A lady of…” Suddenly I knew what she’d thought I meant. She thought I’d paid for her to be a prostitute. “No. No. It’s not like that at all.”

      She looked at me with skepticism. The dry wind blew strands of hair into her face.

      I tried to keep the smile off my face. But actually, she was halfway right. I did want to bed her. But I wanted to marry her first. I tried to explain.

      “I could see that you obviously weren’t a server. And since I wanted to be in your company for a time anyway, I paid the bartender to allow me to sit with you for two hours.”

      “To sit with me.” Disbelief and doubt flashed across her features.

      “My intentions were more than honorable,” I said. “I can assure you.”

      She swept the hair out of her face and held it with her ungloved hand. She still held her other glove in her left hand.

      “How do I know that I can trust you?” she asked.

      How indeed?

      “Perhaps I should introduce myself. My name is Harrison Monroe. Lieutenant Colonel of the former Confederate army. I’m from Birmingham, Alabama where my parents still live.”

      “You’re a soldier?” she asked, seeming to relax just a bit.

      “Yes ma’am. It’s my duty and honor to serve and protect others.”

      Letting her hair drop, she toyed with her glove. “But you’re not a soldier anymore.”

      “A soldier is always a soldier,” I said. It was something I truly believed.

      When I’d enlisted in the army, I had taken on that role for life.

      That was part of why I was here. And why I stayed to myself. That and to rest my tortured soul.

      “So…” she said. “you wanted to just... talk?”

      “Yes.” I swept my arm around the empty street. “As you can see, there is a shortage of people, especially ladies with whom a man can have a conversation.”

      She searched my features, looking for something.

      I smiled. “I couldn’t just ask you to sit with me. The bartender is something of a jackass.”

      She laughed, then quickly covered her mouth.

      But her laugh lit up her eyes and brought her whole face to life.

      I was enchanted.

      Perhaps we should go ahead and leave now so that I didn’t have to deal with whatever woman was supposed to be coming in on the morning stage.

      The woman I had agreed to marry.

      Whoever she was, she didn’t stand a chance against this mysterious, enchanting, beautiful woman standing in front of me.

      “Do you want to go back inside?” I asked.

      “Do we have to?”

      “Absolutely not,” I said. “May I escort you on an evening stroll?”

      “Yes,” she said. “That would be nice.”

      I held out my arm and she tucked her hand in the crook of my arm.

      Perhaps I would just keep her.

      As far as I was concerned, we never had to go back inside the saloon.
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      With my hand tucked in the crook of Harrison’s arm, we walked along the street, beneath the moonlight.

      The air was cool and I shivered.

      “Cold?” he asked.

      “A little.”

      He stopped, took off his jacket and helped me into it. The sleeves were much too long, but it was warm.

      And it smelled masculine. Like him.

      Much warmer now, I tucked my hand back into the crook of his arm and we continued our stroll.

      “Have you ever been through a winter out here?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Is it bad?”

      He looked up toward the mountain tops glowing in the moonlight.

      “It’s absolutely brutal.”

      “What’s it like? Do the townspeople stick together?”

      “I’m sure they do. But I don’t live in town.”

      “Where do you live then?”

      “I have a ranch a mile or so from here,” he said, guiding me back in the other direction.

      We’d walked close to the edge of town.

      “In fact,” he said, “today is the first day I’ve seen another human since last September.”

      I stopped walking and just looked at him. Trying to comprehend that.

      “Wait,” I said. “This is May.”

      “I know,” he said, nudging me forward again.

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      “I survived.”

      We walked in silence as we neared the saloon where we’d started.

      “But why?” I asked, unable to figure out why someone would live alone for that long.

      “I had to take care of my livestock,” he said before we reached the saloon. “I needed some time to sort some things out. I had a lot of time to think.”

      “I guess that’s an understatement.”

      “It is a long time,” he admitted.

      Some men inside the saloon shouted. Things must be getting rowdy inside now that it was getting later. I really didn’t want to go back inside.

      Out here, it was peaceful. But inside, with the piano music and the men shouting, it sounded loud and chaotic. I really didn’t want to get caught up in something.

      I preferred to stay out here with Harrison.

      “Did you get everything sorted out?” I asked, hoping the question would be enough to keep us outside for a while longer.

      He straightened.

      “Yes,” he said. “I did. And I made a decision.”

      “What kind of decision did you make?”

      He turned and looked into my eyes.

      The moonlight streamed over us and everything else seemed to fade into the background.

      “I decided I needed to take a wife.”
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      I didn’t want to go back inside the saloon.

      Men were drinking too much and it was just overall too rowdy.

      After spending months in the quiet of my own company, going back inside that saloon was something I did not need.

      Besides, if I was still here when the stagecoach arrived in the morning, I would be stuck with an obligation I wasn’t sure how to get out of.

      I’d agreed to take a wife. The wife that Charlotte had promised me.

      But then I’d found Ashlyn.

      And my search was over.

      “Ashlyn,” I said. “Forgive me for being bold, but I don’t want to go back inside that saloon right now.”

      She closed her eyes for a second. “Thank you. Neither do I.”

      I smiled. She really was turning out to be the perfect woman for me.

      “What do we do then?” she asked.

      “We can stay in the stables until morning. Then leave at first light.”

      She didn’t answer.

      A man wandered out of the saloon.

      “We should go to the stables,” I said. “Before the bartender comes looking for you.”

      I led her away from the saloon and down the street toward the stables.

      It wasn’t right, asking a lady to sleep in the stables.

      But it was the only way I could think of to keep her out of the saloon.

      There was no where else in this little town to go for the night.

      There was an inn down the street run by an older woman, but it was much too late to disturb her.

      I’d make it up to Ashlyn.

      We ducked into the dark stables and giving our eyes a few minutes to adjust to the darkness, carefully made our way onto a pile of hay.

      “You can sleep here,” I said. “I apologize for the accommodations—or lack thereof, but I don’t how else to keep you away from the saloon.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I really don’t mind hiding here.”

      I settled her onto the hay and quickly discovered that my jacket wouldn’t provide her with enough warmth for the night air.

      I found a horse blanket folding nearby and draped it over her.

      “Where will you sleep?” she asked.

      “I’ll stay awake. To stand guard.”

      “Will you stay for a while then?” she asked. “To keep me company?”

      “Sure,” I said, sitting on the hay next to her.

      I was certain that I was breaking all sorts of propriety rules with her. Probably just about all of them.

      “You said something about leaving,” she said.

      “You’ll be going back to your ranch?”

      “That’s right,” I said. I noticed she hadn’t said we. I also noticed that I hadn’t asked her to go with me. I hadn’t told her that she was the one I’d decided to take as a wife.

      “Is staying here at the saloon something you want to do?” I asked, holding my breath.

      If she wanted to stay here, that would change everything.

      “No,” she said quickly. “But I don’t have a lot of other options right now.”

      A horse neighed in a nearby stall and a dog barked outside.

      The music from the saloon was faint here, inside the stable.

      “You can come with me,” I said.

      “But…” she said. “You’re planning to take a wife. I’m not sure your wife would want me around.”

      I nodded and reached over and put my hand lightly over hers.

      “No,” I said. “I don’t suppose she would.”

      Ashlyn was quiet.

      “But I was thinking maybe you would like to be my wife.”

      “Me?”

      I could see a vague outline of her features in the darkness, but I could imagine how her eyes must have widened.

      “I know it’s unconventional,” I said. “And we’ll have to wait until the preacher comes around, but I can give you my word as a gentleman that I won’t behave in any way untoward.”

      She was very quiet now. And I feared the worst.

      I feared that she would change her mind and decide that going back to the saloon would be a more sane option than going to stranger’s ranch.

      “I know it’s a lot to ask,” I said. “And I know you don’t know me.”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

      “You’ll?” I thought maybe I’d heard her wrong. “You’ll do it?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I’ll go with you to your ranch and wait for the preacher.”

      I didn’t know what I’d done to have earned such good fortune.

      I wanted to grab her up and twirl her around the barn.

      Instead, I took her hands in mine and lightly kissed the back of her fingers.

      “I’m honored,” I said.

      “It sounds like it will help both of us,” she said. “It will keep me out of the saloon and give you companionship. But…”

      “What is it, ma chérie?”

      “I don’t know how much good I’ll be to you. I don’t know how to live on a ranch.”

      “Ah, my love,” I said. “All I ask is that you come and be with me. I’m not asking you to do anything other than be my companion.”

      “Surely, I’ll need to pull my weight.”

      “I’m sure we’ll work all of that out. But trust me, I can do whatever needs to be done. All you have to do it just be there.”

      I felt her smiling in the darkness.

      “Okay,” she said.

      And just like that, I had myself a wife.
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      I was good at doing what made sense at the time.

      Under any other circumstance, this whole thing would have been completely insane.

      But I was sitting here on a haystack in a barn.

      In 1869.

      I knew no one. Except maybe this man, Harrison.

      I was in a time I knew very little about.

      In the wild west which I knew even less about, except what I saw in the movies. And most of that probably wasn’t even accurate.

      The only upside was that Jeremy could never ever find me again.

      Not unless he found a way to follow me through time and I was fairly certain that wasn’t even possible.

      I was supposed to have been a wealthy widow in this time, but instead, I’d been thrust into the position of a server in a saloon.

      Apparently Brooklyn had no control over what happened after she sent someone back in time.

      Fortunately, I had met Harrison and he had offered to protect me.

      To take me to his ranch and make me his wife.

      According to what little I did know about this time period, it was my best option.

      Oddly enough, being a wife was the one thing that scared me more than anything else. And perhaps it should have, everything considered.

      Being a wealthy widow in my other life would have been so much better, and easier, than being divorced.

      But marrying Jeremy had made sense at the time.

      I didn’t marry him for love. I’d liked him. At least at first.

      But it hadn’t taken long for him to show his true colors.

      The first time he knocked me down, I told myself it was an accident.

      We had been in the kitchen of our little condo. I’d said something about looking for a new job. I couldn’t remember how exactly how the conversation had gone.

      But I did remember how he turned quickly around and then I’d been flying across the room, landing against the wall.

      In retrospect, it would have been hard to bump someone hard enough to send them flying like that.

      He’d held me close and told me how sorry he was. He even told me that no one would ever love me the way he did.

      I later learned that was one of the major red flags of an abuser.

      But I hadn’t known that.

      I was an accounting major, not a psychology major.

      I took a deep breath and concentrated on the way the fresh hay felt against my hands.

      I needed to get some sleep. There was no way to know what tomorrow might bring.

      Harrison was sitting several feet away, keeping watch.

      A few minutes later, I heard him softly snoring.

      I smiled to myself.

      I’d come a long way from being an accountant for a small firm in Boston.
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      I’d dozed off sitting up in the barn.

      So much for keeping watch. But if anyone had come around, I would have known it. That alertness was ingrained in me as a soldier. And it wasn’t always a good thing. Alertness often turned into edginess.

      At the first light of dawn, I’d checked on Ashlyn—still sound asleep—then got busy getting my horse and wagon hooked up.

      The stable hands would be along shortly. I think one of them even slept in the loft, but I planned on being long gone before anyone else was up and about.

      With everything hooked up and ready to go, I went to get Ashlyn up.

      She was already sitting up on the edge of the hay bale, pulling strands of hay out of her hair.

      A jolt of emotion shot through me. This beautiful woman had agreed to be my bride. I could barely believe my good fortune.

      “Good morning,” I said, trying not to stare at her.

      “Hi,” she said, turning to look at me, then at the wagon I had hitched and ready to go. “We’re leaving?”

      She seemed to have a lot of the same edginess that I had. I was pretty sure she’d been watching me hitch up the horses.

      “I need to get back,” I said. “Livestock to feed.”

      “Okay.” She slid from the hay, bringing my jacket with her.

      “You might need that,” I said. “It’s still a little chilly.”

      We walked to the wagon together. She looked at me with uncertainty.

      “Let me help you,” I said, holding out a hand.

      With my help, she climbed up and sat on the buckboard.

      I settled in beside her.

      As we rolled out of the barn, the first tinges of daybreak lit the sky.

      It was my favorite time of the day.

      That time when everything was fresh and full of possibilities. A morning meant I’d made it through another night and got to start fresh. Morning meant it would be at least twelve hours before I had to face my demons again.

      During the day, I could stay busy. Keep my mind off things.

      So there was that to look forward to.

      “I need coffee,” Ashlyn said.

      Coffee. My bride to be wanted coffee. So I would find her some.

      We stopped in front of the saloon—the only place in town that might even possibly have coffee.

      “Want to wait here?” I asked. “I might have to make it myself, so it might take some time.”

      “I’ll come with you,” she said. “I don’t want to stay out here by myself.”

      I jumped down and went around to help her from the wagon.

      Putting my hands on her waist, I lifted her down. She put her hands on my shoulders.

      She was light as a feather, compared to all the bales of hay I lifted on a day to day basis.

      Our eyes met and held as I lowered her to her feet.

      I smiled and, taking her hand, we went inside the saloon in search of coffee.
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      I really did need coffee.

      But sometime during the night, I’d remembered that I left a purse full of money in a room in the saloon.

      It wouldn’t be very smart on my part to go off without it.

      It was quite possible that I would need money at some point. Just like in modern times, a woman couldn’t always depend on a man to take care of her.

      The saloon was quiet and dark.

      Empty. There was no one around. The piano sat silent.

      I followed Harrison behind the bar into the kitchen.

      Watched as he stoked up the fire in the stove and put water on to boil.

      “I think I left something in one of the rooms,” I said, pointing over my shoulder. “I should go see about getting it.”

      Harrison straightened. “Want me to come with you?”

      “No,” I said. “I won’t be but a minute. I’ll be right back.”

      “If you’re not, I’ll come looking for you,” he said.

      I smiled. It was nice to know that someone had my back.

      I hadn’t had that in a long time. Not even in my modern life in the future.

      It gave me a warm feeling in my stomach.

      I headed off toward the back where the rooms were. I felt a little nervous and out of place back here. I tried to keep my focus on the purse of money. Without it, I was at the mercy of Harrison’s generosity.

      It wasn’t hard to figure out which room I’d been in when I’d come back through time.

      I put my hand on the doorknob. There could be someone inside. If so, I could forget getting the money since I’d hidden it under the mattress. Probably not my best idea. But in the moment, it had seemed like the best option.

      “What are you doing?”

      I jumped, recognizing the bartender’s booming voice.

      I dropped my hand from the doorknob and turned around. Lifted my chin. “Getting my things,” I said.

      “What things? Where did you disappear to last night? I didn’t give you permission to stay gone the whole night.”

      I bristled, with a mixture of anger and fear.

      With Jeremy, I’d been berated at every turn. It was something I was used to.

      Too used to.

      “I had something I needed to do.”

      The bartender scowled at me. “I’m sure you did.” He held out his hand. “Give me the money.”

      “What money?” How did he know about the money?

      “The money that cowboy gave you for spending the night with him.”

      “No,” I said. “It wasn’t like that.”

      He put his hands on his hips. “Look. I know you’re new here, but you need to know that you belong to me. You don’t do anything without my permission.”

      I struggled to keep my jaw from dropping. “I don’t belong to you.”

      He reached out and grabbed my wrist with his big, rough hand. I pulled away, but only twisted my own arm.

      So I did what I’d learned works. I froze and lowered my chin.

      “I’ll get my money’s worth out of you one way or another,” he said, jerking me toward him.

      I steeled myself to be punched or pushed.

      “Take your hands off her.”

      It was Harrison.

      Relief flooding through me. But the bartender didn’t let me go.

      If anything, he held my wrist more tightly.

      “Not your business,” the bartender said, glaring at Harrison.

      I could just see Harrison standing on the other side of the bartender.

      He looked calm. Relaxed even.

      “Actually it is my business,” he said. His tone was even and level unlike the bartenders.

      “You got your two hours. So you’ll be owing me for the rest of the night.”

      Harrison crossed his arms and even I could see the danger brewing in his eyes, but the bartender didn’t seem to notice. Maybe he was too used to getting his way.

      “Let her go?” Harrison said. “We’ll work this out man to man.”

      The bartender made a sound—a cross between a growl and a groan. Then he pushed me.

      I’d let my guard down when I saw Harrison. I slammed into the wall, my shoulder hitting hard. My hands slid against the cool wood floor, my right hand slamming against the baseboard.

      I looked up just in time to see Harrison fist slam the bartender in the mouth, sending him reeling back toward me.

      I slid out of the way, but the bartender stayed on his feet and went back toward Harrison.

      I couldn’t see what happened next, but the sounds of fists slamming into flesh echoed in the hallway.

      Then just seconds after the whole thing started, it was over.

      The bartender lay crumbled on the floor.

      Harrison stepped over him, then knelt next to me. “Are you hurt?” he asked, his voice gentle. He swept the hair back from my eyes.

      “I’m okay,” I said, getting to my knees, but my finger was throbbing where it had slammed into the wall.

      Harrison took both my hands to pull me up.

      I yelped and pulled my right hand away.

      “Let me see.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “We just need to get out of here.”

      He took my left hand. “Did you get what you came for?”

      I stopped. “No.”

      “Then let’s get it.”
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      The coffeepot on the stove was boiling when we got back to the kitchen a few minutes later.  Favoring my right hand, I sat at one of the dining room table chairs.

      Harrison dug around and found some first aid supplies.

      Sitting in a chair across from me, he looked into my eyes.

      “I’m not a doctor,” he said, “but I’ve seen my share of injuries. May I?”

      I held up my right hand. My finger was jammed or broken. Whichever, it hurt like the devil.

      His fingers were gentle on mine and he carefully examined my finger.

      “It’s broken,” he said.

      Tears stung the backs of my eyelids and my lips trembled.

      I’d come back in time to get from injuries such as this. And here I was. Sitting here with a bruised shoulder and a broken finger.

      In the modern day, it would be another trip to the ER.

      But now here. Not in this time.

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      “I’m going to set it,” he said. “but first I’m going to make you some coffee.”

      While he poured hot coffee into a mug, I sat and forced myself to take deep breaths.

      It would stop hurting soon. Tylenol would help, but there were no painkillers here.

      He handed me the cup of coffee and I had to force myself to swallow. This was no Starbucks and it was no Café in Time. It was black and it was awful.

      But it would keep me from getting a caffeine headache.

      And it distracted me from what he was doing to my finger.

      “You might to set that cup down a minute,” he said.

      I set the cup down and, staring at it, bit my lip.

      I yelped as he slid it into place, but some of the pain subsided.

      “Are you sure you’re not a doctor?” I asked.

      “There were a lot of injuries on the battlefield and we rarely had a doctor.”

      Minutes later, Harrison had fashioned a splint using strips of white cloth and a couple of pieces of short kindling.

      “How does that feel?” he asked.

      “It feels better,” I said, examining my splinted finger. “I’m impressed.”

      He shrugged. “Now it just has to heal.”

      I nodded and picked up the coffee cup, my hand shaking.

      “We should probably go,” Harrison said. “There’s going to be trouble when the bartender comes to.

      “Right.” Harrison had knocked him out cold, but he was right, we didn’t have much time.

      Less than ten minutes later I was back on the wagon with Harrison.

      I’d wrapped the silk strings of my purse around my wrist. If anybody tried to snatch it, they’d be taking my wrist with them.

      Harrison hadn’t asked me what was in the purse and I hadn’t told him.

      What a lady kept in her purse was private, after all.
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      Ashlyn was quiet on the drive to my cabin. Quiet, but she looked at everything.

      There was no logical reason for me to be nervous.

      I was bringing a wife—wife to be—home to my cabin. It would be our cabin.

      And she could add her woman’s touch to it if she wanted to.

      But I wanted it to be perfect through her eyes. I didn’t want her to be disappointed. Or to regret agreeing to marry me.

      I tried to calculate when the preacher would be around, but to be perfectly honest, I didn’t have a clue.

      My little cabin had one bedroom and a loft.

      Ashlyn would have the bedroom for her and I’d take the loft until we were married.

      It occurred to me that Ashlyn had nothing more than the clothes on her back and the purse wrapped around her wrist.

      “Do you have any trunks that I need to go back for?” I asked. “Any personal belongings?”

      She shook her head.

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      “What happened to your things? Your personal items?”

      She glanced at me out of the corner of her eyes. “I ran into some hard times.”

      “I suspected as much.”

      We rode along the river as we gained elevation. Burbling and rippling, the river was smaller up here in the high country, but louder as it crashed over the rocks on its way down the hill.

      The path opened up as we approached the cabin.

      I’d chosen this two-acre area of land, on a mesa, high in the mountains for a lot of reasons, not the least of which was the view.

      Behind the cabin, the mountains rose up to snow-capped, craggily peaks.

      The area around it was flat enough that I had room for my horses and cows in addition to plenty of room for my cabin.

      I had plans to one day build a real house. A big three story house that would hold lots of children.

      And Ashlyn was the first step in that direction.

      I was thinking of investing in some trapping equipment. I’d been told there was a lot of money in trapping.

      But there was time to figure all that out.

      I had options. And now that I had Ashlyn, I was motivated to pursue some of those options.

      I saw the cabin up ahead, peaking through the aspen trees.

      “We’re almost there,” I said.

      She grasped the wagon seat with her left hand, still favoring her splinted right hand in her lap.

      A few minutes later, the cabin came into full view.

      My two cows were milling about out front. Somehow they’d gotten out of the barn. The barn that needed some work.

      Turns out this whole cabin thing was a lot of work, just in and of itself.

      “Those are our cows,” I said, wanting her to say something. Anything. I just wanted to know what she thought.

      She turned and looked at me, her brow furrowed. “This is it?” she asked.

      But that wasn’t exactly the response I’d been hoping for.
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      The mountains here were spectacular. Being from the east, I’d never seen anything like it before.

      The cabin was nestled against a snow-capped peak. And the valley, likely where we’d just come from was visible off to the right as we approached.

      The cabin itself was charming.

      It blended into the landscape without being intrusive.

      In fact, if I hadn’t known to look for it, I probably would have driven right past it without even noticing it.

      It was the perfect place to hide away. It was sad how that’s what my life had come down to.

      Hiding away. Not drawing attention to myself.

      But even without that factor, it was still delightful.

      “Are you terribly disappointed?” Harrison asked.

      Turning to face him, I smiled. “No. OMG. It’s so adorable. I love it.”

      “You like it?” He looked a bit confused.

      “Yes.” I backed up. “It’s lovely,” I said, more seriously.

      He grinned.

      Then he leaned forward and kissed me on the lips.

      It was quick and unexpected.

      He straightened and smiled at me.

      “Welcome home,” he said.

      The blood pounded through my veins.

      This felt so right.

      How was it possible that something so unexpected and so surreal could feel so right?

      Here I was over one hundred fifty years in the past. With a man I’d just met. A man who wanted to marry me, though I had no idea why. In the middle of the Rocky Mountains.

      And it felt like home.

      Harrison flicked the reins and the horses continued up to the front door.

      He jumped down, secured the horses, and came over to help me down.

      I still had the strings of my purse full of money wrapped around my wrist like a bracelet.

      In truth, I wasn’t sure it was worth much out here. Where would I even spend it?

      Leaves from the aspen trees quaked in the chilly breeze. The little town of Rio Vista Pass was half a day’s ride from here. Behind the cabin was a wall of steep mountains.

      He set me on my feet and cupped my cheek with his hand.

      “You are so beautiful,” he said, locking his gaze on mine.

      A little trickle of fear knotted in my stomach. He looked at me with an unexpected intensity.

      Before… yesterday… when I’d agreed to marry Harrison, I’d been in a panic mode.

      Now… today… a cloak of reality was settling over me.

      There was no going back from this point.

      This situation had become permanent.

      And Harrison’s touch made my heart race.

      There was just one little problem that hadn’t occurred to me until now.

      I was still married to Jeremy.
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      By the time I let Ashlyn inside the cabin and got the horses secured in the barn, it was raining.

      An afternoon shower just like pretty much every day.

      It only lasted a few minutes, but it left everything smelling fresh and clean. Like the needles of fir trees in the spring.

      Using a pitchfork, I tossed a forkful of hay into one horse stall, then the next.

      Something had happened with Ashlyn. I didn’t know what it was, but I’d felt it the moment it happened.

      She’d tensed and pulled away from me.

      She’d looked so beautiful standing there with the light breeze tousling her hair.

      And I’d told her so.

      Come to think of it, that’s when she’d pulled away.

      I’d frightened her.

      I picked up a brush and began combing out the first horse.

      Maybe she just needed some time.

      Everything had happened so fast for me, so I could only imagine that it must have happened fast for her.

      Besides, she’d said she was hiding from someone.

      There was no telling what she’d gone through before I found her.

      She needed clothes. I hadn’t even thought about it in time to do something about it before we came up here.

      I moved to the other horse and started brushing her.

      We would have to make another trip into town.

      I was hesitant to go back into Rio Vista Pass right now.

      After all, I’d just knocked the bartender out cold.

      I guess it was a good thing there was no sheriff in town.

      I hung up the brush and checked the horse’s hooves.

      If there was a sheriff in town, I’d probably be carted off to jail for slamming my fist into one of the town’s most prominent citizens.

      Finished with the horses and my other chores, I went inside.

      Ashlyn was kneeling in front of the fireplace, feeding kindling to a little fire she’d started.

      She looked over her shoulder. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      I went to stand next to her.

      “It’s not that I mind,” I said, holding out my hands and helping her to her feet. “It’s that you don’t have any other clothes.”

      She nodded. “I know. It’s kind of a problem, isn’t it?”

      “We’ll figure it out,” I said.

      I had a feeling we’d be figuring out a lot of things as we went along.

      She dusted off her dress. A dress far too fine to be wearing while kneeling in front of fireplace.

      “But I have an idea,” I said.

      I just wasn’t going to tell her yet.
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      Harrison had thought I’d be shocked by his idea.

      His bedroom was what I would call stark.

      There was a bed, maybe somewhere between a full and a twin size. Just right for one person. Maybe two if they really liked each other.

      There was a wash basin with a thick bar of soap and a scary looking razor.

      A mirror that gave me a fuzzy image in return.

      And a trunk where he kept his clothes.

      That was pretty much it.

      There was a window, but it was covered by wooden shutters.

      Harrison, it seemed, was a simple man.

      I tightened the belt holding up a pair of his pants.

      I wasn’t shocked, but I was a little surprised I hadn’t thought of it myself. Wearing his clothes was the logical option.

      Even if I did have to cinch the waist with a belt and roll them up at the hem.

      And, of course, I had to roll up the sleeves of his white button-down shirt that hung almost to my knees.

      I tied it at the waist.

      There. Even if the clothes were at least twice my size, it was better than wearing that dress and a ball gown at that.

      I carefully folded the gown and tucked it inside his trunk.

      Then I stood back and looked around for a place to hide the money.

      There was nowhere.

      Nowhere to hide anything.

      So I tucked it deep inside the folds of my dress. It wasn’t likely that Harrison would find it there. He didn’t even know what was in it.

      I used the ribbon that Brooklyn had woven through my hair to pull it back and tie it as best I could. A clip would have been nice, but, of course, I didn’t have one.

      I didn’t have so much as a cloth to wash my face, so I used one of his handkerchiefs as a washcloth, then laid it out to dry on the edge of the wash basin.

      It was already getting dark.

      Once it got dark, there would be nothing to do. No television or computers or cell phones to occupy our time.

      This was definitely going to take some adjustment.

      Opening the bedroom, I stepped out into the main room.

      Harrison was there, standing at the stove, and pulled out what looked like a pan of biscuits.

      My stomach growled and I realized I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten. Not eating seemed to be quickly becoming a habit.

      Especially living out in the wilderness like this with nothing around. At least in town, there was the saloon that had a restaurant.

      “Are you hungry?” Harrison asked with a smile as his gaze swept over me in my new attire.

      Something about him standing there at the stove, a pan of biscuits in his hands sent my heart into a flutter.

      I’d tucked the fact that I was already married into the back of my mind as well as I could. There wasn’t anything I could do about it right now anyway.

      And the fact that I was attracted to him was… well… just something I was going to have to deal with.

      “So,” he said. “I was thinking.”

      I slid into one of the two chairs at the little dining table and watched as he put biscuits and potatoes on two plates.

      It smelled wonderful.

      “What were you thinking?” I asked as he slid into the chair across from me.

      “Before we get settled in, maybe we could ride down to Denver tomorrow. Surely there’s a seamstress there where we can buy you some clothes.”

      My backside was already sore from today’s journey. The thought of getting back in that wagon was not something I wanted to consider doing again right now.

      “I don’t want you to go to any trouble,” I said. “I don’t mind wearing this.”

      “It’s not fitting,” he said, taking a bit of biscuit.

      “But it’s so much more comfortable.”

      I speared a potato and brought it to my lips before I saw his expression. He was looking at me as though I’d sudden turned purple.

      But he just shrugged. “It’s no trouble. And I’d like to get back. I’ve got some planting to do.”

      Planting? Up here?

      There was so much I didn’t know. I’d lived in the city my whole life.

      “Okay,” I said. “If that’s what we need to do.”

      I smiled at him.

      If I was going to make it in this time period, I was going to have to cooperate.
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      I tried to keep the conversation light at dinner.

      I wanted Ashlyn to be comfortable here.

      To feel safe.

      And if the thought of marrying me made her uncomfortable for whatever reason, then I would steer clear of the topic.

      She had a healthy appetite. She ate all her potatoes and two biscuits.

      I was impressed. The girls back home would never be caught finishing everything on their plate like this. It just wasn’t considered ladylike.

      Nonsense. That’s what I said it was.

      A lady needed to keep up her strength just like a man did.

      I didn’t tell her that going into Denver was only part of my idea.

      While we were there, we could find a preacher.

      Get married.

      As much as I thought a lot of the conventions I’d grown up with were silly, I was still a traditional man.

      I guess there was no escaping a person’s roots.

      We’d get her some decent clothes, find a preacher, then come back here and start our lives together.

      Start a family.

      I smiled to myself as I thought about her being the mother to my children.

      I wouldn’t mind the process either.

      It had been a long time. Years. Since I’d bedded a woman.

      But with Ashlyn, it would be different. It wouldn’t be just bedding. It would be making love.

      I barely knew her and already I was falling in love with her.

      To distract myself from the direction of my thoughts, I cleaned off the plates and put them in a pan of soapy water.

      “What can I do to help?” she asked.

      “You can stoke up the fire,” I said.

      I’d noticed that she seemed to have an affinity for the fireplace.

      Or maybe it was just the only thing she felt comfortable doing since she was essentially a guest.

      It would work out.

      We’d go to Denver. Get hitched. Then she could start to make herself at home.

      All in due time.

      I just had to have some patience in the process.

      As I washed and dried the dishes, she knelt in front of the fireplace and poked at the fire. Added a couple of logs and got it going big.

      Maybe she had a few things to learn about a keeping a fire going, too, without using up all the wood at one time.

      All in due time.
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      I was up early the next morning. The early morning light of dawn was just beginning to edge out the darkness.

      Harrison had said he wanted to leave early.

      I didn’t quite know what early meant to him, but I had a feeling it meant early. Besides, I heard him in there banging around in the kitchen. That and the scent of bacon had jarred me out of a good sleep.

      The bed was just okay. Not the most comfortable I’d ever slept on, but it was so quiet. And dark.

      Funny. Modern day researchers said people should sleep in cool dark rooms. No light at all.

      Apparently, they were going back to our roots. Our ancestors, it seemed had been doing things right. Not that they had any choice.

      But other than my backside being a little sore, I felt rested.

      I looked at the pants and the dress.

      I could wear the pants and be comfortable. Harrison’s clothes, at least shared a passing resemblance to my ordinary dress. Jeans and a t-shirt.

      But we were going into Denver. If I wore the pants into the Denver, I would stick out like a sore thumb.

      I’d be the only lady wearing pants. That would be as awkward as wearing my ball gown in Denver in my time period.

      Not a good idea.

      I pulled the dress out of the trunk, took out what I guessed would be enough money to buy what I needed, then tucked the purse back in the bottom of the trunk beneath what looked like a gray Confederate uniform jacket.

      It was hard to believe that Harrison was a Civil War veteran. Very unbelievable.

      Since I doubted he’d need that uniform anytime soon, I felt like it was as good a hiding place as any.

      I put on the dress. Not an easy thing to do by myself. Laced the boots onto my feet. And pulled on the white gloves.

      In a way, I felt incredibly overdressed. And in another way, oddly enough, I felt like was dressed properly.

      Harrison had said “it wasn’t fitting” for a lady to wear pants.

      And he would know.

      This was his time period.

      Finally, not knowing what else to do with it, I tucked the money into my right boot.

      Dressed and ready for the day, I opened the door.

      Harrison was at the stove again.

      “Good morning,” he said, putting bacon on a plate. “You’re just in time.”

      “Good morning,” I said. Bacon.

      Bacon had been the last thing I’d given up when I’d decided to go vegetarian. That had been eight years ago.

      Jeremy had tried to convince me that I should eat meat. It had become a point of contention between us for awhile. The harder he pushed me to eat meat, the more I dug in my heels.

      Then he’d finally given up and moved on to other things.

      Harrison held the chair for me as I sat. I understood now where the tradition of men holding women’s chairs had started. It was a bit of an ordeal to sit with such a full skirt. This one didn’t have wide hoops, but I imagined that would be even more difficult.

      He handed me a cup of steaming hot coffee, mixed with… milk. I took a sip. And sugar.

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “Just a guess,” he said. “based on that face you made yesterday at the black coffee. This is how my sister likes her coffee, so I figured you might, too.”

      “Thank you,” I said, my eyes misting a bit. “That was so incredibly thoughtful.”

      He just shrugged. “Tell me what you like and I’ll do it.”

      That statement had me thinking of things other than breakfast, so I just sat quietly.

      After filling two plates with biscuits, bacon, eggs, and a square of cheese, he slid one in front of me.

      I had a fond memory of eating breakfast with my grandfather. A breakfast much like this one. He’d taught me to crumble my bacon into the egg.

      Using my fork, I broke up the crispy bacon and mixed it with my eggs.

      Harrison paid little attention to what I was doing as he proceeded to eat his breakfast.

      He’d made me coffee. The way I liked it, without me even telling him.

      He’d cooked breakfast for me.

      Taking a deep breath, I scooped up a big bite of egg and bacon and slipped it into my mouth.

      It was… good. The bacon added a crispiness to the eggs just the way my grandfather had taught me.

      Jeremy had tried for years to get me to eat meat and all Harrison had to do was to set it down in front of me. Interesting.

      “Is everything to your taste?” he asked.

      “It’s good,” I said. “It’s really good.”

      Maybe I could survive in this time after all.

      All I had to do was to keep Harrison happy.

      And he made it easy.
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      It was a beautiful day for a trip into Denver.

      The sun was shining. The birds were singing.

      Ashlyn was sitting next to me, looking much more at ease than she had yesterday.

      All was right with the world.

      There was something different about her.

      At first, I thought it was just because she was from the East coast. People were different over there than what I was used to.

      But there was something else.

      She seemed uncertain about the simplest things.

      Like the wagon. She acted like she’d never ridden on a wagon before.

      And some of her language was strange.

      I’d been around a lot of men in the army and I’d never heard anyone talk like she did.

      But mostly she was quiet and seemed to take in everything.

      Some of her wariness had faded, but she was still alert.

      We reached a fork in the road. One way went to Rio Vista Pass. The other to Denver.

      “This is the turn to Denver,” I said. “I often go into Rio Vista Pass because it’s about an hour closer.”

      “It’s a long way to Denver,” she said. “Are you sure we have time to make it there and back in one day?”

      “Sure,” I said. “We can do it.”

      “Our closest neighbor lives about a quarter of a mile down that road there.” I nodded to what looked like a trail up ahead.

      “That’s a road?” she asked.

      I just chuckled. She was from the city. No doubt about that.

      “Beatrice and Harvey Smith are the best neighbors. I never see them.”

      I really wanted to get to know her. To use this time to learn more about the girl I was planning on marrying.

      “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” I asked. Surely talking about family was a safe, acceptable topic.

      “I have a younger brother.” She grabbed hold of the seat as hit an unavoidable bump in the road.

      “Yeah? Was he in the army?”

      She kept her gaze forward as we passed through a grove of aspen trees just as a doe and fawn crossed the road ahead of us.

      She nodded. “He was in the army.” Her voice was soft. “He was killed.”

      Damn it. “I am so sorry,” I said. Maybe it was best, after all, if we just traveled in silence for awhile.

      She turned her face away from me and I felt like kicking myself.

      This girl had been through so much. And even though I didn’t know what she’d been through, I did know that it was more than anyone should have to go through.

      “It happened in Afghanistan,” she said.

      “Where? Where is that?”

      She shook her head. “In the middle of nowhere. A senseless war.”

      “War never makes sense, ma chérie.”

      “No,” she said softly. “It never has.”

      “Ashlyn,” I said. “Please. Tell me something good. I’d like to get to know you without inadvertently stepping into things that make you sad.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, looking at me. “I don’t mean to seem sad. You’ve been nothing but kind to me.”

      I put a hand over hers. “It’s you and me,” I said. “Together we can make it.”

      She gazed from left to right. “Yes. It’s just us.”

      I had a feeling she meant something else, but I didn’t know what it was.

      Her brother had been killed in the war at some battle I’d never heard of.

      It was enough to make her sad.

      I would do whatever it took to try to make her happy. I wanted to see her smile.

      I wanted us to make a life together. To be happy.

      It didn’t seem like too much to ask.
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      I shifted on the hard wood of the wagon seat.

      After yesterday’s trip, I’d hardly had time to recover. But it seemed important for Harrison that we go and get the trip over with.

      I understood that. He had things he needed to do.

      He didn’t have to worry so much about getting me something to wear, though. I was content wearing his pants and shirt even if they were way too big on me.

      I had some things I needed to sort out.

      Before long, Harrison would be wanting to get married. And I’d already agreed to it.

      I’d agreed to marry him.

      I glanced over at him beneath my lashes.

      He looked to be in his element. Out here in the mountains. It was odd because I knew he’d been a soldier from the south.

      He hadn’t taken the time to shave this morning, so he had a bit of growth on his face. It was quite… handsome.

      Catching me looking at him, he turned and grinned at me.

      My heart did all kinds of fluttery things.

      Maybe it didn’t really count that I was already technically married since that marriage was in another time.

      Besides, I’d filed for divorce. That should count for something, too.

      And since I wasn’t in that time anymore, the divorce should go right on through with me or without me.

      I smile back.

      “I like it when you smile,” he said. “Tell me what I need to do to keep that smile on your face and I’ll do it.”

      “I didn’t—”

      The sound of horses galloping quickly up behind us stopped me in mid-sentence.

      Harrison and I both look back over our shoulders.

      Two men were headed right for us, galloping at full speed.

      Harrison stopped the wagon and I felt him reaching beneath the seat for the rifle.

      But by the time he figured out they were a threat, it was too late.

      And it happened so quickly I barely even had time to process what was happening.

      But I heard gun shots. Two gun shots.

      Harrison grunted.

      Oh God. He was hit.

      Ignoring the riders now, I turned to Harrison. There was a big splash of blood on his white shirt.

      I went to put my hands over it. To stop the flow of blood.

      “Ashlyn,” he said.

      Looking up to meet his gaze, I saw him looking past me.

      Following the direction of his gaze, I looked over my shoulder.

      A man wearing a mask had come beside the wagon.

      Before I knew what was happening, that masked man had plucked me from the wagon seat and dragged me onto the horse in front of him.

      The man smelled like whiskey and stale bread.

      “Let me go.” I beat at his arms and tried to get off the horse.

      “Be still,” the man said, turning his horse around the way we all had come.

      “No!” I let out a scream and bit his arm.

      “Why you little…”

      Then I felt the familiar sting of his hand against my jaw.

      And everything went black.
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      I woke in a strange bed. The darkness was broken only by the meager light of a candle flame across the room.

      Everything hurt.

      My entire body hurt.

      My head even hurt to look at the little candle flame.

      I closed my eyes and must have drifted off again.

      Someone placed a cool cloth on my forehead.

      I had flashes of memories. Sitting on the wagon with Ashlyn. Her smiling.

      Then horses galloping toward us.

      Pain. I felt the pain shooting through me again.

      I’d been gunshot.

      But the worse was, someone had grabbed Ashlyn.

      A man wearing a mask.

      I ventured to open my eyes again.

      Blinked. Hoping to see Ashlyn even though I didn’t think it was possible.

      There was a woman sitting next to me, but I couldn’t focus enough to tell who she was.

      But I could tell that she wasn’t Ashlyn.

      The woman sitting next to me was hefty.

      Ashlyn was small and lithe. Like a fairy princess.

      The woman was definitely not Ashlyn.

      “Just rest,” the woman said. “You’re going to live, but it’s not going to be easy.”

      I knew that voice, but I couldn’t place it.

      Everything was hazy.

      “Ashlyn,” I said, but my throat was dry and raspy.

      The woman held a glass to my lips and urged me to drink.

      I was going to live, I vowed.

      And whoever had hurt Ashlyn was going to meet his maker.

      No one treated the woman I loved like that.

      There was going to be hell to pay.

      But right now, I didn’t have the strength to hold my eyelids open.

      I let my eyes close and focused on letting my mind go blank.

      I needed to send all my energy toward healing the gunshot wound. Or wounds. I didn’t even know.

      I just knew that the sooner I got up and out of this bed, the sooner I could put a bullet in someone.

      And I would find out who’d taken her.

      Even though I wasn’t certain, I had a sneaky feeling I knew exactly who had done it. I’d caught just a glimpse, but it was enough.

      Trent Banfield.

      He was the evil man who had done this.

      I would stake what little life I had left right now on it.

      And Trent was going to have hell to pay.
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      I was on a horse, pressed against a strange man who smelled like whiskey and stale cigar smoke.

      My jaw ached from his fist. A feeling I was far too familiar with.

      We were headed back the way we’d come.

      I recognized the turn to Harrison’s cabin.

      But we rode right past it and continued along the trail that followed the river.

      The trail that led back to Rio Vista Pass.

      I’d been out long enough for us to get this far. The horse was traveling at what felt like a trot. It seemed a little dangerous on this path scattered with rocks.

      I was operating on pure instinct right now.

      I didn’t move a muscle. I didn’t want the man to know that I was awake.

      I hadn’t traveled back in time hundreds of years only to endure the same abuse I’d endured in my own time.

      My hands were sticky with blood. Harrison’s blood.

      These men had shot him and left him for dead. They had taken me captive.

      As I thought about Harrison lying back there in the wagon. Bleeding. Possibly dying. I felt sick.

      My instinct was to try again to get off the horse. To rush back to him. To try to help him.

      But I was well schooled in dealing with dangerous men.

      Unfortunately, he must have felt my muscles tense.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he growled.

      I didn’t say anything, but I took a deep breath, trying to figure out how I was going to get out of this situation.

      He roughly clamped a gloved hand over my mouth.

      “And don’t scream again,” he said. “You’ll wake the damn dead.”

      I couldn’t answer and I certainly couldn’t scream. He was holding me too tightly.

      He was hurting me.

      I went into survival mode. And went limp as a rag doll.

      We continued to ride for a while.

      I ventured to open my eyes, only to see the dirt trail, with rocks and twigs, passing below.

      Even if I could free myself from this man’s grip, I wasn’t inclined to jump from a trotting horse.

      I’d end up with more than a broken finger.

      But going limp helped. He loosened his grip and slowly removed his gloved hand from my mouth.

      Overcome with a wave of dizziness, I closed my eyes again.

      But then I felt sick again.

      Images of Harrison, shot and bleeding played through my mind.

      This trip into the past was nothing like I’d expected it to be.

      “Hey Trent,” the other man called out.

      “Yeah, what is it?”

      “We’re almost back to Rio Vista Pass. What are we going to do with the girl?”

      Trent. So that was his name.

      “She owes me some time. She’s going to work the bar.” He shifted beneath me. “And I might even give her some private customers.”

      My breath hitched.

      Customers.

      That could only mean one thing.
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      Something was happening.

      Following an ordeal on horseback, I was back in the saloon. Back in the same room I’d been in before I’d left with Harrison.

      The room was lit only with a small candle across the room that cast flickering shadows on the wall and music drifted from the main part of the saloon.

      I’d had a lot of time to think. To put things together as I was crammed on that horse with the man named Trent.

      Trent was the bartender.

      Apparently he thought I owed him something. Some time. Some work.

      As far as I knew, I’d appeared here suddenly. But Trent acted like he’d known me longer. I didn’t understand it. But who was I going to ask?

      I sat up, with a great deal of pain all over, and put my feet on the floor. I was still wearing my boots. And my dress. My dress was ripped at the shoulder, hanging by a strip of cloth. My gloves were gone. I vaguely remembered tugging what was left of them off before I feel asleep on the little bed. They were stained and ripped.

      I stood up and took a step. My feet ached. But I pushed through it and followed the light over to the dresser where the candle was.

      I leaned over to look at myself in the shadowy mirror.

      Although my image wasn’t clear, I could see a large bruise already forming on my cheek.

      Thank God. I’d never been so happy to see a prominent bruise on my face.

      As long as I had a bruise on my face, Trent was less likely to try to set me up with what he called customers.

      In spite of all that, the most urgent thought I had was to get back to Harrison.

      He’d put himself in harm’s way in order to get me away from here. To save me from an inevitable life of being a woman of ill repute.

      Ignoring my aching feet and aching backside and aching everything, I went to the door and turned the knob.

      I would get out of here. Find a horse and go to Harrison.

      Even if it was possible I might be too late, I had to try.

      I still had some money in my boot. Money I was going to use to buy dresses with, ironically. But it should be enough to buy a horse.

      The doorknob didn’t turn. I tried again.

      It was locked.

      Trent had locked me in here.

      Turning, I leaned against it and pressed my fingers against my forehead.

      That Trent was an evil man.

      Discouraged, I went back to sit on the bed.

      There had to be a way.

      I would find a way.

      I was the only one who knew that Harrison was out there. Hurt.

      It was up to me to go to him.

      To find him.

      To save him.

      The piano music stopped abruptly.

      I squinted and shaded my eyes as the power came back on.

      The power?

      The room was lit up and cool air from the vent above brought a cool breeze into the room.

      What was this?

      Someone knocked on the door.
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      There was a lot of snow melting in the high country.

      It was swelling the river, spilling the gurgling water over the edges of the bank.

      I sat on a rock in the middle of the river.

      I had two healing wounds. One on the shoulder and one in the thigh.

      Fortunately for me, Trent was a poor shot.

      It had taken all my powers of persuasion and charm to talk Mrs. Beatrice Smith into letting me take a pair of crutches Mr. Smith had fashioned for me and walk by myself down here to the river.

      It wasn’t a very far walk, but it had felt like a mile. Mrs. Smith had been right about that.

      But I needed some time to myself. To stretch my legs.

      I needed to get moving.

      Trent Banfield had stolen my girl and it was up to me to get her back.

      He’d better be cherishing every day he had left on this earth, because his days were numbered.

      If he’d thought he left me for dead, he was sorely mistaken.

      I didn’t even have anything to say to him.

      I still had my shotgun and my pistol was at my cabin. Mr. Smith had my horses and wagon stabled here at his house.

      My guess was I had another week before I was ready to ride. Mrs. Smith predicted it would be a month.

      I didn’t care if she had been a nurse in the war, I wasn’t letting her win this one.

      From what little I knew about Trent—which was more than enough—he ran a ruthless business.

      He had several whores that he kept in shacks behind the saloon.

      Kept them busy with the men who frequented the saloon.

      If he thought he was going to run Ashlyn through that system, he had another thing coming.

      Just the thought of it made my blood boil.

      There were some things that just weren’t acceptable.

      And the irony of it all was that I’d been planning to marry Ashlyn. There were preachers in Denver. And I’d been planning to enlist one of them to do the job.

      Yet, instead of a wedding, I’d been left for dead and Ashlyn had been kidnapped by an evil man.

      I stretched my leg and gently massaged the area around the healing wound.

      They’d said Ashlyn was the new girl.

      Somehow she’d fallen on hard times and had taken some work for room and board at the saloon.

      It was just like Trent to turn that into thinking that he owned her.

      And to think that I’d even paid that son-of-a-bitch money to spend time with her.

      I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      Lesson learned.

      Now all I had to do was get myself to the point where I could ride a horse and get myself to Rio Vista Pass.

      I gave it a week.
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      “Ashlyn?”

      Brooklyn pushed open the door and stuck her head inside.

      At the sight of her, a rush of emotions shot through my system, nearly sending me over the edge.

      Brooklyn was in my world.

      The scent of coffee—good coffee—wafted through the open door.

      “My God,” she said. “What happened to you?”

      I was speechless.

      What had happened to me indeed?

      I looked over her shoulder. Fully expecting to see Trent behind her at any moment.

      She followed my gaze. Then turned back to look at me.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      I looked at my hands. I was still wearing the splint Harrison had put on my finger. I looked up at her. “I don’t know.”

      She must’ve heard the pain in my voice.

      “Come on,” she said, reaching my side. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      I let out a ragged sigh. Nodded.

      “Okay.”

      I would have to figure out what happened. First I had to figure out how to take care of myself.

      As we walked down the hall, Brooklyn’s hand hoovering near my elbow, as though she expected me to crumble at any minute.

      “You aren’t supposed to be here.” She seemed to be speaking more to herself than to me.

      Besides, I didn’t have an answer.

      What was I doing here?

      She led me into the bathroom. Laid out a couple of towels and some washcloths while the tub filled with water.

      “I have to get back,” I said.

      She straightened and looked at me, her brow furrowed.

      “Okay,” she said. “I’m not sure whether or not that’s possible.”

      “But it has to be,” I said. “Harrison…”

      “Please,” she said, holding up a hand. “Don’t panic. We’ll figure this out.” She sat on the edge of the tub and looked at me.

      “This has never happened before.”

      Needing to sit down, I dropped onto a little wooden stool.

      “You’re saying this isn’t supposed to happen?”

      She was already shaking her head.

      “It’s not supposed to happen and it never has happened.”

      “What am I supposed to do? If I don’t get back… Harrison… Will die.”

      Brooklyn turned off the water. “I don’t understand,” she said to herself, then turned.

      “We have to fix this,” she said, looking into my eyes.

      “How?” I asked. Maybe with a hot bath, I could see things from a different perspective. But right now everything seemed hopeless and unfixable.

      “Here, let me unbutton this dress.”

      I turned my back to her and pulled my hair aside.

      Brooklyn stopped about halfway down the row of buttons.

      “We have to visit Vaughn Dupree.” She said it like it was a last resort.

      “I don’t know who that is.” Clutching my dress over my breasts, I waited for Brooklyn to leave.

      “I’ll explain everything,” Brooklyn said, one hand on the door. “Just…” She frowned. “Just don’t go anywhere.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 35

          

          
            ASHLYN

          

        

      

    

    
      Brooklyn hadn’t expected me back.

      I pulled on a pair of jeans that weren’t mine. A t-shirt I’d never seen before. And put my same boots back on.

      She had actually given away my clothes. Donated to charity.

      Even though I’d been back in time, something that wasn’t supposed to be possible, I was still shocked that she hadn’t even kept my clothes.

      We were both silent on the fifteen minute walk to Vaughn’s house.

      Her house was at the end of a winding one lane black top road. The only house on the road.

      The house looked like a fairly new cottage and nestled in a grove fir trees and surrounded by bright spring flowers in shades of reds and pinks.

      “Who is Vaughn?” I asked as we neared the house.

      Brooklyn kept her gaze forward. “She runs the… operation.” She bit her lip in a nervous gesture.

      “The time travel thing?”

      “Yes. I work for her.”

      After walking up three steps, we crossed a wide front porch on our way to the door.

      There were two white rockers and a hanging swing on the porch. It was very clean and inviting.

      Brooklyn lifted her hand to knock, but the door opened.

      Vaughn was an elegant woman dressed impeccably in a powder blue skirt and jacket.

      Her gray hair was cut stylishly and pinned back from the sides with bobby pins.

      Her Diamond earrings and the diamond necklace around her neck sparkled in the sunlight.

      She smiled and gave Brooklyn a quick hug.

      “You look so worried,” she whispered to Brooklyn.

      “I feel like it’s my fault,” Brooklyn said.

      Vaughn pulled back and looked into Brooklyn’s eyes. “It’s not an exact science. You know that.”

      Brooklyn nodded, but didn’t say anything.

      “But we’re being rude,” Vaughn said looking at me. “You must be Ashlyn.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      Though Vaughn had lines around her eyes, her eyes were as blue as a clear summer sky.

      Vaughn took both my hands in hers. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you. I so sorry I wasn’t there to see you off, but I had a previous engagement to take care of.”

      “There’s no need to apologize,” I said.

      “Come,” Vaughn said. “Come inside and have some tea.”

      Brooklyn and I followed her inside.

      The door opened into a foyer with a wide staircase leading to the second floor.

      A tall grandfather clock stood in the foyer, steadily ticking away the minutes.

      I stopped and looked into the clock’s face.

      There was a jagged tear between the six and the seven.

      Vaughn had stopped, too, and was watching me.

      “It’s a beautiful clock,” I said with a smile.

      “Yes. It is. My ancestors brought it over from France in the late 1700s.

      The three of us went into the parlor and sat while Vaughn poured tea.

      After handing me my cup, Vaughn latched her gaze onto mine again.

      “Did you know that your grandmother was from Mississippi?”

      I looked at her questioningly and smiled politely. “Maybe,” I said. “But what does that have to do with anything?”

      Vaughn reached over and patted my hand.

      “Everything,” she said. “It has everything to do with everything.”
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      I slid off my horse and tied the reins to the hitching post in front of the saloon and brought my rifle with me.

      My pistol was tucked in the back waistband of my pants.

      Other than a father and son loading up a wagon over at the general store, the streets were empty.

      I could hear them talking over the piano music drifting from the saloon. It was hardly after noon and already the saloon was coming to life.

      I stood a minute, making sure I was steady. Mrs. Smith had been right. I should have taken four weeks to heal. I’d given her three.

      I hadn’t been completely ready to travel when I convinced her I was and saddled up to come down to Rio Vista Pass.

      But I didn’t tell her that.

      No offense to Mr. and Mrs. Smith, but I’d been cooped up with them too long. They had been gracious and generous, caring for me. They knew nothing about me other than me being a neighbor.

      That seemed to carry a lot of weight with them.

      “It’s us against nature,” Mr. Smith had said. “We have to watch out for each other. There’s no one else. And we can’t go it alone.”

      I would have to find a way to repay them for their care and kindness.

      But right now my focus was on getting my betrothed back in one piece.

      I’d come straight to the saloon.

      I had to tread carefully.

      Trent’s minions had his back and I couldn’t fight all of them at one time.

      My first order of business was to find out where Ashlyn was. Then I could go about the matter of extricating her.

      Mr. Smith had suggested that Ashlyn might be an indentured servant. I didn’t think so, but if she was, I’d buy her time.

      Whatever it took to get her away from here and back home with me.

      Determined not to limp, I walked slowly and deliberately to the saloon door.

      Pushed open the swinging doors and stepped inside.

      There was no one behind the bar, but there were two tables with men playing cards. No one else other than the piano player.

      No one paid me any mind.

      I’d purposely not shaved for the past three weeks in order to give myself a rough and dangerous appearance.

      Besides, I hadn’t really felt up to going to the trouble to shave.

      I walked straight up to the bar and just stood there. Waiting.

      Trent was somewhere near. I could feel it.

      The man had left me for dead and kidnapped my girl.

      It took all the self-discipline I could muster not to start shooting the place up.

      I was going to find that son-of-a-bitch and teach him a thing or two about respecting a man’s woman.
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      Vaughn pressed her fingers together beneath her chin and studied me.

      I held the warm, old-fashioned tea cup in my hands and inhaled the fresh minty strawberry scent of the tea.

      The only sounds were the low hum of the air conditioner and the steady, faint ticking of the grandfather clock.

      I worked very hard to sit still and not squirm beneath Vaughn’s intense gaze.

      “Do you love him?”

      I nearly dropped my cup of tea at her unexpected question.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Harrison,” Vaughn answered without a hitch.

      “I…um.” I felt the blush spread over my cheeks. “Maybe.”

      Vaughn shook her head. “This is not the time to be coy.”

      Coy?

      She’d asked me a direct question and I’d attempted to give her a direct answer.

      The truth was I did love Harrison, but my logical brain insisted that I couldn’t fall in love with someone I’d only just met.

      “We only just met,” I said, sitting back on the couch a bit, trying to put some space between us. She was sitting forward. Very prim and proper.

      Vaughn frowned and I shifted again. Damn it. I was fidgeting after all.

      “You know as well as anyone that love can happen at first sight.” She looked straight at me and slowed her words. “Do. You. Love him?”

      “Yes,” I said, then caught my breath.

      I did love him, but I hadn’t realized it until now. I missed him and worried about him. Told myself I cared about him.

      But it went deeper than that, as hard as it was to admit.

      Vaughn nodded once and looked over at Brooklyn. “Then the calculations weren’t faulty.”

      “What happened then?” Brooklyn asked.

      “We’ll never know,” Vaughn said. “Just one of those things we can’t predict.”

      She turned back to me. “How did you leave him?”

      I swallowed and forced myself to say the words. This woman wasn’t a person to lie to. She obviously didn’t allow any kind of sugarcoating or avoidance, either.

      “He was shot. I tried to stop the bleeding, but there was a man. Trent. Who kidnapped me.”

      “We have to get her back right away,” she said.

      “Of course.” Brooklyn stood up.

      “Wait,” I said and both women looked at me. “I can’t go back there.”

      “Why not?” Brooklyn asked.

      “If Harrison is dead, then I have no reason to go back.”

      Vaughn was shaking her head again.

      “She isn’t the right one.”

      “But the computer—” Brooklyn said.

      Vaughn stopped her. “No. Take her back to the inn. Let her go. She isn’t right.”

      Brooklyn nodded, but obviously disagreed. “Ok, then.” She sat back down and looked at me. “When you’re ready.”

      I set my tea cup down. I’d lost any taste for it.

      So they weren’t worried about Harrison and his fate.

      They could send me back there, but they chose not to.

      I looked from one to the other.

      Vaughn’s jaw was set and she seemed to have dismissed me. She picked up her cup of tea and sipped. Brooklyn’s expression was blank.

      “I’m ready now,” I said. I had no reason to hang around here. I had no idea what I was going to do, but I couldn’t stay here.
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      I sat down at one of the empty tables to wait until Trent showed himself.

      I wasn’t there more than five minutes before one of the saloon girls came up to me.

      “Howdy, Sugar,” she said.

      The girl was pretty. Clear skin and blonde hair. But I was taken. A pretty little brunette had captured my heart and threw away the key.

      I had no interest in anyone else. Not even for a quick fix.

      “Go on,” I said. “I’m here on business.”

      When she started to protest, I shook my head. “No.”

      With a little pout, she turned and walked back to one of the card games.

      I put her out of my mind and contemplated going back to look for Trent. I was wasting my time here.

      Just then Trent came out from the back and pulled out a bottle of whiskey and two glasses.

      I felt sick.

      Did he have Ashlyn back there somewhere? Do God knows what to her?

      I was on my feet in an instant and moved to the side of the bar, blocked his return to the back.

      A flash of surprise and disbelief shot across his features.

      He’d thought he’d killed me out there on the trail.

      “Where is she?” I growled.

      Trent set the glasses and bottle down on the counter and wiped his hands.

      I put one hand behind my back and wrapped my fingers around the handle of my pistol. If he was going for a gun, I was ready.

      “I don’t know,” Trent said.

      “What did you do with her?” I kept my eyes trained on his, looking for any signs of unexpected movement.

      “Nothing,” he said.

      “Bullshit,” I said, pinning him with my gaze. “You brought her here. What did you do with her?”

      Trent glanced over toward the men at the tables. It was quiet in here now. Everyone was watching us.

      I wondered if I was going to have to fight a whole gang of men.

      But Trent just looked defeated. “I honest to God don’t know. I brought her here. I did.”

      He stuck his hands in his pockets and looked down at the floor.

      At least he admitted it. I steadied my grip on the handle of the gun.

      “Is she in the back?”

      “She was,” he said. “I locked her in a room.”

      That son-of-a-bitch. If he so much as touched her.

      “When I went back and opened up the room, she was gone.”

      I pulled the gun out of my waistband and held it at my side.

      “That’s not a good enough answer.”

      “It’s the God damn truth.”

      Somehow I believed him. God help me. I believed him.

      Trent was a braggart and he didn’t do anything without telling people about it.

      But I wasn’t letting him off the hook.

      “Then where the hell is she?”
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      I sat on the bed in one of the guest rooms at the inn and dumped the contents of my purse onto the bed.

      Brooklyn apparently hadn’t gotten rid of all my things after all.

      It wasn’t like I had been gone all that long.

      I picked up my Blistex and ran a quick coating over my lips. Now that felt good.

      I stuck the little container of pepper spray I’d had so long, the writing had faded into my pocket.

      Then I picked up my phone.

      I’d been as attached to it as much as anyone, but it felt foreign in my hands.

      I pressed my thumb against the button, but it didn’t unlock.

      Something was wrong. I always unlocked with my thumb.

      But it wasn’t working. Another reason to get a new phone. One with facial recognition. Jeremy didn’t like me spending money on things like that. He, of course, had the latest version.

      I keyed in my code and my phone opened up. That was odd.

      I had about a hundred texts and messages.

      Every single one of them from Jeremy.

      I glanced through them and read the last few.

      JEREMY: I know you’re here.

      JEREMY: They said you were staying at the inn.

      JEREMY: Where the hell are you?

      JEREMY: Your car is still here, so you’ll be back.

      JEREMY: And I’ll be here, darling. I’ll be here waiting for you.

      I through the phone across the room and it crashed against the wall.

      I just stared at it.

      So I was acting like Jeremy now.

      This wasn’t who I was.

      I stood up and went to the window. Pressed my hands against the ledge and looked down at the street. Everything looked so… normal.

      It was as though I hadn’t been gone at all.

      But I had.

      I’d been gone.

      And I had changed.

      I was different.

      I didn’t belong here anymore.

      The realization struck me like a slap in the face.

      And it wasn’t just because of Jeremy.

      Sure. I was tired of running from him.

      But I also wasn’t afraid of him anymore.

      I felt stronger.

      Instead it was Harrison.

      I wanted to be with Harrison.

      I should be with Harrison.

      He needed me.

      And I needed him.

      Vaughn had been right.

      Love at first sight did happen.

      And it had happened to me.
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      I sat in the kitchen at the back of the saloon with Trent Banfield.

      I’d never had predicted that this day would come.

      But it had happened.

      Instead of kicking his sorry ass, I was sitting here having a glass of whiskey with the man.

      He’d shown me the room where he’d stashed Ashlyn after kidnapping her. No window. The door showed no signs of foul play.

      It just didn’t make any sense.

      And Trent was obviously genuinely baffled.

      It had taken a bit of fortitude on my behalf to put aside my disrespect for the man long enough to work with him.

      Right now all that mattered was finding Ashlyn.

      “Have you talked to people? Have you asked around to see if anyone has seen her?”

      Trent ran his fingers over the table.

      “We’ve all been looking for her.”

      “We? You mean your help? Maybe one of them opened the door.”

      And maybe even more harm had come to her. With the horrors I’d seen in the war, I could imagine all sorts of things. And I was reminded that not all people, not even all soldiers were honorable.

      I’d tried to protect her, but she’d been snatched right from beneath my nose. And if that could happen, anything could go wrong.

      “Someone must have opened the door,” I said again.

      Trent shook his head, then reached into his pocket.

      “I always have my keys with me. In my pocket. Always.”

      “Maybe when you were sleeping—”

      “No,” he insisted, cutting me off.

      Then he leaned forward and looked into my eyes.

      “There have been other things that have happened.”

      “Other things? What kind of other things?”

      One of the girls, the one who’d offered to keep me company earlier, came into the kitchen.

      “What you boys looking so serious about?” she asked, walking over to pick up a basket of bread.

      “Not your business, Clara,” Trent said.

      Basket clutched to her, she turned to leave. “Oh. Right. The missing girl. She seemed real nice.”

      I put a hand on her wrist to keep her from leaving. “What do you know about her?” I asked.

      “I just met her the one time. She just sort of showed up.” Clara shrugged. “It happened another time, but that girl just got on the stagecoach the next morning. Never saw her again.”

      I released Clara’s wrist. “Thank you,” I said.

      But I was more perplexed than before.

      Clara smiled and bounced out of the room.

      Trent turned to me, keeping his voice low. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. Clara only knows about that one. It’s actually happened three other times.”
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      I needed to find Vaughn.

      She could help me.

      The only one who could help me.

      I didn’t even know where to find Brooklyn.

      The coffee shop was only there at daybreak. And I couldn’t wait that long.

      I pulled my boots back on. Tied them quickly and grabbed a blue jean jacket and dashed out the bedroom door.

      I was the only one moving about the inn.

      I went down the hallway. Down the stairs. And headed out the back door.

      Vaughn’s house was easy enough to find. One street down, then turn left and follow the blacktop road.

      The deserted blacktop road.

      I pulled my jacket close as I left the safety of the inn and started up the blacktop road.

      I never would have ventured up here on my own.

      It was too deserted.

      It was funny. I hadn’t felt this way when I’d been back in time. Of course, I hadn’t spent any time by myself either. I’d been at the saloon. Then I’d been with Harrison.

      And then… I swallowed against the wave of nausea. I’d been on a horse with Trent and dumped into a dark room.

      If I was able to go back in time, the first thing I’d have to do was to avoid Trent, get a horse, and ride toward Harrison’s cabin.

      I still had some money tucked in my boot.

      So buying a horse shouldn’t be a problem. I wondered vaguely if I could perhaps rent a horse. Like renting a car.

      I was so wrapped up in my own thoughts that I didn’t hear the car coming up behind me.

      By the time I did hear it, it was right behind me.

      A quiet car. A Mercedes.

      A chill mixed with fear and acceptance traveled down my spine. I stepped off the road and waited for the car to pass.

      I was almost to Vaughn’s house. Just a few more yards and I’d be there. I could see her house from here. The bright lights glowed from all the windows.

      Vaughn must be like me. She kept all her lights on, too.

      The only difference was, Vaughn’s blinds were open. I kept mine closed. I didn’t want anyone looking in on me.

      Maybe she thought she lived far enough out, in a secluded spot, that she didn’t have to worry about that.

      But in my mind, there was always the possibility of danger.

      The silver Mercedes with dark windows pulled up beside me and stopped.

      A knot coiled in the pit of my stomach.

      I’d known this had been coming. It was almost a relief to be getting it over and done with.

      The passenger window slowly lowered.

      Jeremy sat behind the wheel.

      He was wearing a beard and his clothes looked crumpled. Not at all the fastidious man I knew.

      “Get in,” he said.

      But it was Jeremy alright.

      His usual demanding self.

      Expected me to do his bidding without question.

      If I got in the car, he’d beat me for running away from him.

      If I didn’t get in the car, he’d beat me anyway.

      It wasn’t possible for me to win with him.

      Lose. Lose.

      But I was ready for this to end.

      I took a step back.

      This was going to end right here. Right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 42

          

          
            HARRISON

          

        

      

    

    
      After meeting with Trent, I needed to clear my head. I’d spent so much time alone, I couldn’t think straight with anyone else around.

      I needed some time to myself.

      I left the saloon and walked down a path that led toward the river.

      The path led me beneath fir trees and aspen trees all growing peacefully together. The aspens provided a background of quaking leaves while the fir trees provided a cleansing fragrance.

      I liked it here. I’d chosen this area for the scenic views of the mountains. The weather had turned out to be a lot colder than I’d anticipated, but any extremely cold weather was naturally a shock to my southern system.

      I stood at the edge of the roaring river and watched the water as it cascaded over the rocks. If I were able to follow this winding river, I would end up at my cabin.

      I couldn’t, of course. There were too many steep, rocky areas between here and there. It was better to follow the road.

      Leaning against a pine tree, I watched as a flock of birds took flight across the river before settling into the trees on the other side.

      I needed to accept the possibility that I’d never see Ashlyn again.

      The admission to myself was like a punch to the gut.

      But I wasn’t giving up on her.

      I would wait for her. Just in case she came back one day.

      In the meantime, I had no interest in taking another wife.

      Ashlyn was the only woman I’d ever wanted to marry before her and there would never be another woman to replace her.

      If she came back, I’d be here.

      Waiting.

      I stood for the better part of an hour.

      Just allowing myself to remember how beautiful she’d been.

      It was getting late and I needed to head back to town.

      I walked the trail, the same way I’d come up here.

      Off to my right, there was a house.

      I stopped, my feet frozen to the ground.

      There had not been a house there before. Not today. Not any other day.

      I walked around so I could look at it from the front.

      Taking my hat off, I ran my hand through my hair.

      It looked someone had taken a southern mansion and dropped right here in the trees of Colorado.

      It wasn’t a big house, but it was two stories with a veranda. And four white columns.

      It was the oddest thing. It looked like a direct transplant from the south. And it hadn’t been there before.

      With the sun starting to dip behind the mountain tops, I could see that the house was well lit up on the inside.

      Every room was brightly lit.

      I put my hat back on my head. There were some things a man couldn’t explain. And this was one of them.

      Turning, I continued down the path.

      I’d taken no more than half a dozen steps when I froze again.

      A woman was running toward me.

      Even though she was wearing man’s pants, I knew instantly that she was a woman. Her long brunette hair flowed behind her.

      It was… Ashlyn.

      She didn’t seem to see me.

      Instead, she looked over her shoulder and I could see there was man running after her.

      She came closer, still not seeming to see me.

      It was Ashlyn.

      And there was a man after her.

      I held out my arms to try to stop her, but when she was only about three feet in front me, she vanished.

      Just vanished.

      I blinked, thinking something was wrong with my eyes.

      She had vanished and so did the man behind her.

      I turned in a slow circle, looking for any sign of her.

      Then it registered.

      The house was gone, too.

      The southern house with the brightly lit rooms was gone.

      And so was Ashlyn.

      But she’d been close enough that I’d seen the fear in her eyes.
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      As much as I’d thought about and dreaded this moment happening, I wasn’t prepared.

      Jeremy was bigger than I was. I couldn’t defend myself if he got his hands on me.

      “Get in, Ashlyn,” he said again.

      I took another step back. There was no way I was voluntarily getting in his car and he was crazy to even think it.

      I took another step back and pressed my hands against my waist to keep them from trembling.

      Jeremy grinned. “Now don’t be difficult,” he said.

      Running my hands downward, I felt the bottle in my pocket.

      I had pepper spray.

      “I guess I’ll have to come get you then,” he said, opening the car door.

      I pulled out the pepper spray and wrapped my hand around it.

      I’d never used it. Wasn’t even sure I knew how.

      As he came around the hood of the car, I glanced down and placed my finger on what I hoped was the trigger.

      I stood my ground. If I was going to do this, I had to be close enough to him.

      He was close enough now.

      It was or never.

      I lifted the pepper spray, pointed, and squeezed the trigger.

      I closed my eyes, just in case I had it backwards.

      But Jeremy cried out. “You bitch!”

      I kept spraying a second longer, then turned and ran.

      I ran into the forest, not even knowing or caring where. My only thought was to get away from Jeremy.

      But within a minute, he was coming after me.

      The pepper spray must have been old and no longer effective.

      He was ranting and raving, calling me all sorts of not so nice names.

      I kept running, just putting one foot in front of the other.

      Ducking beneath low branches. Sidestepping boulders and bushes.

      Vaughn’s house was behind me now, but I was drawn to it.

      The lights were like a beacon of hope and safety.

      I veered back in that general direction.

      But no matter which way I went, somehow Jeremy stayed a steady distance behind me.

      It was almost dark now, but I raced toward the lights of her windows.

      My breathing became labored. I hadn’t realized I’d gotten this out of shape so quickly. Being on the run wasn’t conducive to regular exercise.

      I’d come so far. Been through so much.

      And now it was all for nothing.

      Jeremy had found me anyway.

      No matter what I did, he was always there.

      I looked over my shoulder as I approached the house.

      He looked rabid.

      The pepper spray hadn’t stopped him, but it had slowed him down.

      I would get away from him.

      I had to.
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      “I need to see that woman,” I said. “Charlotte.”

      I pushed my way into the saloon and walked right up to the bar. Trent was there, talking with a couple of men. I interrupted them.

      “Charlotte?” Trent echoed. “She’s not here.”

      I jammed my fist on the smooth wood of the bar.

      “I saw here a few days ago,” I said. “Where is she?”

      Trent shook his head. “Charlotte’s not here anymore.” He was looking at me like I was addled.

      I didn’t care. I needed to see the woman who had promised to find me a wife.

      She would know what this was all about.

      I didn’t know how I knew this, but I did.

      She was somehow connected with all this.

      Trent held up his hands. “I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll find her myself.”

      I started toward the back where the rooms were. To find the room where I’d met with Charlotte.

      “Hey,” Trent said. “You’re not allowed back there.”

      “Just let him go,” I heard one of the other men say.

      I was going anyway. I didn’t care if Trent liked it or not.

      There was too much insanity going on around here.

      I needed to get help for Ashlyn.

      I stopped two women, whores, in the hallway to ask if they’d seen Charlotte.

      They both skittered away from me.

      I must have looked about as crazy as I felt.

      Standing in the middle of the hallway, I pressed my fingers over my eyes.

      If I couldn’t find Charlotte, I didn’t know what I was going to do.

      I didn’t know what other avenue to explore.

      One of the doors opened and Charlotte grabbed my arm.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice low as she pulled me into the room and closed the door behind us.

      “Looking for you.”

      “I’m trying to maintain a low profile,” she said.

      I dragged my hat off my head. “My apologies, ma’am,” I said. “But… it’s Ashlyn.”

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “She’s in trouble.”

      “How do you know?” Charlotte asked. I could see the alarm in her expression even in the dim candlelight.

      “You know she’s missing, right?”

      Charlotte nodded slowly, but didn’t say anything.

      “Well, I saw her. Up by that… house… by the river.”

      “House?”

      I was all in now, no reason to back down.

      “I only saw it for a moment, but it was there. All lit up from the inside.”

      “My God,” Charlotte whispered.

      “But that’s not the point. The point is. I saw Ashlyn. She was running and there was a man chasing her.”

      They were probably going to send me away to the insane asylum, but what the hell?

      “Then they both just vanished.”
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      Vaughn’s back door opened and a second later, I saw her standing there.

      She’d asked me to leave earlier. She’d said I wasn’t right for Harrison.

      But she was wrong.

      That’s why I had come here. To tell her that.

      I could feel Jeremy running behind me.

      He was quiet now, gasping as I was.

      I gave myself one last shove and dashed toward Vaughn, running as fast as I could.

      As I raced up the back stairs, she stepped aside for me to go through the door.

      Once I was inside, she closed the door and locked it.

      I stood with my hands on my knees, gasping.

      “Jeremy…” I said. “He…”

      “Don’t worry,” Vaughn said. “He can’t hurt you now.”

      “But…” I stood up. Of course he could. He was a mad man.

      A door couldn’t keep him out, much less windows.

      The man had tracked me across the country.

      “Come,” Vaughn said, calmly. “Sit down.”

      She led me to the parlor where we’d had tea earlier and ushered me to sit on the sofa.

      A fire blazed in the fireplace.

      Other than the light from the fire and the glow of candle on a table, the room was dark. And quiet.

      Had the electricity gone out?

      The grandfather tolled the hour. Nine o’clock.

      How had it gotten so late?

      I knew I hadn’t been running for hours.

      Time was off.

      Vaughn sat across from me and now she was wearing a long dress in a shimmery bronze color.

      Her hair was pulled up, leaving a few tendrils falling around her face. She clasped her hands in her lap and looked at me.

      I struggled to steady my breathing while keeping one eye on the doorway.

      I listened for any sign of Jeremy breaking in.

      What were we going to do if he did?

      “Maybe we could call the police?” I said.

      That, of course, had never worked.

      But with Vaughn as a witness, perhaps it would work this time.

      “It’s not necessary,” she said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      She smiled at me. “I’m pleased that you came back.”

      I wiped my brow. I wasn’t sure what to say.

      I didn’t know what was going on.

      Nothing was adding up.

      Vaughn was the same, yet different.

      It was almost as though… as though… I’d stepped back in time… again…
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      The moon was bright, lighting our way back up the path that led to the river.

      And the house I’d seen that wasn’t supposed to be there.

      Charlotte walked quickly alongside me.

      “There are a lot of things that you won’t understand,” she said.

      “I already don’t understand anything,” I said.

      One of those things I had trouble understanding was how she could be so calm.

      I’d told her some very disturbing things.

      She may think me a madman, but if she did, she didn’t let on about it.

      When she didn’t answer, I asked. “Can you tell me anything?”

      She glanced at me. Shook her head.

      “All in due course,” she said.

      “In due course.”

      Ashlyn—the woman I wanted to marry—was in danger and all she could say was all in due course.

      As we rounded the curve, I caught sight of the house. The one with the bright lights.

      “This house wasn’t here before,” I said under my breath. I’d given up on getting information from Charlotte.

      But she surprised me.

      “No,” she said. “It wasn’t. And it isn’t supposed to be here now.”

      I stopped. “What?”

      Charlotte took a deep breath, but kept walking.

      I hurried to catch up with her.

      As crazy as all this was, Charlotte held the key.

      Without her, I would never have a chance to find Ashlyn.

      She stopped in front of the house. In front of the steps leading up to the veranda.

      I’d never seen a house so lit up from the inside. Usually after dark, a house would be in shadows. Maybe lit by a candle or a lantern.

      But this. This was different.

      And the house was different. It was almost like it was alive. Breathing.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, putting my hands on my hips and staring at Charlotte.

      She bit her lip and looked perplexed.

      Not much to inspire confidence.

      “Wait here,” she said and started up the steps.

      “No,” I said. “I—”

      She turned and held up a hand. “Harrison,” she said. “Wait here. I have to find out what’s going on first.”

      “Ok. I’ll wait.” I crossed my arms. I didn’t like it, but she wasn’t giving me much of a choice.

      She nodded and turned back. A minute later, she disappeared inside.

      Something felt different.

      The air maybe.

      The sounds.

      The house was… humming.

      And there was a roar in the distance. Not very loud. But now that I was alone, I heard it.

      Something strange was happening.

      It didn’t matter, though, as long as I found Ashlyn.

      She was what mattered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 47

          

          
            ASHLYN

          

        

      

    

    
      Someone knocked on the door.

      I jumped. “What if it’s Jeremy?” I asked.

      “It’s not Jeremy,” Vaughn said.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      Vaughn looked at me a moment as though she didn’t quite know what to say.

      “Look around,” she said finally. “Does anything look different?”

      Everything looked different.

      It looked like the past. But I hadn’t done anything to get back in the past.

      Just like I hadn’t done anything at the saloon to go back to the future.

      “Oh,” I said. “This is the past. But… you’re here.”

      “Yes,” Vaughn said.

      “How?”

      “Time as you know it doesn’t really exist for me anymore. I have to answer the door.”

      How could time not exist?

      Feeling a bit annoyed because nothing made sense and Vaughn seemed to think it should, I stood in front of the fireplace and waited.

      How could I go from one time period to another without the time machine thing that Brooklyn had used?

      At least, Jeremy couldn’t get to me here.

      But without Harrison, this was another place to hide from Jeremy.

      Feeling a bit lightheaded, I sat on the couch to wait.

      The front door opened and closed.

      Then I heard Vaughn talking with someone.

      “Something’s gotten mixed up,” the guest said.

      “So it seems,” Vaughn said. “This whole process is new. We were wrong to think that we could control it.”

      “I don’t know,” the other girl said. “I have Harrison out there and he’s willing to go to the ends of the earth to find Ashlyn.”

      Harrison was here? I sat up, and peered over the back of the couch, my heart racing.

      That meant… that meant Harrison had survived.

      He was alive and well.

      And not only that, he’d somehow found me.

      “Maybe there’s hope then,” Vaughn said. “I’m just not convinced that we should be trying to manipulate time like this.”

      “Your daughter, Anna, believed it was possible. And so much work has been done on it since she figured out the whole program.”

      “Yes. She did believe in it.”

      I heard a smile in Vaughn’s voice.

      “Maybe the timing wasn’t perfect. Maybe they had to find each other. You know. On their own.”

      “That’s not it,” Vaughn said. “We already did that, by setting up the ruse.”

      “Sometimes it takes a minute.”

      I couldn’t hear anything else they said. The grandfather clock began to chime hour, blocking out their conversation.

      I sat up.

      Maybe I should just go find Harrison. If he was here, I needed to see him.

      But then the electricity came back on with a jolt, lighting up the room with bright lights.

      And I knew. It didn’t mean the power had come back on.

      It meant I was in the future again.
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      I was just about to give up on waiting when Charlotte came back to the door.

      “You can come in now,” she said.

      I walked up the stairs and through the door she held open.

      There was an older woman, maybe late middle-age, standing next to Charlotte in an elegantly furnished foyer.

      The older woman wore a long dress with a brooch at her neck. She could easily have passed for a much younger lady except for the lines around her eyes and mouth. She was stunningly beautiful and her eyes were what I could only call mesmerizing.

      She smiled at me as I stood in the doorway holding my hat, no doubt looking quite uncomfortable.

      “Harrison” she said. “My name is Vaughn Becquerel.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you ma’am,” I said. “Charlotte seems to think you might know where Ashlyn is.”

      Vaughn nodded once. “I do, but first we need to have a talk.”

      I glanced at Charlotte then back to Vaughn. “I signed something with her. I paid the fee. Has something changed?”

      The two ladies glanced at each other.

      “Not really,” she said. “But I think we owe you an explanation.”

      “When can I see Ashlyn?”

      “Soon,” Charlotte said, urging me to follow into a room off to the right of the house.

      The room was bright with lights. Not candles or lanterns. Just lights.

      The room was a study. A study with a woman’s touch. There were half a dozen flickering candles. Flowers on the end tables. And a setting of tea on the coffee table. One wall was lined with bookcases filled with leather-bound books.

      Vaughn followed, closing the door behind her.

      “Maybe we should give them a choice,” Charlotte said. “Past or present.”

      Vaughn didn’t look convinced. “It’s never been done.”

      Charlotte shrugged. “Things change.”

      Vaughn seemed to consider. Then nodded. “Yes, they do.”

      I watched this exchange between the two ladies with a sense of foreboding.

      They were discussing something that had to do with my future with Ashlyn.

      “But,” Vaughn said. “That isn’t how it works.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s too much at stake. Fate can’t be left up to chance.”

      “But—”

      Vaughn held up a hand. “I need to talk to Harrison now.”

      Charlotte nodded and went to sit in a chair.

      Vaughn ushered me to sit with her on the sofa.

      “Has something happened to Ashlyn?” I asked. Charlotte had led me to believe that she would be here, but now I was beginning to wonder.

      “No,” Vaughn said. “Ashlyn is well.”

      “She’s here?”

      Vaughn winced. “Sort of.” She held out a hand. “Ashlyn is from the future.”

      “The future?” I glanced over at Charlotte. Perhaps Vaughn was addled.

      But Charlotte’s expression was impassive. Not at all shocked or concerned.

      I sat back, distancing myself from Vaughn.

      “What do you mean by the future?”

      “She’s from the twenty-first century.”

      I struggled to make sense of what she was telling me.

      “Nonsense,” I said. “Time travel doesn’t exist.”

      “Yes,” Vaughn said. “It does.”

      I didn’t say anything for a minute. I just stared into Vaughn’s mesmerizing green eyes.

      “I know you don’t believe me. And I realize how strange it must seem.” Vaughn stood up. Paced to the window and looked outside.

      Then she turned around. “Do you love Ashlyn?” she asked.

      “Yes.” I didn’t hesitate to answer.

      “How do you know?”

      “I don’t know. I just do.”

      “Hmm.” Vaughn paced back to the sofa. “Time travel is sort of like that, you could say.”

      “It’s something you just have to believe in?”

      “Yes. And like love, it’s real.”

      I stood up. I didn’t know what game these women were playing, but I wanted no part of it.

      I’d only come here to find Ashlyn and frankly I didn’t give a damn where she was from.

      Or when.

      I turned toward the door.

      And came face to face with Ashlyn.
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      I left the parlor in a rush.

      I no longer know if I was in the past or the future.

      It seemed like time had gone out of focus.

      As I walked into the foyer, I stopped and looked into the face of the grandfather clock. Stared at the rip between the numbers six and seven.

      A chill traveled down my spine.

      Did the rip in the clock’s face have anything to do with this time travel?

      The lights flickered and it was dark again.

      I heard voices in a room off to the right. I went to the door of what looked like a study or a library. Lots of books and flowers and a comfortable looking settee in front of the French window. There was an open book there, turned face down, holding someone’s place.

      Vaughn was there and another woman.

      But Harrison was standing right in front of me.

      “Harrison,” I said, rushing to him. I ran my hands along his arms. “You’re alive.”

      “And you’re alive,” he said, looking at me with disbelief.

      I smiled and put my arms around his waist.

      He pulled me close and kissed the top of my head.

      We stood there, the seconds ticking past, holding onto each other as though we’d never let go.

      Then Vaughn interrupted us. “Come,” she said. “Let’s talk.”

      Reluctantly, I released my hold on Harrison, but he locked his hand with mine and together we went to sit side by side on the sofa.

      Vaughn sat in a chair across from us.

      She watched us with what looked like amusement.

      “I need to tell you a story,” Vaughn said.

      Harrison squeezed my hand and I nodded.

      Vaughn spoke softly, her voice even and calm.

      “In the late 1700’s I left France and traveled to America. I was to marry a man I’d never met. An arranged marriage. Customary at the time.

      “But my traveling party was attached by Indians. I was the only one to survive. My life was saved by an old Indian. I know now that he wasn’t an Indian at all, but a Druid posing as an Indian.

      “He made a rip in time and sent me through to the future. To the early 1800s. To Nathaniel. The love of my life.

      “But the spell holding the rip in time together was… permeable. And not perfect. I left that time and went further into the future. The mid 1900s. I married a man named Jonathan and we had a daughter.

      “Our daughter, Anna, was a little scientist. She studied time travel and made a device that sent her back in time.”

      Vaughn smiled to herself as she seemed to remember.

      “There’s much more to the story, but the point is that she created something that others built on.

      “A time machine.” She looked at me. “The one we used with you.”

      I glanced at Harrison, then back to Vaughn. “Why me?”

      Vaughn shrugged. “You fit the profile.”

      “Anyway, what we did,” Vaughn continued her story. “was to build on Anna’s research. What Brooklyn and Charlotte did was to create a system that matched people. You two were matched.”

      The room was quiet now. There was nothing other than the ticking of the grandfather clock in the foyer.

      Harrison was the first one to break the silence. “Are you saying we were destined to be together?”

      Vaughn smiled. “I like to think so, yes.”

      Harrison turned and kissed me on the cheek.

      “I already knew that,” he whispered for only me to hear.

      I smiled and squeezed his hand.
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      I dipped my paint brush into the bucket of paint and started swiping it on the inside wall of the cabin.

      It was pale green paint. I’d wanted dark green and Ashlyn had wanted white, so we’d settled on a pale green.

      Ashlyn stood next to me, wearing some of my old pants and an old shirt. I think she liked my clothes more than her own dresses, but I didn’t mind.

      She was cute no matter what she wore.

      “That’s not how you’re supposed to do it,” she said.

      I stopped and looked at her.

      “Is that so?”

      She dipped her brush in the paint and swiped in on the wall in a diagonal direction.

      “You have to start at an angle, like this,” she said.

      “Who says?”

      “Everybody,” she turned, one hand holding a paint brush, the other on her hip.

      “So just because you’re from the future, you think you’re the only one who knows how to paint?”

      “No. I—”

      I took a step toward her.

      She giggled and backed away.

      “What if I paint you?”

      She squealed and turned around, but I dropped my paint brush onto the cloth covering the floor and grabbed her around the waist.

      I kissed the side of her neck.

      She stopped laughed and turned in my arms enough for her lips to meet mine.

      After I took the paint brush from her hand and dropped it next to mine, I picked her up in my arms and carried her toward the bedroom.

      “We can’t just leave the paint sitting out,” she said.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Because.” I interrupted her by kissing her again.

      I laid her gently on the bed.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said. “I have to put away the paint.”

      She laughed and grabbed my shirt to pull me back.

      “Forget the paint,” she said.

      I sat next to her. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded.

      I pulled off one boot, then the other.

      Then I gathered her close again. “Are you sure it’s safe to leave the paint out?”

      “No,” she said, smiling as my lips covered hers.

      We could get more paint.

      But we couldn’t get more moments together.

      And even if we lived to be a thousand years old, I cherished each and every hour—every second—that we had together.
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        Chapter 1

      

      

      Sophia Becquerel

      I stepped over a two-by-four, my work boots sending up a plume of sawdust. The buzz of the table saws mixed with steady pop of air powered nail guns to create a cacophony found only at construction sites.

      Stopping at a door frame, I dropped my clipboard to my waist and studied the distance of the opening to the wall.

      “Here’s your helmet, Miss Becquerel,” Frederick said, handing me a white hardhat.

      “I don’t need—” Frederick put his hands on his hips. “Never mind.” I took the hat, though I honestly saw no point in it. No one was working overhead.

      “Thank you.” I put the hat on my head and smiled at Frederick. He was a middle-aged man—gray hair, obviously handsome in his younger years and still accustomed to using that to his advantage.

      It wasn’t fair to him that I was coming in now after he’d already gotten this far. Frederick was a good architect, one of the best in the state and THE best in Natchez.

      And just because I had a degree from one of the best architecture schools in the country, didn’t mean he didn’t have more experience.

      I’d seen the blueprints and I knew what he was trying to do.

      I had no problem with him replicating a house built hundreds of years ago, but there were always things that could be done better. There was no reason not to take advantage of knowledge gleaned over those hundreds of years, especially since central air conditioning, running water, and electricity had to be taken into account. And not to forget a modern kitchen built inside the house, not in an outbuilding.

      Besides, I couldn’t help myself.

      I put a hand on the door frame.

      “I hate to ask this, but do you think you could move this door down about…” I held my tape measure to the floor. “four and a half feet?”

      Frederick rubbed his chin and gave a valiant effort toward hiding his disappointment.

      “Sure,” he said, making a note on his own clipboard. “Not a problem.”

      “Thank you.”

      I stepped through what would be the doorway. This would be the study.

      The tall French windows would look out over the Mississippi River. It was a good view. Better than Grandpa Jonathan’s view.

      “Quitting time,” one of the men called.

      “Who made you the boss?” Another man asked, but all the saws turned off and the sounds of construction turned to sounds of men tossing tools into their tool boxes.

      “Nobody’s gonna argue with the clock,” a third man said and the men laughed.

      “Looks like the men are quitting for the day,” Frederick said. “I’ll stay ‘til you’re ready to go.”

      “Not a chance.” I turned and looked at him. “I can think better alone anyway.”

      “You sure?”

      Frederick was probably trying to decide if letting me think was a good thing or not.

      “Absolutely,” I said. “When I’m finished, I’ll walk over to Grandpa’s house.”

      “Text me when you get there, will you? Your father would tear me to shreds if something happened to you.”

      “I will.” I turned away, waiting for the men to leave so I could get focused again. I’d ridden out here with Frederick, so I could see his point.

      It was a fifteen-minute walk back to Grandpa’s. Five if I jogged it. I knew because I’d jogged it this morning before I drove into town to get a copy of the plat. Asking the clerk to send over an electronic copy had gotten me transferred to two different people before I’d politely been told that they didn’t do that here.

      As the men drove off, I removed the helmet and took a deep breath.

      Now I could really get a sense of how the house was going to feel.

      I was pretty sure there had been a garçonnière here at some point—many long years ago… certainly not in my lifetime.

      It was in the perfect spot to catch the breeze coming off the river and it was just far enough away from what had been the main house—now my grandfather’s house—to allow the older boys privacy. Living in their own apartment, but still on the property allowed boys to be on their own while still being part of the family and helping out with the crops.

      I walked around a bit, checking the general layout. The house was just a skeleton at this point.

      If I’d know about it soon enough, I would have been the lead architect myself. But that would have required me being closer than I was to my father and not just in physical proximity.

      I hadn’t planned on spending my first summer after college graduation in Mississippi. Top in my class at MIT, I’d had three job offers in the Boston area. I’d ultimately chosen the one that allowed me to start in September.

      And all because of one phone call from my father.

      He was retiring from the Air Force after a full twenty-year career and was building a house on his father’s land.

      The timing was a bit off though. Father’s retirement wasn’t until October, but he wanted the house to be move in ready when he got here. With his new wife.

      My momma could not have cared less. She had married her college sweetheart when they’d accidentally reconnected on Facebook.

      According to her, she’d searched for him after her divorce from my father, but hadn’t been able to find him. Then through the magic of Facebook, he had gotten a spontaneous friend request. He had accepted, messaged her, and there had been no turning back for them. They lived in France now. I missed her, but I was proud of her for following her dream and not letting anything hold her back.

      In that way she was my hero and my role model. I had no college sweetheart to reconnect with, but I had gone to Boston, an unfamiliar city, on my own.

      Father and I had never been close. Always at work, the Air Force was his life. But to his credit, he’d always taken care of his four children, even after the divorce.

      It was going to be dark soon. And despite my insistence that I could get to my grandfather’s house safely, walking in the woods at night was not something I cared to do.

      Still… I wanted to take some notes, so I sat on a bench, in what would be the parlor, the guys had thrown together for themselves and turned to a blank page.

      At first the music was faint… barely noticeable. Then it slowly got louder, until I couldn’t help but notice it.

      It was classical music… piano.

      It was too loud to be coming from Grandpa’s house.

      When I looked up, the bright setting sun was in my eyes.

      My vision still blinded by the sun, I put a hand over my eyes and looked to my right.

      I saw people… men… and ladies… Waltzing. The ladies were wearing long hoop-skirted dresses that swayed as they twirled.

      A vase of fresh white roses was in a vase at my right hand, where a side table would be.

      There were three couples dancing and one man standing off by himself, a glass in hand.

      I closed my eyes, squeezing them tightly together. Oddly enough, it seemed to help the music fade slowly into the background.

      But when I opened my eyes, the dancers were still there.

      The room was fully furnished, much as I imagined it being completed. A fire burning gently in the fireplace. Tall windows framed with emerald green curtains. The furniture was pushed back against the walls.

      The one man, dressed in what looked like a black tux with a white cravat, leaning with one elbow on the mantle, seemed to look right at me.

      His handsome face wore a confident expression. I couldn’t tell if he was looking at me or through me.

      I pressed my fingers against my brow and closed my eyes again.

      I was imagining things. I’d gotten swept away in visualizing the completed house.

      Shaking my head, I slowly opened one eye, then the other.

      The sun had dropped below the horizon now and again I was surrounded by the barely framed skeleton of the house.

      I blew out a breath and stood up. My knees were weak, so I sat back down to give myself a minute.

      It was going to be dark soon.

      I needed to pull myself together and get to my grandfather’s house.

      I could talk to him about it.

      He’d know how to make sense of it.

      Grandpa Jonathan was the wisest man I’d ever known.

      
        
        Chapter 2

      

      

      

      Nathan Laurent

      The whiskey burned my throat all the way down while the music soothed my soul.

      My cousin, Isabella, played the piano like an angel. Probably one of the best things about being here with my cousins was listening to her music.

      Even now, my younger brother and two of my cousins danced with girls who were supposed to be at the main house with their parents.

      The Becquerels had invited several families over for a spring picnic and, since they had traveled some distance to get here, they had stayed overnight.

      My cousins were a bit rowdy for my taste… ironic since I was from south Louisiana—with its reputation for breeding men with a wilder nature.

      My family had come up from New Orleans for the summer—or however long it took—to get away from the yellow fever outbreak.

      Unless a person had had the fever and lived to tell the tale, they were not welcome in polite society. It was one of those unwritten laws of New Orleans high society.

      Since we had not had the misfortune of coming down with the fever, we would have been isolated.

      It made little sense to me, this being shunned for being healthy. But it was the code we lived by, at least at the moment.

      “Come,” my oldest cousin Martin said, “Join our dance.”

      “And who exactly am I to dance with?”

      “I’ll dance with you,” my cousin’s girl said over her shoulder as they twirled past.

      I didn’t hear my cousin’s response, but I noticed that he led her away, not stopping long enough to change dance partners.

      It was well and good enough for me. I was content to watch. Not interested in being part of their illicit affairs.

      Unfortunately, I was relegated to bunking here in my cousins’ garçonnière for the duration of our stay here outside of Natchez.

      I suppose I could have stayed in New Orleans. I was a grown man after all. But I needed to speak with my uncle Samuel about some business in the Natchez area. Besides, my brother, the oldest son, stayed behind to take care of the country house. Grant was content to be left to himself. The more alone time he had, the happier he was.

      So we’d packed up. My parents, my sister, and my younger brother and traveled with a caravan of wagons and buggies north. It had taken us three days to get here.

      After only being here a few days, the Becquerel family threw this picnic to introduce us to the locals.

      If you asked me, it did nothing but incite trouble—the possibility of it anyway.

      My younger brother was going to be in trouble before the month was out. I would bet money on it.

      Needing to get some fresh air, I stepped outside into the early evening air. The moonlight glinted off the Mississippi River. The same river that passed alongside my father’s property near New Orleans.

      The water moved quicker than it looked. The river looked, and smelled, more like a putrid pond.

      Tomorrow I would go into town. Do some initial research.

      I wasn’t one to put things off and since we’d been here for a few days, I was itching to get moving in a productive direction.

      That’s when I saw her.

      Not more than six yards away. The profile of a beautiful siren with long brunette hair flowing around her shoulders. She stood there, looking out over the river, much as I did.

      As the seconds became a minute, the girl turned her head and looked in my direction.

      But her eyes didn’t focus on me. Instead, she looked right through me. As though I wasn’t even there.

      I blinked and she was gone.

      A shiver ran through me, but I shook it off.

      A trick of the light, trying to distract me from following through with my plan.

      I shook my head.

      Not tonight.
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