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      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.
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      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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      I turned off the gas under the whistling tea kettle and poured steaming water in a mug filled with a hot tea bag.

      Grandpa sat at the kitchen table, reading a newspaper article.

      I sat down next to him, cupping the warm mug with both hands.

      Grandpa set the newspaper down and looked at me from beneath his reading glasses.

      “What’s bothering you, Pumpkin?’” he asked.

      “I was out at the construction site.” I forced a smile.

      “Is it coming along okay?”

      “I think it’s going to be good.” I nodded and sipped the hot tea.

      “But?”

      On the way home and through dinner, I’d repeatedly told myself that I had imagined seeing dancers waltzing around the framed-up skeleton of a house.

      Nonsense, I told myself.

      “I think I might have had a hallucination.”

      Grandpa sat forward, looking concerned now.

      “What kind of hallucination?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, looking down into my mug.

      “Sophia,” he said and waited for me to look up. “Describe it to me.”

      “There were people… dancers.”

      “Where?”

      “In what would be the parlor of the new house.”

      “That’s odd,” he said, sitting back in his chair.

      “Odd that I had a hallucination or odd that it was in the new house?” I said with a bubble of humorless laughter.

      Grandpa took off his glasses and pressed his fingers against his brow.

      “The house,” he said, softly.

      I thought he was kidding. He had to be kidding.

      “What else did you see?”

      “There were three couples… the women were wearing long dresses… ball gowns…” I said after taking a deep breath. “and there was one man standing off by himself.”

      “Did you recognize him?” Grandpa asked.

      “No.” I shook my head. “They were all young. I think he was a little older.” I swallowed and looked away. “He was handsome.”

      Grandpa nodded. When he didn’t answer, I looked at him again.

      “There’s something you should know,” Grandpa said, clasping his hands together. “Your grandmother—”

      My cell phone rang.

      “It’s Mackenzie,” I said.

      “Go,” Grandpa said, shooing me away. “We’ll talk later. Go talk to your sister.”

      “Hello.” Grandpa blew out a breath of relief as I walked away. He was humoring me. Trying not to make me feel like I’d lost my mind.

      As my sister chatted, I walked through the foyer, past the tall grandfather clock made in the 1800s. A chill chased down my spine as I looked up into its blank face.

      Grandpa said the clock was missing a part. A part that he had yet to find a replacement for.

      I dashed upstairs to my room.

      It was time to put this behind me and get back to reality.
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      It had been a long taxing day.

      With black storm clouds gathering in the distance along with the deep rumble of thunder, I nudged my dapple-gray horse—Firefly—into a trot.

      Firefly had been named by my little sister when she was knee-high to a tadpole and the name had stuck.

      I could see the tops of the oak trees that lined the road leading to the house from here, so I wasn’t far from the house.

      The wind whipped at the new growth budding out on the trees. Spring came a tad bit later here in the northern part of Mississippi than it did down in New Orleans. Not that anyone would notice.

      I’d been thinking all day about the young lady I’d seen last night. It had been for a moment, but I’d been drawn to her.

      It was doubtless the mystery that intrigued me.

      Being from New Orleans, I was not unaccustomed to the unexplained. However, I had only heard stories. I had never seen anything out of the ordinary myself.

      Here I was thirty years old and I was only just now seeing something that couldn’t be explained.

      And on top of that, I was seeing it in Natchez, not even in the city known for its unexplained mysteries usually involving people from the great beyond.

      I shivered at the thought.

      Had I seen a ghost then?

      She had been shrouded in moonlight, barely visible.

      It was a trick of the moonlight. That was all.

      And the fact that I couldn’t stop thinking about her merely told me that I had been too long without a woman.

      Even as I told myself that, I didn’t believe it. There had been a dozen young ladies of marriageable—and dalliance—age yesterday at the picnic and dance that had followed. Not a one of them had tipped my interest.

      I turned left and followed the road toward the main house. Hopefully I would make it there in time to avoid getting caught in the storm. Hopefully I could at least make the stable which was in the opposite direction from the garçonnière.

      “We’ll make it, big guy,” I sat, patting Firefly on the neck.

      The wind whipped at the gray moss hanging from the tall sturdy oak trees and lighting flashed in the distance.

      I was riding right into the storm. There was nothing I could do about it now.

      Nothing but keep going.

      As I neared the house, I slowed Firefly to a walk. It would be inexcusably ill-mannered to gallop past someone’s home, storm or no storm.

      Walking Firefly around the side of the house toward the stable, I looked up toward the window at the staircase landing.

      A young lady stood there, looking at me.

      It was her.

      It was the girl I’d seen last night.

      Only this time, she saw me.
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      The morning had dawned with a storm, cancelling any chance of construction for the day.

      I didn’t mind the time. I could use it to prepare for the Mississippi state licensing exam. Since my father was going to be living in this state, it couldn’t hurt to get my license here, too.

      After setting up a study area in Grandpa’s office, I dashed back upstairs to get some papers I’d left in my room.

      Coming back downstairs, I walked slower, my attention on the paper in my hand. A flash of lightning in the distance pulled my attention toward the landing window.

      I stopped to watch as the dark clouds rolled in, bringing the rumble of thunder and the flash of lightning with them.

      That’s when I saw the horse and rider below.

      It was the man I’d seen last night. The man standing away from the others who danced.

      He pulled on the reins, bringing the horse to a stop.

      Unlike last night when he’d looked right through me, he saw me now.

      My breath hitched in my throat.

      The man was dressed in black pants and a white button-down shirt, open at the collar and he wore a hat. Not a baseball cap, but what looked like what I would call a derby.

      He was a handsome man, but I was used to handsome men. Working in the male-dominated profession of architecture alongside almost completely all male construction workers, I saw plenty of handsome men on a day-to-day basis.

      None of them tripped off butterflies in my stomach like this man.

      I’m not sure how long we stared at each other. Five seconds. Maybe fifteen.

      He took off his hat and smiled at me.

      I took a step back.

      That’s when the rain started. The man put his hat back on and nudged his horse forward.

      I jumped at a bolt of lightning that crashed to the ground outside the window, a crash of thunder right behind it.

      Getting away from the storm, I continued down the next flight of stairs.

      As my right foot touched the floor, the grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      I froze right there. One foot on the floor. One on the bottom step.

      How was it that in the span of mere seconds, my life had been turned upside down?

      I’d seen the mystery man from last night again… the man who wasn’t supposed to have been there to begin with.

      And now the clock.

      The clock that was supposed to be broken was steadily ticking, the pendulum swinging. The chime echoing through the quiet house.

      I forced myself to keep moving, but I stopped to stand in front of the clock. It looked different. Cleaner. Then I realized what it was.

      The rip across the front of the clock was gone.

      The rip had always been there.

      Being military brats, we hadn’t visited Grandpa but a couple of times. I’d spent the summer once when I was nine and the whole family had come for Christmas one year when I was a teenager.

      My grandmother had still been living both times. She was an incredible lady. Strong and caring. I regretted not getting to know her better. With my father working all the time and my mother trying to manage a household with four children, visiting her husband’s parents wasn’t exactly high on her list.

      The house was different now with Grandma Vaughn gone. Like it was in mourning.

      Grandpa was doing surprisingly well living on his own. Of course, it had been a few years ago now since Grandma’s passing.

      I turned down the hallway.

      I’d ask Grandpa about the man and the clock. He’d know.

      Lightning flashed, then Grandpa was standing right in front of me.

      “You scared me,” I said, putting a hand over my heart. “I didn’t see you standing there.”

      Grandpa was looking at me as though he’d seen a ghost.

      “Sophia,” he said. “We need to talk.”
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      The storm was one of the worst I’d seen. I couldn’t help but wonder if a hurricane had come in from the gulf. I had no way of knowing, of course.

      The oak trees stood strong, their moss blowing out like flags. But the pine trees weren’t so strong. They flexed, but some didn’t bend enough and they cracked.

      I took care of Firefly, brushing him down after being out all day and gave him fresh hay. While I was at it, I tossed the other horses some hay, too.

      The labor felt good and freed up my mind to try to process my day.

      First, I replayed my meetings in my head. They’d gone as well as expected considering they were merely introductory in nature.

      With that out of the way, I allowed myself to think about the girl.

      I’d seen her twice now.

      And this time I knew I hadn’t imagined it.

      She could be a guest, although that didn’t fit with what I’d seen last night. A regular person didn’t just disappear like that.

      She could be a ghost, but I didn’t want to believe that. I wanted her to be real.

      I kept myself busy until the storm passed. There would be lots of trees and other debris to clean up. There would doubtless be damage to my uncle’s crops.

      Fortunately, it was early in the year and things could be replanted if necessary.

      After the rain passed, I stepped out of the stable and surveyed the damage. It was almost too dark to see at all, but the full moon was already shining brightly.

      A couple of trees were down on this side of the house, but nothing too bad. Everything smelled fresh after the rain. Even the leaves on the trees were greener.

      As I walked toward the house, I looked toward the landing. The girl wouldn’t be there. And if she was, it would be too dark to see her. Unless of course she was a ghost haunting the house. Did people usually see ghosts at night?

      I held my breath, hoping not to see her, as I passed the window.

      Then, as I went through the back door, I looked for her, hoping to see her.

      I was obviously a little conflicted.

      There was no one in the dining room, but I heard voices coming from the parlor.

      Not wanting to get tied up with anyone, I stopped in the foyer next to the tall grandfather clock steadily ticked away the minutes, and looked into the parlor.

      My father was there, talking with my uncle.

      The ladies must have gone upstairs to bed early tonight. They were probably still recovering from the late night they’d had the night before.

      If the girl was here, she must have retired for the night as well.

      I tamped down my disappointment. It was for the best.

      I was going to be busy over the next few weeks and wouldn’t have time for courting.

      And I certainly didn’t have time to contend with being the only person here who saw a ghost roaming about the property.

      Mon Dieu. It wasn’t even something I could ask anyone else about.

      If the place was haunted, I was more than sure that my rowdy cousins would have told me about it.
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      I held the warm coffee mug in both my hands.

      An unopened newspaper sat on the breakfast table, still in its plastic sleeve covered in droplets of water.

      Grandpa had internet and a computer, but he still liked to read a printed newspaper. He wore a pair of jogging pants and a tee-shirt and in my opinion, looking quite hip for a grandfather.

      Still, there was something troubling in his expression.

      He wanted to talk to me.

      I tapped my fingers, forcing myself to be patient.

      “What’s wrong?” I wasn’t being very good at it. “Is someone sick or hurt?”

      “No. No,” he said. “Nothing like that.” His expression changed. “Actually it’s kind of the opposite.”

      I exhaled, letting go of some of the anxiety. If everyone was okay, then whatever it was, I could deal with it.

      “What then?” I asked, attempting a smile.

      “I’m not so sure where to start,” he said, rubbing his chin.

      “I guess you could start at the beginning.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Let me start with your Grandmother Vaughn.”

      “Oh.” I sat back. This was going to be painful, after all.

      “I don’t think she’s really gone.”

      “Grandpa.” I reached out and put a hand over his. “I’m so sorry.”

      “No,” he said. “She’s gone back in time.”

      I pulled my hand back and looked at him. Maybe I should call someone. My father. Grandpa was getting up in age, but he’d never shown any signs of cognitive decline.

      “What do you mean?” I needed to know more before I jumped to conclusions.

      “She was born in the 1700s. In France. She came to America as a young girl to get married. But once she got here, her traveling party was set upon by hostile Indians and everyone else was killed.”

      “She was the only one who survived? How?”

      “An old Indian, not one of the hostiles, cast a spell. The spell made a rip in time and she went through it.”

      I didn’t want to interrupt him, so I just listened.

      “She went to the 1800s for a time, then came here.”

      “Grandpa?”

      “The spell is very strong within her. She has no control over it. No control over when or where she travels. But it’s usually here or back in the 1800s.”

      “Are you saying she could come back? Here?”

      “It’s possible. And I’ll go to my grave waiting for her. But that’s not why I’m telling you this.”

      I had a really bad feeling about what he was about to tell me. A very bad feeling.

      “You have Vaughn’s blood, so you carry the spell.”

      I sat back in my chair and stared blankly into my coffee mug at the coffee that was getting cold by the minute.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you could go back in time.”

      “Could?” I looked blankly at him.

      “Maybe you already have.”
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      I stayed busy over the next few days, much of it spent riding my uncle’s property, first without him, then with him.

      The man had amassed so many acres, it was unreal.

      We came to an agreement fairly easily. Uncle Samuel was a peaceful, reasonable man who knew that he had more property than he or his children could ever use. So he was generous in bestowing some of what he had to his one nephew who showed an interest in the land.

      My older brother would never come north. He was completely wrapped up in the New Orleans property. There was no accounting for what my younger brother would do. Right now he was sowing his wild oats.

      And my sister would marry a man who would take care of her. Not now. Right now she was too young. But one day when the time was right.

      I sat in my uncle’s study, head bent over his desk, pen in hand.

      My fingers were stained with ink.

      I was good with numbers and plans, but I preferred being outside doing the physical work.

      What I was proposing took both.

      A grand scheme. Unlike anything else around here.

      I could do it down south on my father’s land in New Orleans, but I didn’t want to. I wanted to do it my way—without my father’s input. And he would offer it. And whether he intended it to or not, his input would alter may plans.

      My uncle, on the other hand, would let me do things my way. Part of it was because I was his nephew and not his son. The other part of it was his personality. He was more easy-going. Could be why his sons were so rowdy.

      At any rate, I had come to the conclusion that the only way the south was going to prosper was to make its own factories.

      Why we shipped all our cotton north to the factors, then bought their cloth was beyond me. We had the capability to build and run our own textile mills. Yet we didn’t do it. So I’d taken it upon myself to study. To figure out a plan.

      I had the funds. That wasn’t a problem. I needed to procure the materials, hire the men to build it, and hire workers to run it.

      I’d buy cotton from my uncle and even my father. It was a win-win. I could sell cloth to the local merchants at a lower price because I didn’t have to ship everything north and then back again.

      I turned the large piece of paper, sketched in some details.

      My thoughts wandered back to the girl. I hadn’t seen her these past few days.

      But I’d watched for her. And I’d listened. I’d listened for anyone to say anything that even hinted that someone else had seen her.

      But I’d heard nothing. No one else mentioned anything about seeing a ghost or a girl.

      So I hunkered down and moved forward with my plan.

      I think I perplexed my family because I was a doer and not a talker. They said I took after my grandfather. My grandfather on my mother’s side was the one who had decided to plant crops. He’d thought it and he did it and now his family was reaping the rewards that he’d only had a handful of years to enjoy.

      When I decided to do something, I did my research, laid out my plans, and moved forward.

      Unlike my grandfather, I wanted to be successful at a young age. And unlike my father, I wasn’t willing to coast on the coattails of those who came before.

      I knew I was fortunate they had given me what they had.

      Irritated at my own thoughts, I got up and stretched. It was time for a break.

      Maybe it was time for me to think about finding a wife and settling down. Maybe that would calm some of the unrest I was feeling as of late.
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      It was a beautiful morning. And by all rights, I should be out at the construction site.

      Even from the breakfast room of my grandfather’s house, I could hear the saw running and the steady pounding of the nail guns. Every now and then I could even hear men’s voices.

      But after due consideration of what my grandfather had told me, I’d decided that it wasn’t safe for me to stay here.

      I still wasn’t sure whether or not I believed all the talk of time travel, but I had to ere on the side of caution.

      If—a big if—my grandmother had gone back in time and if the spell—perhaps more like a curse—had saved her life by sending her through time… and if—the scary one—I carried the spell in my blood or however it worked, then I could not risk staying here.

      I had a career. And plans. I was a licensed architect with a new job starting in the fall.

      Going back in time was not in my plans.

      I gazed out the window overlooking the back yard as I sipped my hot coffee.

      My luggage was packed and in the car. My purse and phone were in the car.

      I was ready to go.

      Just waiting for Grandpa to come downstairs to see me off.

      He’d taken a phone call, said it was important, and he would be right down.

      I could wait. I was early.

      My heart was heavy. I’d planned on spending the summer here. Spending time with my grandfather… working on the design of my father’s house… even getting my license here in Mississippi.

      Then I would be ready to start my job in the fall.

      I had plans.

      Finished with my coffee, I rinsed my cup and put it in the dishwasher.

      I walked toward the front of the house. As I passed the staircase, I could hear my grandfather’s muffled voice. I avoided looking at the grandfather clock as I kept going into the parlor.

      As I walked, I soaked in the design of the house. The tall archways. The tall French windows. I loved the style and found myself incorporating it into projects.

      I toyed with the remote control, bringing up the Weather Channel. After a commercial advertising a new action movie, the local forecast flashed across the screen.

      There was a storm coming in.

      Where had that come from?

      I would be driving right into it.

      When I’d checked last night, the radar had been clear. No chance of rain today.

      The construction workers hadn’t known it either or they wouldn’t have come out. This meant they would be packing it in soon.

      I stood at the window and watched as the dark clouds moved overhead.

      Well hell. It was not only going to rain… it was going to storm.

      If I was going to leave, I needed to do it. I looked at the radar again. If I left now, I could still get ahead of the storm.

      Putting the remote down, I went to the bottom of the stairs and looked up. Grandpa was still talking.

      I dashed up the stairs and went to the open door of his bedroom study. He was pacing, the phone to his ear.

      When he turned, he saw me standing there and held up a finger.

      I nodded and shrugged. Wandered to the window at the end of the hallway and looked out. The wind whipped at the silver moss hanging from the trees and sent fallen leaves and dust swirling about.

      A couple of the smaller pine trees bent over as a gust of wind swept through and rain drops splattered against the glass. Original glass panes, I noted, from the original house. I could tell because they were thick and wavy.

      It wasn’t a good time for me to be leaving right now anyway. I’d missed my window.

      I needed to go out to the car and get my purse… my phone. Maybe I should go now before the storm got any worse.

      I headed downstairs and slowed at the foot of the stairs.

      There was a loud pop and then the electricity went out.

      I froze.

      The house was dark, lit only by what was left of the dim light of day that survived the storm.

      I jumped as the grandfather clock began to chime.

      The broken clock…

      Chimed the hour…
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      I left my uncle’s study and wandered to the back door and looked out the window. It was a beautiful day, the bright sunlight glittering across the back lawn. The day was much too pretty to be cooped up inside.

      But it was nearly time for dinner, so the sun would be on its way down shortly.

      I’d put my papers away and poured myself a whiskey. Sat out on the back veranda and enjoyed a good cigar.

      I headed back to the study and stopped in the doorway.

      She was standing there, on the other side of the desk, in profile just like the first time I’d seen her.

      Seeing me, she turned and looked right at me. Blinked. She had the most beautiful clear green eyes the color of a spring field I had ever laid eyes on.

      “Good evening,” I said, my voice sounded a whole lot calmer than I felt.

      “Hi.” She blinked again and swallowed hard.

      “I’ve seen you before.”

      She nodded. “I know.”

      “Would you like to sit?” I asked, nodding toward the nearest chair.

      She dropped into it and stared out the window.

      “There was a storm,” she said.

      I sat next to her.

      She was a beautiful young lady, but there was something different about her. Different from other girls. Her skin looked smooth as silk and her hair was long and straight. Not pulled back in the current style.

      It was quite becoming.

      She was dressed differently, too.

      She was wearing denim pants that hugged her curves and a plain white tee-shirt with the painting of a teddy bear right there on the front of it.

      The painting was extraordinarily detailed, but someone, the artist perhaps, had dripped blue paint across the shoulder.

      “That’s a nice painting,” I said, pulling my eyes back to her eyes.

      “What?” She crossed her arms across her chest, covering up the painting of the teddy bear.

      “The painting on your shirt.”

      “Oh,” she said with a little smile. “Thank you.”

      “My name is Nathan Laurent.”

      “I’m Sophia Becquerel.”

      I sat back, startled. “How are you related to my cousins?”

      “I don’t know. Who are your cousins?”

      “Martin and George.”

      “I don’t know them.”

      “Seriously?” How could she not know them when she was in their house?

      “No,” she said.

      “Who’s your father?”

      “General Daniel Becquerel.”

      “General?”

      She nodded.

      “Texas?”

      “What? No.”

      “I see,” I said. Though I didn’t see. What I did see was a beautiful young lady who looked completely lost.
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      Things were not as they should be.

      The grandfather clock—the broken clock—steadily ticked the minutes away.

      And now the man I’d seen standing in a house that didn’t yet exist sat next to me, making what sounded like polite conversation.

      At first I’d thought the electricity had gone out. Then I had realized that there were no electric light fixtures to go out. There was no television.

      Grandpa had prepared me for this.

      As much as I had tried to avoid it and as much as I wasn’t sure it was really a thing, I knew. I knew it had happened to me.

      I had gone back in time.

      My conversation with Nathan was about to get me in trouble.

      If I didn’t come up with an explanation for why I was here, then whoever lived here now might decide I was an intruder.

      Being turned out in whatever year I was in would be nothing less than a disaster. Grandpa had said the location of the house itself had something to do with the time travel.

      “Actually,” I said, pressing my fingers against my forehead. “I don’t even know how I got here.”

      “You’re lost,” he said.

      “Yes,” I said with relief. “I have no idea where I am.”

      It wasn’t even a lie. I didn’t know where I was. It was possible I’d gone back in time, but I really didn’t know.

      Nathan seemed to consider.

      “What is the last thing you remember?”

      I decided to go with honesty as much as I could.

      “A really bad storm.”

      He nodded.

      “That’s when I saw you,” he said. “In the window. On the landing.”

      “Yes. I remember that.”

      “And nothing after that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “It will be okay,” he said. “We’ll find out who you are.”

      “I don’t know,” I said, looking up at him from beneath my lashes. I wasn’t sure if him finding out who I was would be a good thing or not.

      “If not, I’ll take you in. I’ll keep you safe.”

      “That’s very kind of you. But I couldn’t impose on you like that.”

      I hoped I didn’t need to. I hoped I could simply get back to my time, get to my car, and go. Just like I had planned.

      “It’s not an imposition,” he said. “You’re obviously somehow related to my cousins. They will certainly recognize you. I’ll go now and see if I can find one of them. Someone who might know you.”

      “No,” I said quickly, putting a hand on his.

      An electrical current shot through me at his touch and I froze.

      He glanced down at our hands, then locked his gaze back on mine.

      “Did you…?” I asked, pulling my hand back.

      “Yes.”

      “It must be the electricity in the air. From the storm.”

      He was looking at me sideways.

      “The storm,” he said.

      “Yes.” But the evening sun was streaming through the window. No evidence of the storm remained.

      “It was raining,” I insisted.

      Shaking his head, he smiled slowly.

      “It was a beautiful day,” he said. “No storm.”
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      The girl—Sophia—was not only lost, she was terribly confused.

      “How is it you remember your name?” I asked.

      Her beautiful green eyes widened.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “Are you sure about it?”

      She pulled her gaze away and stared out the window.

      I was still amazed at how much more beautiful she was up close than she had been the couple of times I’d seen her from a distance. When I’d thought she was a ghost.

      But when she’d touched me, any remaining doubt that she was real dissipated. It had felt like an electrical current shooting through me when her hand touched mine.

      “Yes,” she said, then looked at me again. “But I don’t think I’m supposed to be here.”

      “What do you mean? Why not?”

      She shook her head. “It’s just one of those things I know. I can’t explain it.”

      I sat back.

      “So if you don’t think you’re supposed to be here and you don’t want me to ask my cousins about you….” I leaned forward again. “What am I to do with you?”

      “I just need… to… I need a little time to figure things out.”

      “I’m certain the Becquerels could help you.”

      “No,” she said again, but didn’t touch me.

      “Well, I can’t hide you from them.”

      She stood up, walked to the window, then turned back to me.

      “How is it you’re here if you aren’t a Becquerel?” she asked.

      “My family is visiting my cousins for the summer.”

      “Then tell them I’m your friend.”

      “My friend? If they recognize you, that won’t work.”

      “No,” she said. “They won’t recognize me.”

      I stood up. Walked around to the liquor cabinet and took out a bottle of whiskey and a glass.

      I poured whiskey into the glass and swallowed it, enjoying the burn all the way down.

      “You going to share?” she asked, taking a step forward.

      “There’s only whiskey in here,” I said.

      “Okay.”

      “You want a whiskey?”

      “That would be nice. Thank you.”

      I took out another glass and filled it. Handed it to her.

      She swallowed it down. Impressive. I’d seen women drink whiskey before, but never a lady.

      “Thank you.” She set the glass down and walked back to the window.

      I poured myself another one.

      “The trees look different,” she said. “Smaller.”

      I chose to ignore that comment.

      “Do you know where you’re from?” I asked.

      “Boston,” she said after a moment’s hesitation.

      Perhaps she was having trouble remembering that, too.

      “How do you know?”

      She turned back to face me.

      “Some things I can remember, but not everything.”

      “Were you in some kind of accident? Maybe while traveling here?”

      “I don’t think so, but maybe.”

      “Who did you travel with?”

      “No one.” She bit her lip. “Actually I think maybe… I traveled with my grandfather.”

      “So you traveled here from Boston with your grandfather?”

      “Yes. I think so.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I sat back down.

      “So… again. I have to ask. What am I supposed to do with you?”
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      Nathan was right. There was no sign of any recent rain. Yet, I had seen it. And not just a rain, but a storm.

      The trees were smaller, but there were more of them.

      They’d been thinned out over the years, perhaps.

      “I just need some time to figure out what I’m supposed to do.”

      “Alright,” he said. “How much time do you need?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “And you’re sure my cousins or my uncle or my aunt won’t recognize you?”

      “I’d be surprised if they did.”

      “Do you know what you’re doing here?”

      She shook her head.

      “Well, I can’t just hide you in here.”

      “I need to get back,” I said.

      There was someone coming down the hall. I stood very still, as though that would keep the person coming this way from seeing me.

      A lady, dressed a long full dress stopped in the doorway. Looked at Nathan. Then at me.

      “Hello,” she said. “I didn’t realize we had a caller.”

      “Oh, I’m not—”

      “Aunt Eloise,” he said. “this is my… friend, Sophia.”

      “Hello Sophia,” Aunt Eloise said.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you Mrs. Becquerel.”

      “Has my nephew offered you any refreshments?”

      “No, but I’m good.”

      “Nathan,” she said. “At least get the girl something to eat. She looks famished. We’ll be in the parlor.”

      I bit my lip.

      “Come with me, Sophia.”

      I did as she asked. The woman obviously wasn’t going to take no for an answer, anyway.

      I followed her down the hall. Past the ticking grandfather clock in the foyer.

      Into the foyer with no television.

      “Please, have a seat,” she said.

      I sat in an armchair in front of the fireplace and Mrs. Becquerel sat across from me.

      “Tell me how you met my nephew,” she said.

      “It was quite by accident,” I said, pleased with my quick thinking.

      Nathan came in with a small tray of fruit and cheese in one hand and a glass pitcher in the other. He set both on the coffee table. Looked from one of us to the other.

      “Surely you can tell me where you met,” Aunt Eloise said, her gaze pinning mine. It was clear she demanded an answer.

      “It was at the construction site,” I blurted. And now I wasn’t so pleased with myself.

      Nathan moved to stand next to me.

      “I’m afraid she doesn’t know about the construction yet,” he said.

      Aunt Eloise shifted her pointed gaze to Nathan.

      “Nonsense. Your uncle tells me everything. It’s what makes for a good marriage.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Nathan said, then looked down at me. “You hear that, dear?” he asked me.

      “What?” I looked up at him.

      He bent close to me.

      “It’s ok,” whispered. “I think we can tell Aunt Eloise.”

      I shook my head, but it was too late.

      Nathan took my hand and knelt next to me. Looked at his aunt and spoke softly.

      “Sophia and I are to be married.”
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      I doubted I would never know what had come over me.

      But with my aunt Eloise peering at Sophia in a way that felt like a punch to the stomach, I went into protective mode.

      I had only just met Sophia, but I couldn’t bear the thought of her having to endure questions from my family.

      They would probably send for the doctor. Start making inquiries with the neighbors. In short, they would put her through hell.

      I couldn’t have it.

      So I went with the first thought that occurred to me.

      I claimed to be betrothed to her.

      “Please forgive us,” I said. “but Sophia is exhausted and I was about to show her to the guest room. You will forgive us, won’t you Aunt Eloise?”

      “Of course,” Aunt Eloise said. I had caught my aunt in a moment of sheer surprise, otherwise she would have insisted that I give her more details.

      But I had to give her credit. After a moment of obvious shock, she kept her face impassive.

      “I’ll bring the refreshments to your room,” I said to Sophia. “and leave you to get some rest.” I looked back to Aunt Eloise. “Please forgive us.”

      I gathered up the tray and the glass pitcher and held out an arm to Sophia.

      “Ready, my dear?” I asked. I normally would have been concerned about just how easily the words rolled off my tongue, but there wasn’t time for me to think.

      She stood up and hesitantly put her hand in the crook of my arm.

      We left my aunt and headed back through the foyer to the stairs.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour. Three o’clock.

      My timing was accidentally impeccable. Three o’clock was the perfect time for an afternoon nap.

      She watched me from the corner of her eyes as we went upstairs and I led her to what I knew was an empty guest room.

      The door stood ajar so I pushed it open with my elbow and waited for her to enter first.

      Her manner of dress was most unusual. I would have said she was dressed in boy’s clothing, but even a boy didn’t wear pants that hugged the body as closely as she wore.

      It was quite flattered and sent my imagination down a most ungentlemanly direction.

      I set the tray and pitcher on the little table in one corner and, facing her, braced myself for what would no doubt be a scathing reaction to telling my aunt that we were betrothed.

      She looked at me with those lovely green eyes that tipped me off balance.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “My apologies.” The words were so poised on the tip of my tongue that I hadn’t had the wherewithal to adjust them before I spoke.

      “No need to apologize,” she said. “It was very kind of you. Your aunt was most intimidating.”

      I laughed softly.

      “Fortunately, I caught my aunt completely off guard, otherwise, we would have been forced to come with a story right there on the spot.”

      I took two glasses from the tray and filled them with water.

      “Sit with me,” I said, holding out a chair for her.

      She hesitated, but sat in the chair and took one of the glasses of water.

      Using the little tongs, I made her a cheese plate and set it front of her, then made one for myself.

      “I would behoove us to come up with a plausible story about how we came to be engaged.”

      “This should be interesting,” she said, taking a piece of cheese and biting into it.

      “Yes,” I said. “It should.”

      This girl was nothing like I expected. Nothing at all.
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      I sat with Nathan at the little table and nibbled on squares of cheese. The cheese was like none I had ever had before. It was tangy and sweet all at once.

      The room was the very same room I used in my own time. It was the same, yet different.

      The window was open, letting in a soft breeze that fluttered the light blue curtains. The bed was much the same. In fact, it could have easily been the very same bed, though the quilt draped over the foot was definitely different.

      Also, there were no light fixtures and the door leading to the bathroom wasn’t there.

      That was one of the first things I noticed simply because I’d been looking.

      Not only was I trained to look at how the room was designed, I looked because I needed to know if I was in a different time. If I was in the past.

      And by the looks of this room, I was most definitely in the past.

      Fortunately, this man—Nathan—had given me cover that would allow me the time to figure out to get back to my own time.

      However, the downside was that I needed to offer him an explanation. He was more like his aunt than he probably wanted to admit.

      “What do you suggest?” I asked.

      “The easiest thing would be to say you’re my sister’s friend,” he said. “but that would involve bringing my sister into our ruse.”

      “You have a sister?”

      “Yes. A younger sister.”

      “Can you trust her?”

      He popped a piece of cheese in his mouth and seemed to consider.

      “Not a good idea. She’s too young.”

      “I have two sisters.”

      “Ah. Then you understand.”

      “Except that I’m the youngest,” I said with a little smile.

      “Well, then, I suppose you do understand better than I.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Were you here for the picnic?” he asked.

      “Picnic?”

      “No.” He leaned back in his chair. “That would be too easy.”

      The customs in this time period would be different from anything I could think of.

      “Since my memory isn’t working very well,” I said. “I’ll have to leave it up to you.”

      “We’ll use that,” he said. “And we can teeter on the truth.”

      “How so?”

      “We’ll say that your grandfather was bringing you here to visit me and you had an accident. That’s all you remember. I’ll fill in the rest.”

      “What will you say?” I refilled my water glass.

      “I don’t know,” he said, but I’m sure I’ll think of something.”

      “I’m sure you will.” I added a little smile.

      “Do you know where your trunks are?”

      “My trunks?”

      “Yes. Your clothing.”

      “Not really.” My luggage was in my car, but that would make no difference.

      Unable to resist my sudden curiosity, I got up and went to the window and looked out. I should have been able to see my car from here, but, of course, it wasn’t there.

      Instead, there was an iron hitching post.

      Not only was my car gone, but I could see newly plowed fields all the way to the horizon.

      I knew this had been farmland a long time ago… a very long time ago. And in my time, there were trees. Pine trees and oak trees. Trees so tall, there was no doubt they had been growing for a hundred years.

      See the crops erased any lingering doubt I might have had about whether or not I was in the past.

      I was most definitely in the past.

      I turned and looked into Nathan’s eyes.

      He was watching me with obvious curiosity… and something else.

      Like me, he was a visitor here.

      Perhaps my travel into the past had been more than accidental.

      Perhaps I was here to do something. Maybe to change something.

      But what? I couldn’t even begin to imagine.
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      I left Sophia to meet with my uncle again.

      Sophia seemed unconcerned that she was dressed more like a boy than a lady.

      Her beautiful long brunette hair was an odd juxtaposition to her boyish clothing. To say that she intrigued me was an understatement.

      I was immensely curious about her.

      Who was she? How did she get here?

      I’d declared to my aunt that I was betrothed to her.

      I wasn’t sure how my parents would react. On the one hand, they may be furious because I didn’t tell them. On the other hand, they might be ecstatic to see me wed. especially since I was thirty years old and hadn’t courted anyone.

      Until now I hadn’t met anyone who piqued my interest enough to marry. Like any normal man I had my dalliances, but that was entirely different from getting married.

      I couldn’t actually marry this girl, of course. I didn’t even know who she was. My parents would insist on knowing who she was before I married her.

      They had the Laurent name to protect. Fortunately my bother Grant took the brunt of the expectations since he was the oldest.

      He hadn’t shown any interest in getting married either. My parents probably wondered where they had gone wrong.

      Three sons and none of them inclined to marry.

      I found Uncle Samuel in the stables, brushing one of his horses.

      “Eloise told me that you’re betrothed,” he said.

      Apparently, news traveled fast. Barely an hour had passed and already the word was spreading.

      “Yes,” I said, glancing around. “but no one else knows it.”

      “Not even your parents?” he asked, brushing the bottom of the horse’s hoof.

      “Especially not my parents,” I said.

      My uncle glancing at me, then went back to work on the horse’s hoof.

      “This one needs to have a shoe replaced,” he said.

      “Want me to do it?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll take her in to the blacksmith.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      “Why don’t we take a walk?” he asked. “you can tell me more about this girl.”

      “Very well,” I said. “but I don’t want to interrupt you.”

      “I welcome it,” he said. “especially since me knowing more than my wife will drive her crazy.”

      He would tell her. As he should. I couldn’t tell my uncle, or anyone for that matter, anything that I didn’t want everyone to know.

      That was the thing about living on a farm like this. There wasn’t much excitement. So an unknown girl showing up… alone… with no memory… was quite enough. Adding my being betrothed to her only added fuel to the fire.

      My uncle put away the brush and took two cigars from his pocket as we left the barn. He handed one to me.

      We didn’t light them, we merely just enjoyed the scent.

      “Should we begin planning a wedding then?” he asked.

      It was a natural question. It was, however, something that I hadn’t given nearly enough thought.

      I knew that I couldn’t marry Sophia. But I should have also accounted for my aunt and uncle being social bugs. A wedding was the perfect excuse for them to throw a party.

      “Where is Father?” I asked. “I didn’t see either him or Mother inside.”

      “They took a buggy into Natchez. I think they needed to post a letter to your brother.”

      I blew out a breath. The fates were on my side. I had to figure out what I was going to tell them about Sophia before they heard it from someone else.
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      Left to my own devices, I slipped from the room and made my way down the hall. Even knowing that I would be better off staying out of sight, I couldn’t resist poking around.

      The man, Nathan, was different from other men. Maybe it was because he lived in another century.

      From the way Eloise was dressed, I would venture to say I was sometime in the 1800s. I wasn’t a history buff by any means, but I’d seen enough movies to have a general idea of the way people dressed.

      I had to be later in the 1800s, at least according to what I’d learned watching the Bridgertons, but of course, that was England, not America.

      Whatever year it was, I’d gone back in time by up to two hundred years. Good heavens. No electricity. No running water.

      Grandpa believed that Grandma Vaughn had gone back in time.

      I reached the banister and leaned over.

      Was Grandma here somewhere?

      Two hundred years, though, was a long span of time. Even if she’d come back here, she could be any time.

      The grandfather clock chimed four times. It was four o’clock.

      Needing to explore... to see for myself… I went down the stairs and turned left toward the parlor.

      Eloise sitting there working on her needlepoint, looked up.

      “Come,” she said. “Sit with me.”

      I should have stayed in my room.

      Now Eloise was going to have questions for me that I couldn’t answer.

      “Where are you from?”

      “Boston.”

      “We have relatives in Boston,” she said.

      “Really?” I didn’t know of any of my ancestors being from Boston. But then my father hadn’t talked to me about his family and my mother certainly hadn’t. I didn’t know much about my father’s people.

      And by the time I started going around Grandpa, I was of the age when I had no interest in such things. I had my own teenage interests. Music. Boys. The usual.

      I should have listened to him as an adult. But I’d been too busy with work. Too busy with my own life.

      And now it would have benefited me to at least have a working knowledge of the Becquerel family.

      “I might know some of your people,” she said. “who are you related to.”

      “Vaughn Becquerel,” I said.

      Eloise’s shocked expression told me that I wasn’t very good at this game of pretending to be someone I wasn’t.

      “Vaughn.” She said the name reverently, then seemed to catch herself. “The news of her passing was quite a shock to us all.”

      I caught my breath. My grandmother had passed in the past as well.

      My grandfather had been right then.

      And yet…

      Even though I’d found her, I was too late.

      “So,” Eloise said, changing the subject. “How long have you known my nephew?”

      “Not very long,” I said.

      “It’s so nice to see him happy.” Eloise smiled. “Always such a serious boy. I’ve never seen him this happy.”

      I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say. Whether or not Nathan had been happy before was beyond my ability to know.

      “Do you not have anything to wear, Dear?” she asked.

      I glanced down at my jeans and Ralph Lauren t-shirt.

      “My trunks were lost… I think.”

      “Then we must find you something suitable to wear.” Eloise dropped her hands into her lap.

      Grandpa had suggested that people could return from the past. But he’d never said how long they would stay.

      If my grandmother was any indication, it was more than just a short visit.

      I suppose I should resign myself to staying here, in the past, for longer than a few hours.

      I nodded. “That’s very kind of you.”

      And perhaps very necessary to my survival.
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      After spending about an hour talking with Uncle Samuel, I was itchy to get back to the main house.

      Uncle Samuel and I hadn’t even talked about business. We’d talked about Sophia and when I might want to have a wedding. I had to say that I had never seen this side to my uncle. Once he started talking about how he’d met Eloise and how they’d been married, there was no stopping him.

      But he finally realized that it was time to get ready for supper. We walked together across the yard toward the house.

      As we passed the window at the stairway landing, I found myself looking up.

      Sophia wouldn’t be there. She would be in the guest room where I had left her. But it didn’t stop me from looking in anticipation of seeing her again.

      I told myself I was being ridiculous. Not more than two hours had passed and already I was ready to see her again.

      I was like a schoolboy. Yet I had attended an all boy’s school. And there had been no ladies at the academy. There had been women, of course, but no one to bring home.

      And now I’d declare myself betrothed… to a lady I didn’t even know. And I was pretended that I did.

      What had I done?

      Uncle Samuel was rattling on about how Aunt Eloise would want to have an outdoor wedding before the weather got too hot. Otherwise, it would be best to wait until fall.

      Had they seriously already talked about this? Or was this just standard for them?

      This excuse to have a soiree?

      My family was more private. It was interesting how that worked. My family would have seemed to be better off living in the country where privacy was a given whereas my uncle would have been better off living in the city where there were always people around.

      But I supposed things didn’t always work out logically like that.

      “Uncle,” I said as we walked across the back veranda and went in through the back door.  “Will you do something for me?”

      “Of course, my boy. What is it?”

      “Don’t say anything to my parents about Sophia until I’ve had a chance to explain it to

      them.”

      “Not a problem,” he said. “I understand.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But you should know that I can’t make any promises about your Aunt Eloise.”

      Well, hell. So much for that.

      “Are they returning tonight? Are do you think they’ll stay in town at one of the inns?” I asked.

      “As far as I know, they’re coming back, but they really didn’t say.”

      “I’m going up to check in on Sophia. Then I might ride out to meet them.”

      “Good idea.” Uncle Samuel clapped me on the back. “You’re a good man, Nathan.”

      Leaving my uncle, I went upstairs and straight to the guest room.

      Before I left, perhaps I would procure a proper dress for Sophia to wear. It wouldn’t do for her to meet my parents wearing her boy’s garb.

      I should have asked her how she came to be wearing such clothing to begin with. It didn’t, however, seem like an appropriate thing to ask a lady.

      I knocked on the thick wooden door.

      Hearing no answer, I knocked again.

      Then I heard female voice on the other side of the door.

      What the—?

      I hadn’t specifically suggested that Sophia stay hidden away. But she had all but asked me to do just that.

      How, then, was it that she had been found?

      I held my hand to the wood to knock again, but I heard a familiar voice… Aunt Eloise?

      Surely not.

      I turned the knob and slowly opened the door.

      A quick scan told me that Aunt Eloise was indeed here along with her lady’s maid, Abigail.

      Sophia stood next to the bed wearing nothing more than a chemise. Abigail stood behind her, tightening the corset with the ties while Sophia held one of the four posters of the bed.

      Since Sophia’s eyes were closed, she didn’t see me.

      But I got an excellent view of her bosom straining against the top of the corset.

      Suddenly my mouth was dry and I struggled to catch my breath.

      The young lady in the tight pants and painted shirt had bloomed right before my eyes.

      And I felt the attraction all through my body, the blood pooling right in my center.
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      I didn’t need a corset. I didn’t even wear Spanx. But Eloise and her lady’s maid, Abigail, insisted that a lady wore a corset whether she needed one or not. Something about a lady’s feminine shape.

      “Hold still and suck in your stomach” Abigail said as I took a deep breath.

      “Do you wear these all day long?” I asked, at my wit’s end.

      “Of course, Eloise said. “Don’t you?”

      “No,” I said, then backtracked. “Not when I’m home alone.”

      “What if someone comes to visit?” Abigail asked. “You’d be caught half dressed.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      They had no idea. If they saw me walking around the pool in my bikini, in public, no less, they would pass out.

      The door closed and my eyes widened.

      “Was someone at the door?” Eloise asked.

      “Heavens,” Abigail said. “I hope not. What with this child half dressed.”

      “I’ll go see,” Eloise said, her skirts rustling as she crossed the room to the door.

      I had to admit that Eloise did look elegant in her long gown. But to dress like that every day all day long seemed unfathomable.

      “There,” Abigail said. “Now we can put on the dress.”

      What was the point in wearing clothes when one couldn’t breathe?

      “Can you let it out just a little?” I asked. “I think I’m going to faint.” I looked over my shoulder with what I hoped was my most compelling expression.

      Abigail muttered something about not being proper, but she released the ribbon enough that I could catch my breath.

      “Thank you.”

      Eloise came back into the room.

      “Did you see anyone, Madam?”

      Eloise didn’t answer. Instead she went to the window and looked outside.

      I was left with the formidable Abigail.

      “Arms out,” she said.

      I put my arms out and she dropped a dress over my head. For a moment, I was lost in a hundred yards of soft silver silk.

      But Abigail deftly pulled the dress down and straightened the material in quick order.

      “This is a good color for you,” she said. “not everyone can wear silver like this.”

      “Whose dress is this?” I asked.

      “It belonged to Missus Vaughn Becquerel.”

      “Vaughn,” I said, sucking in a breath.

      “Don’t you worry though. It might be a little outdated, but it fits you so perfectly no one will notice.”

      I looked down at the silvery gown, belled out with hoop skirts. I saw nothing in the least different from the one Eloise wore.

      “Look in the mirror,” Abigail said.

      Walking in the dress required a different skill set from wearing jeans and sneakers.

      I walked slowly, navigating the heavy gown that swept the floor behind me.

      Stopping in front of the full-length mirror, I didn’t recognize myself. I looked like a completely different person. The corset kept me straight, whether I wanted to be or not.

      This was my grandmother’s Vaughn’s dress and oddly enough I could see her in it.

      Did I look like her?

      I had to admit that I felt different. Though how, I wasn’t quite sure just yet.

      A wagon approached the house. Eloise turned back to the window.

      “My sister and her husband are back,” she said over her shoulder. “I must speak with them.”

      And with that comment, she swished out of the room, closing the door behind her.

      Dogs howled outside, no doubt in greeting to Eloise’s relatives.
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      Eloise Becquerel’s hands shook as she opened the door to her bedroom and went to the desk in her study.

      Sophia Becquerel in the guest room wearing the dress that Vaughn had worn to Eloise’s wedding.

      Eloise had been so happy and in love that she’d barely noticed, and certainly didn’t care that Vaughn had stolen the title of most beautiful woman at the wedding and the following reception.

      Sophia looked so much like Vaughn. It was as though Vaughn had sprung back to life.

      Eloise dropped into her chair, an unladylike motion that she rarely allowed herself.

      Pulling open the bottom drawer, she took out the box of letters that had belonged to Vaughn. None of the letters had been mailed.

      In fact, Eloise often wondered why Vaughn didn’t simply write her thoughts in a journal.

      Flipping through the letters, she quickly found the one she was looking for.

      It was the last one Vaughn wrote.

      Taking the letter, a thick cream-colored piece of paper, she unfolded it and began to read.

      Dearest Jonathan,

      Someday you will read these letters, though it may not be in my lifetime.

      First of all, I want you to know how much I love you. No matter where I find myself in time, I always think of you. You never leave my thoughts, in fact, for more than a few minutes.

      It’s the oddest thing. Something I think only you could appreciate.

      Today I attended my great-grandson’s wedding. Only you can know how impossible that sounds.

      I’ve traveled… so much that my timeline is mixed up.

      At any rate, it was a lovely wedding.

      Someday, if you read this, know that you are in my thoughts.

      That great-grandson was Eloise’s husband and the wedding was hers.

      Vaughn had disappeared shortly after that. Though no one knew where she was, everyone assumed that she had passed away.

      She had been in marital bliss and had not paid so much attention to the situation as she might have otherwise.

      It was a mystery, though, that she had pondered from time to time.

      The one thing that had never left her thoughts was just how beautiful and young-looking Vaughn had been.

      Yet… she had been older.

      That was the thing about youth. Everyone over twenty-five looked equally old. It hadn’t occurred to her until years later that Vaughn had been much too young to be her husband’s great-grandmother.

      Something was amiss.

      Something she could not explain.

      And yet now that she had seen Sophia, she was more convinced than ever that something wasn’t right.

      Maybe it was a maternal instinct, but she felt the need to protect Sophia.

      Something about her. Maybe it was the way she looked. Maybe it was something in her eyes.

      Whatever it was, she knew what she had to do.

      She also knew that it would not be a popular decision.

      Eloise, however, was of an age when the opinions of others no longer mattered.

      Besides… she had seen something like this before.
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      My parents had returned from Natchez before I had the chance to intercept them.

      They had no more than ridden up when Aunt Eloise summoned them to the parlor.

      I went into my uncle’s study and sat at the desk I’d been using earlier. I tried to concentrate on my paperwork, but I kept thinking about Sophia.

      I’d thought she was beautiful the first time I’d seen her. But seeing her wearing nothing more than a chemise had done something to my brain.

      Her bosom had swelled against the top of the chemise… her long lightly curled hair framed her face and fell around her shoulders.

      I dipped the quill into the ink and signed my name on one of the papers.

      “Sir?” Villars, the butler, stood in the doorway, tall and straight. As usual, he wore a somber expression.

      “What is it Villars?” My gut swirled with dread. My Aunt Eloise knew too much. And now she was bringing my parents into it. I hadn’t even had the opportunity to tell them that I had decided to marry.

      Oddly enough, the more I thought about marrying Sophia, the more I liked the idea.

      And heavens, I had only spoken to her one time.

      Again, she had done something to my brain.

      “Your presence is requested in the parlor.”

      “Great.” I set the quill aside and wiped my fingers on a cloth.

      “Shall I tell them you’re on your way, Sir?” Villars asked.

      “Of course, Villars,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure.”

      After Villars left, I scrubbed a hand over my chin and put away my ink. Again.

      I walked toward the parlor like a man walking to the gallows.

      Being summoned to my parents was bad enough, but Aunt Eloise? She was the most frightening woman I knew.

      I had no reason to think that way. She’d never actually done anything to me.

      I had, however, heard horror stories from my cousins about her strictness. Whether those tales were true or not I had no way of knowing.

      “Come in,” Father said as I stepped through the door into the parlor. Father stood in front of the cold fireplace.

      Mother and Aunt Eloise sat on the sofa, a little teapot and cups on a tray on the table in front of them.

      It looked like they were having a tea party. What could they possibly want from me?

      The French doors stood open, letting in a light breeze that smelled like the freshly bloomed spring flowers outside.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure?” I asked, wanting to be anywhere but here.

      Aunt Eloise and Mother exchanged a glance.

      “Eloise has just informed us of your intentions to marry,” Mother said.

      “That can only mean one thing,” Aunt Eloise added, picking up her teacup and taking a little sip.

      “Is it true?” Mother asked.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re referring to.”

      Father stepped forward. “Have you compromised the young lady?”

      “What? No.”

      I had never been so taken aback.

      While other men might frequent brothels, I had an impeccable reputation. I stayed out of brothels, I didn’t gamble, and I paid my debts.

      What more could anyone expect of a man my age?

      Indeed, unlike ladies, society put no pressure on me to marry, especially since I wasn’t the oldest son.

      “Then. What is the urgency?” Mother asked.

      “I never said—” Urgency? Where had that come from?

      “The wedding needs to take place as soon as possible,” Aunt Eloise said.

      “Mother?” Mother looked away.

      “Father?” Father shrugged and took a cigar from his pocket.

      “What do you know of this girl?” Father asked.

      “As I told you,” Aunt Eloise said. “She’s a Becquerel.”

      “Then she is more than suitable,” Mother said.

      Perhaps my feeling of being summoned to the gallows had been an understatement.

      “I do want to marry her,” I said. “but there is no urgency. Whoever told y—”

      “It’s best to get married now,” Aunt Eloise said. “in the spring. Before it gets too hot to have a wedding.”

      How could the heat possibly have anything to do with whether or not a man got married?

      “There’s been a grave misunderstanding,” I said.

      “Nathan,” Father said. “Let’s take a walk.”

      Yes. A walk was an excellent idea.

      Anything to get me away from so many pairs of eyes asking me for an explanation I couldn’t provide.
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      A young girl named Rose pulled and tugged on my hair. She deftly wrapped ribbons around strands and somehow pulled my hair on top of my head, leaving just enough strands down that I didn’t look severe.

      “Are we going to some kind of event?” I asked.

      “Event?”

      “Yes,” I said. “It seems you’re going to a lot of trouble with my hair.”

      Maybe they were going to take me into town and set me out on the street.

      “No ma’am. We’re just going to dinner.”

      “Do we have some special guests coming for dinner?”

      “Oh no. Just dinner with the family.”

      Alarm bells shot through me.

      Why would I be having dinner with the family?

      “To celebrate your engagement, ma’am,” she said.

      “Right.”

      My engagement.

      Nathan had told his aunt that we were to be married.

      I hadn’t thought about the ramifications of that at the time. I had only been thinking about buying some time for me to find my way back to my own time.

      “There,” Rose said, holding up a small gold handled mirror. “You look lovely.”

      I recognized myself even less than I had when I’d first looked at myself wearing the silver dress.

      I had to admit that it was growing on me. I felt more feminine than I had ever imagined.

      Although I readily recognized that the space a person occupied determined how they felt and even made them who they were, I hadn’t given much thought to how clothing could do the very same thing.

      If nothing else, I’d already learned something from this experience.

      When I got back to my time, I was going to change the way I dressed. I was going to start wearing skirts and maybe dresses. At least some of the time anyway.

      Maybe not all the time.

      Maybe not when I was out on construction sites.

      At any rate, I would certainly be more aware of how dress affected a person’s state of mind. Much like their space did.

      Leaving my room, I went out into the hallway and headed toward the stairway.

      I was going to have dinner with my fiancé’s family.

      Placing a hand on my stomach, I fought off a flutter of butterflies.

      A fiancé I didn’t even know.

      But right now nothing was familiar to me.

      I reached the top of the stairs and carefully navigated my way down. It was not easy achievement with so many yards of material.

      After walking past the landing, I stopped halfway down the second flight.

      Eloise and a woman I didn’t recognize sat in the parlor, their heads bent together in conversation. They both wore dresses much like mine. Eloise wore blue and the other woman wore green.

      Eloise saw me and directed the other woman’s attention in my direction.

      The two of them watched me as I stood there, wondering what I was supposed to do.

      I had no choice, really, except to join them.

      But just as the grandfather clock began to chime the hour, the front door opened and Nathan stepped inside.

      He froze, staring up at me.

      My breath caught in my throat at the way he looked at me.

      He looked at me as though I was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

      And I was charmed by his handsomeness.

      His eyes left mine for barely an instant as he bowed.

      I glanced toward the two women in the foyer. Though they still watched me, they couldn’t see Nathan from their vantage point.

      Determined to join Nathan and get out of their sight, I dashed—however carefully—down few remaining steps.

      But just as I reached the bottom of the stairs, I realized that Nathan was no longer there.

      And then I heard the clear and unmistakable sound of the Weather Channel on the television.

      I froze, with one foot on the floor, the other on the last step.

      I was no longer in the past.
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      My feet were frozen to the floor.

      Sophia had vanished into thin air.

      I had looked down for about half a second, maybe less. Not nearly enough time for her to walk away.

      But yet she was no longer on the stairs.

      Forcing my feet to move, I went to where she stood on the stairway.

      Though she had vanished, I almost felt like I could sense her. That was nonsense, of course.

      But where had she gone?

      Then I saw Aunt Eloise and Mother. Gaping at me from the parlor.

      Looking away, I pressed a hand against my forehead.

      What had just happened?

      Mother and Aunt Eloise had seen Sophia vanish, too.

      “Nathan.” It was Aunt Eloise.

      They would be looking to me for answers. But I didn’t have one.

      “Come here.”

      I went to the parlor door and looked at them.

      Aunt Eloise was standing now, but Mother was still seated and she looked rather pale.

      “What happened?” Mother asked.

      “I need both of you to sit down,” Aunt Eloise said.

      “Do you have an explanation?” I asked. How could Aunt Eloise possibly look so calm? Maybe she hadn’t seen Sophia vanish. Maybe she’d somehow missed it.

      But I sat down anyway. And not a minute too late.

      A grown man, of course, would never admit that he had grown weak in the knees even over something so…  baffling.

      “Are you alright, Mother?” I asked.

      “Quite,” she said with a tight smile. “I’m sure there’s a good explanation.”

      I nodded.

      Aunt Eloise sat down again, across from us and clasped her hands together in her lap. A harbinger of trouble to come, no doubt, but I didn’t have the energy to worry about her so much right now.

      I steadied my own hand on my knees and forced myself to focus on my aunt.

      “As I said, you’ll need to marry her sooner rather than later.” Aunt Eloise kept her gaze on mine.

      I swept my hand back toward the stairway.

      “How am I to marry someone who isn’t there?”

      “Exactly,” Aunt Eloise said.

      “What do you know of her?” I asked. “And her… disappearance?”

      “I don’t know anything,” Aunt Eloise said. “Not for certain. But… I do have thoughts.”

      “Do share.” I straightened my jacket and waited.

      Aunt Eloise glanced at Mother.

      “I think she is from the future.”

      I would have been no more shocked if Aunt Eloise had announced that she… or Sophia was from the moon.

      “Why would you say such a thing?”

      Aunt Eloise looked at me as though I were daft.

      “You saw the way she was dressed?”

      “I did,” I said, remembering the tight boy’s pants and the white shirt with the painting on it.

      “I’ve seen something like that before.”

      “Have you traveled through time Eloise?” Mother asked.

      “Certainly not.”

      “Then you mustn’t say such things about Nathan’s betrothed.”

      “Very well,” Aunt Eloise said. “But not saying it doesn’t make it so.”

      Aunt Eloise was oh so very right.

      It was as good an explanation as any as to why Sophia had vanished into thin air.
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      The silver dress billowing around me, I sat on the stairs.

      My head buzzed. I closed my eyes and just let my mind go blank.

      I had been in the past.

      Just as sure as the world was round, I had been in the past.

      Nathan.

      I had vanished right in front of not only Nathan, but also Eloise and another woman.

      What must they be thinking?

      I shook my head. It made no difference. I had been there, but it had only been for a few hours.

      I could leave now. I could get away from this house.

      This spell that sent people back in time.

      My hands trembling, I stood up and went back upstairs.

      As I approached the landing, I heard Grandpa’s voice. He was on the phone again.

      Heavens. Surely he hadn’t been on the phone all this time.

      I went to the door to his bedroom study.

      He was still pacing, phone to his ear.

      “I’ll have to call you back,” he said and lowered the phone.

      I swallowed. His expression frightening me.

      “Sophia,” he said, his voice rough.

      “Grandpa… I…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. I couldn’t say it out loud.

      He came forward. Took my hand and led me to the little sofa in his study.

      I sat and shoved my dress aside enough for him to sit next to me.

      “Your phone call lasted a long time,” I said, my own voice rough.

      “You were just here,” he said. “not ten minutes ago.”

      I stared blankly at him.

      “Ten… minutes?”

      “Yes. You came to the door and I held up a finger.”

      I nodded.

      “You did. But…” The sun was still streaming through the windows. “It was several hours ago.” I swept a hand over my dress. “I…”

      My eyes welling with tears, I looked at my Grandpa.

      “You were only gone for no more than ten minutes,” he said.

      “What happened?”

      He lightly touched a strand of my hair.

      “You look so much like your Grandmother.”

      “Grandpa. I think I went back in time.”

      He nodded. “So it seems.”

      “How?” I searched his eyes. Looking for answers he didn’t have. No one had.

      “Actually not so much how as why.”

      “Why…” I breathed.

      “Grandpa scrubbed his hands over his cheeks and stared into space.

      “Did you meet anyone?” he asked.

      Nathan’s image shot through my mind. But by anyone I knew he meant Grandma.

      I shook my head. I’d learned something about Grandma.

      But I didn’t have the heart to tell him.
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      The night air smelled like a combination of magnolia blossoms and fine Virginian cigar smoke.

      Moonlight streamed across the lawn, glistening on the lingering raindrops from the rain and lightning bugs blinked near the line of oak trees.

      The sound of frogs croaking drifted from the river and a coyote howled somewhere in the distance.

      It was a peaceful evening overall. Peaceful in contrast to the turmoil I felt inside.

      Sitting on the balcony outside the guest room where I’d put Sophia, I put one foot on the railing and inhaled the smoky and sweet cigar smoke.

      The deep scent of a good cigar normally settled my nerves, but nothing could settle me tonight. I could still taste a hint of the whiskey I’d drank before coming upstairs.

      This day had been one of the most bizarre and disturbing I’d ever had in my thirty years.

      I’d found the girl I wanted to marry, then she had vanished into thin air.

      I would have questioned my sanity if both my Mother and Aunt Eloise hadn’t also seen her vanish. My mother was disturbed, perhaps as much as I was, but my Aunt Eloise was not.

      She hadn’t said it in so many words, but I got the impression that she truly believed that Sophia was from the future and if I had married Sophia she would still be here.

      That was beyond me.

      Just trying to wrap my head around it made my head hurt.

      Wherever she was from, now or the future… New Orleans or Boston… did not change the way I felt about her.

      I had never been so certain about anything as I was that I wanted to marry her.

      Love wasn’t supposed to make sense. I truly believed that love was one of those things that needed no explanation.

      And any man who tried to explain it had never experienced it.

      Finding her merely strengthened my commitment to establishing my textile mill here. In the northern part of the state.

      Wild horses couldn’t pull me from here now.

      I was committed to going through with my factory. New Orleans had seen the last of me.

      I’d talk to my uncle. Settle on a place to start building a house of my own.

      In the meantime, I would live here. In the main house. If living here became a problem, I would move out to the garçonnière since I’d seen Sophia there, too.

      I’d talk to my uncle. I’d even talk more with my formidable aunt when my mother wasn’t around. I would do whatever I had to do to learn more about this time travel. Someone had to know how to explain it.

      All I wanted to know was how to make it happen again.

      Was there anything I could do to bring Sophia back to me?

      Whatever it was, I would do it.

      I would do whatever it took to be with the love of my life.
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      I carefully folded the silver dress and tucked it in my closet. A closet that wasn’t there in the past.

      It was interesting how the original house had no closets and no bathrooms. Just bedrooms.

      Even the kitchen was outside, but that made some sense because if the kitchen caught on fire, the house wouldn’t be part of it.

      Not having bathrooms or electricity would have made building the house a lot simpler. Overall the house was a simple design.

      But over the years everything had been added. Electricity. Air conditioning and heating. Plumbing. Adding it after the fact was quite an achievement.

      Probably more so than building the house to begin with.

      I’d changed my mind about leaving today. The sense of urgency had passed.

      Besides, all that time travel had left me exhausted.

      I sat on a stool in the closet and stared blankly at the dress.

      I’d felt like Cinderella walking down the stairs in this ball gown.

      But my carriage had turned back to a pumpkin before the ball. What was up with that?

      Now I was back in my world, but I still had both my shoes.

      Instead of a slipper, I’d left behind a pair of blue jeans and a white t-shirt—my favorite new t-shirt—a Ralph Lauren logo shirt. It had been a present from my younger sister.

      There was nothing I could do about it.

      I had their dress… supposedly my grandmother’s dress and they had my clothes.

      They also had Nathan. Was something wrong with me that I was crushing on a guy who lived hundreds of years ago?

      If I could go back to him, would I?

      Shaking my head, I left the bedroom and went downstairs for a bottle of water.

      I was too restless to sleep anyway.

      When I got to the kitchen, Grandpa was sitting at the breakfast table. He rested his chin on his hand, staring into space.

      “Are you okay Grandpa?”

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Just couldn’t sleep.”

      “Me either.”

      I took a bottle of water from the refrigerator and sat down across from him.

      “When you were back there?” he asked. “Do you know what year it was?”

      “No. Would you like some water? Or some warm milk?” I was trying to distract him from talking about me going to the past.

      “No. No,” he said, straightening. “I’m okay.”

      I drank some water.

      “Sophia,” he said. “When you were back there… in the past… did you hear anything about your grandmother?”

      People often described me as honest. In this moment I now knew what it meant to be honest to a fault

      I couldn’t lie to my grandfather as much as I wanted to.

      “They spoke of her, yes.”

      “What did they say?” His face brightened.

      I shook my head and looked away.

      “I was too late,” I said.

      “I understand.” He nodded slowly, his eyes hooded.

      “I’m so sorry.” I reached over and put a hand over his.

      “It’s okay,” he said, but his eyes were watery. “I’m just happy she was there and hadn’t been forgotten.”

      “Not forgotten at all. In fact, they told me that silver dress had belonged to her.”

      “I can see that. It fit you perfectly.”

      “It did, didn’t it?” I toyed with the cap of my water bottle. “Grandpa?”

      “What’s bothering you Sophia?”

      I couldn’t answer him because I honestly didn’t know how to say it. Not out loud. Not even to myself.

      “It’s nothing,” I said.

      Maybe I wasn’t so honest after all.
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      I ran my iron plane over the arm of the rocker, smoothing off the rough edges.

      My back porch overlooked the Mississippi River and gave me a nice breeze.

      After building myself what I considered a mid-size plantation home, I had discovered that I had a knack for carpentry, of all things.

      After my family returned to New Orleans, I’d stayed on at my cousins’ house. After the sweltering summer heat abated, I had gotten to work in earnest.

      I had made a two-prong attack on my future. The textile mill and the house.

      Everyone in Natchez thought I was daft for building a mill.

      Just send your crops up north like we always do.

      The north has resources we don’t.

      And the more they talked, the more convinced I was that I was right. How was it they could not seem to understand that they were digging themselves into a deeper and deeper hole?

      I was no prophet by any means, but I understood business and I could see that being too reliant on another part of the country to meet our basic needs was a recipe for disaster. Not now. It could be a century from now, but one day it would come back to bite us in the butt.

      I’d had help building the framework of the house, the roof, and the floors, but the rest of the finishing out, I’d done myself.

      I’d taken my time. Carefully choosing my wood. Doing it my way. I was in no hurry.

      I wasn’t going anywhere.

      After talking to a lot of people, I’d learned that I took after my Uncle Nathaniel. Uncle Nathaniel had fallen in love with Vaughn Dupree.

      I’d taking little bits of information from everyone and pieced together the story.

      Vaughn was a young lady from France who had traveled to America to marry a stranger. She had not only endured what was no doubt an arduous journey at a tender young age, but she had nearly lost her life when her traveling party had been set upon by Indians during a raging thunderstorm.

      One of the Indians, however, had saved her life by casting a spell upon her. The spell had worked by sending her through time.

      That’s where Uncle Nathaniel had found her. Soaking wet on a beautiful sunny day.

      From what I’d gathered, it was love at first sight.

      Vaughn, however, had been unable to control the time travel. She would be here for a while, then without warning, she would vanish into another time.

      Although I could only imagine that it was hell on both her and Nathaniel, I took solace in the knowledge that I wasn’t alone.

      I’d chosen a lovely white oak to make the rocker from. It was the same wood I’d used to make bookcases in both my study and the library.

      One of the next things I would do was to send off for books. I’d fill the library with books. I wanted my children to have access to lots and lots of books to read.

      I’d send for a piano so my daughters could learn piano. They would be accomplished in music, reading, and languages. I’d hire the best tutors.

      I had so many plans in mind and I was in the process of getting everything lined out.

      When I wasn’t preparing my home, I was over at the —my—textile mill overseeing the construction of it.

      I’d hired some good people to build it and it was time to start hiring people to work it. Two different sets of help.

      It was a fifteen-minute brisk walk from here to anywhere. What I thought of as the main Becquerel house… the stable where I kept Firefly… and the mill.

      I was doing well for myself.

      There was just one fly in my ointment. One thing I was missing.

      I was missing Sophia.

      Just as my Uncle Nathaniel had waited for Vaughn, I would wait for Sophia.

      I would wait as long as it took even if it took an eternity.

      There would never be another woman for me.

      My family and acquaintances thought I was insane.

      But it paid off. They left me alone.

      No doting mothers thrust their daughters upon me. At first I’d been invited to social event after social event.

      But after decline after decline, the invitations had eventually stopped.

      I liked it that way.

      They called me a hermit.

      And they just might be right.

      Sitting back on my heels, I looked across toward the river.

      One day I would see her again.

      And that would be the day I would marry her.

      One version of the legend held that marriage could help keep her here. Another held that true love was the key.

      Whichever it was made no difference to me, for they were one and same.

      I wanted to both love her and marry her.

      Using a cloth to dust off the chair, I admired my work. Not bad.

      Perhaps I could sell these as boutique, limited pieces of furniture.

      The busier I kept myself, the less energy I had to think about Sophia.

      If she didn’t manage to come back soon, I was going to risk being far too prolific in my endeavors.

      In the meantime, though… she visited me in my dreams.

      And those dreamtime visits made all the difference.
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      I stepped out onto the back veranda and took a deep breath.

      Grandpa had been spending a lot of time in his flower garden and the brightly colored blossoms provided ample evidence of his efforts.

      The way he had blended the colors together couldn’t have been more lovely even if they’d been painted on canvas by an artist.

      Somehow he’d blended a few feet of white flowers into yellow and then into blue. A live work of art that smelled like a mixture of gardenias and daffodils. I didn’t even pretend to know what the blue flowers were.

      It had been one year since I’d been back here.

      I’d thrown myself into my new job in Boston and hadn’t looked up. But after a year of going full speed ahead, my boss had insisted that I take a vacation. He knew I had family in Mississippi and he knew I hadn’t visited in over a year.

      So here I was.

      I’d spoken to Grandpa several times on the phone over the past year and we’d exchanged a few short emails. Neither one of us had said anything about the time travel.

      I supposed out of sight, out of mind was one way of dealing with such mysterious matters.

      But now that I was here, I could hardly think of anything else.

      Thoughts of Nathan had slipped into my mind when I was deep at work on a project and the evening sun left deepening shadows or when I stood in the shower, my mind vulnerable from sleep and hot water.

      I’d thought of him when I walked through the historical Boston Common and wondered if he had ever gone there.

      I had not dated anyone, nor had I even given dating more than a passing thought.

      People called me driven and focused.

      Even though we were close, I rarely even talked to my sisters. I think I was afraid that they would ask me something I couldn’t answer or question me about why I was so distant.

      I didn’t trust myself to keep what had happened to me from them.

      And at the same time, I couldn’t bring myself to tell them. It was bad enough that Grandpa knew.

      I considered myself to be grounded and level-heading. Traveling through time did not mesh with my own perception of myself.

      I went back inside and brought the silver dress from the closet.

      Stretching it out on the bed, I ran my hand along the soft silk.

      I wondered what Nathan was doing now. How had he and his aunt explained me to the other woman?

      They were the only two people I had seen other than that woman.

      What would happen if I put the dress on again?

      Would I go back in time again? Or was there something else that triggered it?

      Grandpa insisted that it had something to do with this location. This was where the spell had happened… the rip in time.

      No matter. If I didn’t go now, I was going to be late meeting my father at the construction site. My father hated for people to be late. Probably more than he hated anything else.

      Leaving the dress on the bed, I grabbed my purse, draped it over my head, and headed out.

      Grandpa was waiting for me downstairs.
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      I strolled along the path from my house to the main house. Since the day had been warm, I hadn’t brought a cloak, but now there was a chill in the air.

      A chill and swirls of mist forming along the pathway.

      The moon was already full and bright.

      It had been a good day and hopefully a good night would follow.

      As I approached the fork in the path, one leading to the garçonnière, the other leading to the main house, a dog yelped and whined.

      The Becquerels had a number of hound dogs and, although I hadn’t seen him today, one of dogs named Biscuit, had become a good companion to me.

      Concerned about what happened to one of the dogs, I veered right toward the garçonnière.

      Tonight it was quiet. No piano music spilling from the cottage. No laughter.

      My cousins were attending one of the early spring balls. Things I didn’t concern myself with.

      It only took a few minutes for me to reach the garçonnière. The dog, Biscuit, ran up to greet me, sloppily licking my hands. He was a big dog. More like a small horse, really.

      “Come on, Biscuit,” I said. “let’s find our way home and get some sleep.”

      But instead of following me like he usually did, Biscuit sat down.

      “What is it, Boy?”

      Biscuit got up and, watching me over shoulder, headed toward the door to the garçonnière.

      Befuddled, I followed.

      Biscuit scratched at the door and whined softly.

      I looked around, but saw no obvious reason for Biscuit’s odd behavior.

      He barked once and looked back at me.

      “Okay,” I said with a little laugh.

      I’d never had a dog ask for anything more than food.

      Curious, I complied.

      The door had been left unlocked. That wasn’t particularly unusual. Unlike in New Orleans, people often left their doors unlocked even if they did often lock up their food and supplies.

      I pushed the door open for Biscuit to walk through, but he sat down again and refused to moved.

      “If you aren’t going in, then why should I?”

      Fortunately, Biscuit did not answer me.

      Never one to show fear, I stepped inside the house.

      For what couldn’t have been more than a moment, I would go to my grave believing I that had smelled sawdust. And I also saw moonlight streaming through the walls.

      Moonlight did not stream through walls. Perhaps it would stream through a house that had merely been framed up, but not once the walls were up.

      It must have been a trick of the moonlight, of course.

      When I heard voices, a chill skittered down my spine.

      I turned my gaze toward the fireplace and saw two men, one older than the other. Then I saw a young lady.

      Since she had her back to me, I only know she was a young lady by the long hair flowing down her back.

      She was dressed in boy’s pants…

      My heart flipped over on itself.

      Then as though she had sensed me watching her, she turned and looked over her shoulder.

      It was her.

      It was Sophia.

      And even though she looked, I was fairly certain she didn’t see me.

      Mon Dieu.

      She was even more beautiful than I remembered. And I remembered her well.

      My initial thought that she had come back to me was immediately chased by the realization that I was mistaken.

      She hadn’t come to me.

      I had gone to her.
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      Apparently it had been a rainy year. More so than expected.

      Hardly any construction had been done at all on my father’s house. I was secretly pleased. If I had been here, things would have been different.

      I got things done in Boston, for God’s sake. In the winter. But it wasn’t polite to gloat.

      In so many ways, I felt like I’d made a mistake by leaving here and going to Boston instead of seeing this project through.

      But Grandpa had said something to me that had frightened me at the time.

      You may not come back, he’d told me. Ever.

      I hadn’t wanted to give up my life.

      “What do you think?” Father asked.

      My father was wearing civilian clothes—jeans and a button-down shirt… the closest he ever came to casual. Yet he still carried himself like a general.

      Asking for my opinion was something unusual for him. Very unusual.

      Something he never did.

      “I think it’s a bit behind schedule.”

      Grandpa grinned and I caught a glimpse of a smile cross my father’s eyes before he nodded.

      “Agreed,” he said. “We’re already a year behind. Do you think you can take over and catch it up?”

      “What? Father… I.” I swept a glance over my shoulder, around the construction area. Since it was Saturday, the workers weren’t here today.

      Well working on the weekends would be the first step I’d take in getting things set right.

      “I have a job.”

      “I know you do,” Father said. “I just fired the foreman.” He raised a hand in the air. “Fired everybody.”

      Grandpa and I just gaped at while his words sank in.

      “Surely you jest,” Grandpa said, scratching his chin. “You had some good workers.”

      “I didn’t fire the construction workers. Just everyone else.” He locked his gaze on mine. That gaze that put fear in men’s hearts. “I’ll pay you double what you’re making now at the job in Boston to move back here and finish this job.”

      No. No. Absolutely not.

      “But… Father. What would I do after I finished this house? I’d be jobless.”

      “You’ll start your own company. I’ll give you the money.”

      “I… um. Shouldn’t you ask your new wife?”

      Father waved a hand. “Trichell has her own money. She doesn’t concern herself about what I do with mine.

      Father was not the kind of man anyone said no to. But he was asking the impossible.

      Fortunately Grandpa came to my rescue.

      “She’s here for a two-week vacation. Let her have time to think about it. You can give her more details about what you’re asking. If she’s ready, she can make her decision then.”

      Grandpa Jonathan was, as always, the voice of reason.

      Father looked at me questioningly.

      “Do we have a deal?” he asked.

      With a quick glance at Grandpa, I shrugged. “Sure.”

      “It’s a deal then,” he said, holding out a hand.

      I shook hands with my father for a deal I never would have imagined.

      I’d actually planned on visiting my younger sister and possibly even my older sister, but instead, it looked like I was going to be working.
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      Just as quickly as Sophia had appeared, she had vanished.

      I looked toward the door where Biscuit sat waiting patiently… looking at me with big brown eyes that seemed to say I told you I wasn’t going in there.

      What was the meaning of this? Of giving me a teasing glimpse of Sophia after I’d waited and watched for her for an entire year.

      I left the garçonnière, suddenly feeling like an intruder, and walked back along the path leading to the main house, Biscuit serving as my escort.

      Somehow, during the time I was in my cousin’s garçonnière seeing shadowy images of a girl who wasn’t there—couldn’t be there, darkness had fallen.

      The massive oak trees diffused any moonlight that might have lit my way, leaving me to make my way in darkness.

      I knew the way, of course. I had walked it many times and didn’t need either sunlight or moonlight to make my way.

      Besides, I could see light from the house up ahead. I would be there momentarily.

      I felt a dizzy.

      If I had seen Sophia in what looked like her world, did that mean I had traveled through time?

      That wasn’t supposed to happen… was it?

      As I came out from beneath the shadow of the oak trees, moonlight spilled around me.

      I walked along the stone pathway through my aunt’s flower garden, stopping to sit on a wrought iron bench surrounded by fragrant magnolia blooms.

      Biscuit stretched out on the ground beside me.

      In a way I was encouraged.

      Time, it seemed, had not forgotten about us.

      Had that glimpse of her merely been some kind of reminder that she was out there? Not that I had needed it. I hadn’t wavered in my determination to wait for her.

      The scent of cigar smoke wafting from the veranda told me that my cousins were home.

      I wasn’t in the mood for hearing about their escapades. I wanted to slip into my room and climb into bed where I could savor and replay the memory of what I’d seen.

      I gave Biscuit a quick pat the head and changed direction.

      I’d slip around to the front of the house and go in through the front door.

      Biscuit stood up when I did, but apparently he’d gone as far as he was willing tonight.

      Sitting on his haunches, he watched me walk off the path through my aunt’s flowers.

      He was probably a lot smarter than I was when it came right down to it.

      No one wanted to face Aunt Eloise’s wrath when it came to her flowers.

      I was almost through the flowers and safely on the other side of the garden when a flash of hazy moonlight blinded me.

      I stopped where I stood, frozen.

      The piano music that followed was unexpected. It was a sweet, romantic waltz. My cousin would certainly not come back from a night of dancing and socializing only sit down at the piano.

      That would be most unusual.

      In fact… now that I looked, I could see through the downstairs window.

      There was no one sitting at the piano.

      Yet… the music played.
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      It had been a long day.

      The meeting with Father at the construction site and his most unexpected proposal that I not only work for him as I was doing last year, but that work as the one in charge. And on top of that, he was willing bankroll me into starting my own business.

      I certainly dreamed of doing that… someday.

      Right now I had so many irons in the fire… in Boston… that even taking two weeks seemed impossible.

      I stayed behind, taking some time to walk through the house just as I had done last year. Only this year I saw nothing unexplainable.

      I was disappointed. There. I could admit it to myself.

      And then there was dinner with my Father and Grandfather. The drive into town and back had been painful. I never imagined that I knew much about my father growing up, but now I knew even less about him. We had nothing in common. I couldn’t talk to him about Mother, of course. And I knew nothing of his new wife.

      Going to the window, I stared out at Grandpa’s gardens, the flowers glistening in the moonlight, the steady tick tick of the sprinklers shooting water over them.

      A beautiful night.

      My thoughts wandered around aimlessly until they found their way to Nathan.

      Thinking about Nathan always brought joy to my heart. At least until I got to the part where we lived in different centuries.

      Then I heard music. It was so soft and distant at first, that I thought I imagined it. Then it slowly grew louder.

      I was still dressed, so I left my room and headed toward the stairs, following the music. It sounded like classical piano music. Something someone would sit at a piano and play.

      I had taken lessons for about a year, but I hadn’t practiced, so my parents had given up and let me focus on participating in the math club.

      I went down the stairs quickly, barely daring to look to my left, afraid of what… who I might see.

      But everything seemed normal. Everything except the music.

      It seemed like it was coming more from the back of the house than the front, so I went around to the back and went out the back door.

      The scent of flowers mixed with the scent of… cigar smoke.

      Grandpa didn’t smoke cigars and I was fairly certain my father didn’t either.

      Besides, they had both gone up to bed.

      Now that I stood outside, the music didn’t seem to be coming from anywhere.

      It was just there.

      Maybe it was all in my head.

      I started to turn around… to go back inside, but I saw a flash of hazy moonlight twinkling among the flowers.

      Curious, I went down the stairs and odder still, the piano music stayed with the house.

      Well, that was a relief.

      It was rather disconcerting to think that it had all been in my head.

      As I walked slowly toward Grandpa’s daffodils and magnolia flowers, I slowed, squinting into the glistening moonlight that seemed concentrated there in one particular spot.

      As I reached the area, I saw that it was more like mist. It looked thick from a distance, but up close it was hardly noticeable.

      Lightning bugs left the flowers and headed off to do whatever lightning bugs did.

      One landed on my hand and I smiled in awe.

      It sat there, winking at me.

      “Sophia?”

      My head jerked up. And there, standing right in front of me was… Nathan.
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      My feet were frozen to the ground as the mist swirled around me sweeping lightning bugs skyward.

      I merely blinked and there she was.

      Sophia.

      She was smiling. A lightning bug sitting on her hand.

      I swallowed the emotion that overwhelmed me and took a step forward.

      If she was really there, I wanted to touch her. To feel her.

      She, too, took a step forward and we were standing merely inches apart.

      She looked up at me with her beautiful green eyes, framed with long thick lashes, her mouth parted ever so slightly. Her breathing was shallow as though she had just run a long distance. And I felt much the same way.

      She was holding her hand up as the lightning bug sat there blinking. I had never seen a lightning bug sit still on purpose.

      “I can’t…” I held up a hand, my palm out, unable to get my thoughts formed into words. “Are you real?”

      “I’m real,” she said, raising her other hand in front of mine.

      We stood there with our hands held up as though we looked through a window at each other, unable to actually touch.

      But it wasn’t enough. Would never be enough.

      I wanted to actually touch her.

      To know that she was real.

      “As am I,” I said, searching her eyes.

      Then unable to stop myself, I pressed my hand forward, clasping her fingers in mine.

      She was real. She was so very real.

      Now that I had touched her, I couldn’t get enough.

      I pulled her against me, wrapping my arms around her. Her arms went around my waist as she looked up at me.

      I had dreamed of this moment. Every night… every day… for over a year.

      I had burned for this woman.

      And she was in my arms.

      I was never letting her go again.

      “Sophia,” I breathed.

      “Nathan.”

      I lowered my head, my lips crushing against hers.

      I felt the kiss all through me, in every nerve of my body.

      My fingers tangled in her silky hair. She tasted like honey. Smelled like heaven. Wild flowers and cinnamon.

      Sophia was my love.

      I pulled back and smiled as I looked into her eyes again.

      Her lips were parted as she took shallow breaths. Her eyes hooded.

      I swept a finger along her chin and her lips trembled.

      “Don’t ever leave again.”

      She shook her head.

      “No.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

      I heard the rain falling before the first drops landed on the top of my head.

      Instinctively I covered Sophia’s head with mine.

      But someone was walking toward us. Their laughter rang out over the music.

      Sophia jumped back, leaving my arms.

      Only our fingertips barely touched.

      But as what sounded like my cousins walked toward us, she turned and her hand slipped from mine before I could stop her.

      I took two steps to follow her.

      But she had already vanished into the mist.

      And the music stopped.
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      I ran through the mist.

      Running from what, I didn’t know.

      I was overwhelmed. Too overwhelmed to think.

      As I ran toward the house, the music stopped.

      It just stopped.

      And it was raining. Just a few drops at first, but then the rain was coming down in torrents.

      No more lightning bugs. No gentle breeze coming off the river.

      Instead thunder rumbled in the distance, growing closer as I stepped across the slippery stones that led toward the house.

      I forced myself to slow down. To take a breath.

      I was already soaked.

      Running wasn’t going to change that.

      Thunder crashed overhead, now.

      I should already be at the house.

      But the mist was thick and I could barely see.

      The rain ran down into my eyes, blinding me.

      I stopped, unsuccessfully shielding my eyes with my hands.

      Mist swirled around me so that I couldn’t see anything more than a few inches in front of me.

      A dog howled somewhere in the distance behind me.

      I couldn’t see the lights from the house. A power outage?

      Maybe I’d gotten turned around.

      I swirled and tried to decide which way I needed to go.

      The dog howled again. Closer.

      I heard men’s voices drifting from behind me.

      I was definitely turned around.

      Taking a deep breath, I continued on my way. Following my instinct.

      But I quickened my steps.

      Coming out from beneath the trees, I caught a glimpse of the house with the next lightning strike.

      I blew out a sigh of relief. All was not lost.

      My right foot landed on the edge of a slippery stone and I felt myself falling.

      I couldn’t stop it.

      It all happened so fast.

      I landed on my arms and my chin crashed against another of the stones.

      Someone called my name…maybe… but I couldn’t focus.

      The mist swirled around me until I felt engulfed by it.

      The last thing I remembered before my eyes closed was a wolf sniffing at me.

      It turned up its nose and howled.

      Just great. I was going to be eaten alive by wolves.

      It was poetic justice.

      I’d kissed my prince and now I would be eaten alive.

      My mind went blank and the lightning flashed and thunder crashed.
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      No.

      This could not be happening again.

      Ignoring my cousins, I followed Sophia into the mist.

      At first I heard her footsteps.

      But she was too far ahead of me.

      I couldn’t see her in the misty moonlight.

      Biscuit barked and raced forward, following her also.

      And then all I could hear was my cousins’ loud voices.

      I wanted to yell at them to shut up. But I couldn’t see them.

      And since they already thought I was a madman, I chose not to add fuel to the fire.

      Instead, I rushed forward, toward the house, the way Sophia had gone, Biscuit behind her.

      I would find her.

      Biscuit howled and I kept going.

      Finally I could see the house up ahead. Illuminated by candlelight.

      But I saw no sign of Sophia.

      None.

      Then I saw Biscuit coming back toward me. Reaching me, he licked my fingers, then kept going, back toward the garçonnière.

      The empty expanse of lawn and gardens glowed in the moonlight.

      I stopped and slowly turned around, but I already knew she wasn’t here.

      It was a cruel joke that time played on us.

      I could still feel her lips on mine. Her soft body pressed against mine.

      I would live on it the rest of my life if I had to.

      In the meantime, I would turn over every rock to find her.

      I had grown good at waiting.

      Seeing her again. Touching her. Kissing her. Had merely added to my resolve.

      I’d thought I was in love before.

      But now…

      Now… oh my…

      Now I had her taste… her scent… to add to my memories. My longing.

      There was no denying now. Not to anyone.

      I didn’t care if my cousins thought I was crazy.

      Perhaps I was.

      I was in love with an apparition.

      It was the card I’d drawn.

      I wasn’t stuck spending my life with some woman I didn’t love.

      Knowing it could be far worse, I would manage.

      I kept walking, knowing… believing that she was here somewhere.

      But my cousin, Marvin, intercepted me.

      “What are you about?” he asked. Even from here I could smell the alcohol on him.

      “Just taking a stroll,” I said, not wanting to engage with my cousin.

      Marvin elbowed his companion—a man I had not seen before.

      “I told you,” Marvin said in a loud whisper. “He’s daft.”

      “He doesn’t look insane,” the other fellow said, peering at me from equally drunken eyes. “He seems quite nice.”

      Marvin shoved at his friend, the two of them nearly falling down together, catching each other before they hit the ground.

      Rolling my eyes, I walked around them. I had no time for such nonsense.

      I was looking for the love of my life.
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      I sat up slowly. My jeans so soaked and heavy I could barely move my legs.

      The rain had gone on its way, leaving nothing more than the echo of thunder in its wake.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been out, but I took my time getting my bearings.

      I was outside in the gardens. In fact… I was lying in my grandfather’s flower bed.

      Oh no.

      He was going to be devastated. He loved his flowers.

      Brushing gardenia leaves from my palms, I stood up and started walking toward the house.

      As I neared the veranda, I smelled cigar smoke.

      Cigar smoke?

      Grandpa didn’t smoke.

      Was I back in time then? My heart leapt.

      This was something I hadn’t dared to want.

      But then my hopes crashed back to reality.

      It was my father sitting on the veranda.

      And he was smoking a cigar.

      What new thing was this? My father smoking a cigar?

      Maybe he was different being here in the country.

      As all these thoughts ran through my head, I walked unsteadily toward him.

      I knew the moment my father saw me.

      He stood up and tossed his cigar on the ground as he raced down the steps toward me.

      “What’s happened?” he asked, his long strides reaching me in moments.

      He put his hands lightly on my elbows and looked at my face.

      “I ‘um…” I looked away, trying to think. “I fell down.”

      “You’re hurt,” he said.

      “No.” I shook my head. Not hurt. Lost. But not hurt.

      Nathan.

      I shifted to look over my shoulder, but Father gently tugged my attention back to him.

      “Why are you out here so late?”

      “Late?” I’d left the construction site before dark. Hadn’t I?

      No… I had come home.

      I was so confused.

      “Why are you drenched?” Father asked.

      “The… the storm.” I searched his eyes. “The thunderstorm.”

      “Sophia,” he said. “There was no storm.”

      I swallowed the bubble of hysterical laughter that threatened to bubble up and glanced down at my soaked clothes. My hair, too, was soaked.

      “The sprinklers,” Father said. “You walked in the sprinklers.”

      No. I had not walked in the sprinklers.

      But Father did not take no for an answer. If he said I walked through the sprinklers and got drenched, then that’s how it was going to be.

      “You’re bleeding,” Father said.

      I put a hand to my forehead and felt the stickiness of fresh blood.

      “We have to get you to the hospital.”

      “I’m okay,” I said.

      “You shouldn’t be out here at night anyway.”

      Nonetheless, I didn’t need a hospital

      I needed Nathan.
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        Later that year

      

      

      As I walked along the dirt room from what was going to be my textile factory to my house, fallen oak leaves crunched beneath my feet.

      I’d worn my long black cloak today to protect myself from the chill in the air.

      It had been a long hot summer, but the winter promised to be a cold one. From severely hot to severely cold.

      I’d moved into my own place so now I had even more time alone.

      More time to think about Sophia.

      More time to pace the hall of my own home and walk the grounds of the Becquerel Estate looking for any sign of Sophia.

      Although Biscuit had led me to Sophia that night months ago, he’d gone right back to being just a regular dog.

      He’d taken up with me, though, even more since then. In fact, he walked at my side right now, his head high, his ears up.

      We were quite a pair. Both of us always on alert.

      I was always looking for any glimpse of Sophia. Biscuit was looking for whatever dogs looked for. Rabbits maybe.

      Or maybe he was looking for Sophia, too.

      I’d promised myself that when I saw her again, I wouldn’t let her go. I’d had her in my arms. I’d had her in my clutches.

      And she had still slipped right out of my hands.

      In my darkest moments, my thoughts insisted that she and I weren’t meant to be together.

      But during most of the time, I dreamed about the day we would be together again.

      And we would be together again.

      I believed.

      As the sun started its dip behind the trees, I took the fork in the road that would lead to my home.

      Biscuit barked and looked at me uncertainly.

      A woman, wearing a dark cloak similar to mine walked beneath the oak trees toward us.

      My heart lodged in my throat.

      Was it Sophia?

      It was a woman, wearing a long gown, her head covered with the hood.

      I stopped and Biscuit stopped, too, sitting down next to me.

      He let out a soft, uncertain bark.

      The woman stopped just a few feet in front of us and let the hood slide back.

      I immediately saw some similarities to Sophia, but marked differences. The most obvious was her age.

      It could be Sophia… an older version of her.

      No one said time travel had to be linear.

      “Hello Nathan,” she said.

      The woman was definitely not Sophia. Her voice had a different lilt to it. A touch of French, perhaps.

      “My name is Vaughn Becquerel.”

      I inhaled sharply.

      I had heard of Vaughn Becquerel.

      THE legend. The one who started it all.

      “A ghost?” I breathed, my fingers coming to rest on Biscuit’s head as though he could keep me grounded… maybe even safe.

      “No,” she said with a small smile. “I’m not a ghost.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Why was she here then? What could she want with me?

      “You love Sophia,” she said.

      “Yes… but… How do you know this?”

      She smiled that small smile again.

      “I have ways.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      “You wait for her,” she said. “Much like Nathaniel waited for me.”

      “You came back to him.”

      She turned and started walking toward my house.

      I fell into step beside her.

      “Time has made me different.” She looked up at the moon already visible in the sky. “I know things. More than I should.”

      Alarm shot through me and I froze.

      “Has something happened to her? To Sophia?”

      “No,” Vaughn said, quickly. “Nothing like that.”

      “Then what?”

      She was talking to me for a reason. The sooner I uncovered her true purpose, the better.

      I was not one to play games.

      I had too much to do.

      “I think there’s something you have to do,” she said.
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      My father was nothing if not persistent. Persistent and by the book.

      I spent the night in the hospital. Head scans. Neurological evaluations.

      Then I went back to Grandpa’s house with a mild traumatic brain injury diagnosis which I chose to ignore, medication I would not take, and orders to stay off airplanes for ten days which I would disregard.

      What I did not tell anyone about was my encounter with Nathan.

      Being evaluated for a head injury was one thing. Being evaluated for a mental disorder was another thing entirely and would have kept me in the hospital for an indefinite amount of time.

      I wanted to go home. Home being Grandpa’s house. And back near Nathan.

      While morning turned into afternoon, I paced the bedroom. To the window overlooking Grandpa’s garden, to the door, and back again.

      The bed was made. The silver dress back in the closet.

      Two bottles of water sat next to the bottle of medicine on the nightstand.

      I was supposed to be resting. I didn’t feel like sitting still for one thing. And even if I did, my brain wasn’t in the mood to focus on work.

      I wasn’t a TV watcher. I read fiction, but, again, my thoughts were too unsettled.

      I stopped at the window and looked at the blue flowers that faded into yellow that faded into white.

      Right in the middle was a smushed place where I’d fallen down and destroyed the flowers.

      I lightly touched the bandage across the middle of my forehead. Everybody was making it out to be something worse than it was.

      But that was my father’s doing. I’d hardly seen him since I’d left home, and we’d never been close, but he’d gone into full blown take charge General mode.

      I paced back to the door.

      Back again.

      Standing at the window, I pressed one palm against the cool glass.

      It reminded me of my encounter last night with Nathan.

      We’d stood just like this.

      Palm to palm.

      A shiver ran through me as I replayed the scene in my head.

      Then he’d kissed me.

      I closed my eyes.

      I wanted to kiss him again.

      More than anything right now.

      More than I wanted to work.

      More than I wanted to return to Boston.

      The realization caught me off guard.

      What was happening to me?

      Maybe I really had damaged something in my brain.

      With both hands on the glass now, I made a decision.

      Right then and there I decided what I wanted to do.

      Whirling around, I went to the closet.
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      It was the night of the Becquerel Autumn Ball.

      A beautiful night with moonlight streaming through all the open windows mixing with the light of a hundred oil lamps.

      A dozen formally dressed couples seem to float on the lively music from a small orchestra in one corner of the room.

      Another dozen people milled about the room. Men and women. Talking. Laughing.

      The very type of social event I had managed to avoid for some time.

      I straightened my crimson cravat and stepped over the punch table.

      The Becquerel ballroom was decked out with flowers of all colors from the gardens. But the colorful flowers had nothing on the lovely dresses the ladies wore.

      One young lady… I think her name was Grace… saw me and smiled.

      I nodded, then looked away.

      Second later she stood at my side.

      “Good evening,” she said, toying with the dance card at her wrist.

      “Good evening.”

      I busied myself with filling a glass with punch.

      Then, as though on second thought, I held it out to Grace.

      She smiled as she took it.

      Grace was a pretty young lady, but I wasn’t interested.

      She took a sip of her punch.

      “I’m afraid I arrived late and I have a few spaces left on my dance card.”

      A quick glance told me all the dances on her card were open. And I happened to know that she had actually arrived early.

      “You’ll have to excuse me,” I said.

      Suddenly in need of something stronger—much stronger—than punch, I turned on my heel and left her standing there.

      I went into the study and closed the door.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, I filled a glass with whiskey and drank it down.

      I couldn’t stay in here long.

      I’d just needed to fortify myself against Grace.

      You have to go to the Autumn Ball, Vaughn had said.

      She’d ignored my protests.

      You have to go.

      I informed her that I had no interest in courting anyone.

      Nathan. I know things.

      I know how things are going to happen.

      Her words had left me speechless.

      You GO to the ball.

      And that is where you meet Sophia.

      When I’d asked her to explain, she had merely shaken her head, smiled a secret smile, and turned.

      I’d called out to her.

      Had taken two steps forward to follow her.

      Biscuit had uttered one small bark, but he didn’t go with me.

      Then Vaughn had quite simply vanished.

      So here I was.

      At the Becquerel Autumn Ball.

      Following the mysterious instructions of Vaughn Becquerel.

      She had said you GO to the ball. Not you WILL go.

      I’d been a hair’s breadth away from not coming tonight.

      The thought of my future being already decided had been so very disconcerting.

      And I would have stayed away except for one thing.

      If there was the remotest chance that Sophia could be here tonight, it was enough to bring me out of my seclusion.
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      “I’ve lost my mind.”

      After stripping down, I pulled the silver ball gown on over my head and fought my way through the yards and yards of silk. Then it just miraculously fell into place.

      “Well.”

      I straightened the skirts and turned this way and that in front of the full-length mirror.

      The skirt belled out over the hoop skirt just like it was supposed to.

      Going to the dresser, I sat down and ran a brush through my hair.

      I would simply have to wear it down. Pulling my hair up into an up-do was something I had never been adept at.

      Then there was the matter of the bandage on my forehead.

      Carefully pulling a corner loose, I examined my wound.

      It wasn’t so bad.

      A little colorful, but it was healing nicely.

      But not yet. I pressed the bandage back down. It was too soon to remove it.

      Besides, oddly enough, it reminded me of the kiss in the garden.

      Everything reminded me of the kiss in the garden.

      I remembered it in vivid detail from the thunder storm to the lightning bug… to the feel of his hands clasped with mine.

      The soft firmness of his lips.

      I slowly set the brush down.

      Had the fall affected my brain?

      It was late and Grandpa had gone to bed and my father had left earlier today, so I had the house to myself.

      Perhaps I would just stay here in my room.

      I slowly stood up and walked back to the window. The belled skirts flowed around me and, just like before when I’d worn the dress, I felt like a princess.

      I pressed my hands against the glass.

      It was a beautiful clear night. Perhaps I would go back out to the gardens after all.

      I thought I imagined it at first, but then I saw a big dog move out from the shadow of the trees.

      He sat there at the edge of the trees and looked up at me.

      A stray dog perhaps?

      I hadn’t seen him around before.

      But I heard a wolf… perhaps a dog… howling.

      My phone chimed with a text message.

      I picked it up from the nightstand.

      VICTORIA: Are you ok? Father told me what happened.

      I lowered my phone in exasperation. I’d asked Father not to tell anyone what had happened. I didn’t want them worrying.

      But Victoria was in her last year of medical school, so it made sense that he would tell her.

      The dog had vanished back into the shadows.

      ME: I’m fine.

      If standing in a ball gown from the 1800s was considered fine. Actually, it was far from it.

      VICTORIA: You didn’t tell us.

      ME: Didn’t want you to worry.

      And I had some things I needed to figure out for myself.

      Like what I was going to do about my crush on a man who lived in the past.

      The thing was… I had kissed him BEFORE I fell down and hit my head.

      So no matter how much I wanted to, I could not blame my craziness on my fall.
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      By the time I had fortified myself with two glasses of strong whiskey, Grace had found another man to dance with.

      Relieved, I nonetheless kept myself on the edge of the festivities.

      I wasn’t here for them.

      I was here for Sophia.

      It didn’t matter that my logical brain insisted it was all nonsense.

      I knew in my core that the kiss I had shared with Sophia had been magical.

      It had sealed the deal for me.

      A deal I had already made with myself.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour just as the orchestra took their first break.

      The echo of the music was filled with voices and laughter as the guests made their way to the refreshment table.

      I slipped out into the foyer and made my way across the hall toward the library.

      Aunt Eloise was coming from the dining room.

      “Nathan,” she said. “I’m so glad you came tonight.”

      “It was kind of you to ask me.” I dipped my head in a quick bow.

      “You’re always welcome and you know it,” she said.

      Then she did what every woman did when met with an eligible bachelor at a ball.

      “Is there a young lady who has snagged your interest?” she asked, assuming I was looking for a wife.

      “Aunt Eloise?” I had to ask because no one had said a single thing about it.

      “Yes, Dear?”

      “Do you remember Sophia?”

      “Who is Sophia?” she asked, her brows creased.

      “You don’t have to pretend,” I said.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, then looked past me. “Please excuse me. I believe your uncle is looking for me.”

      I watched her walk away.

      Did she truly not remember Sophia?

      Or was she trying to protect me?

      The thought that I had imagined Sophia ran through my head again. Maybe I had imagined her.

      Since no one had spoken of her to me, it was the only explanation I could come up with.

      But Vaughn believed her.

      Vaughn. The woman everyone knew had passed away some years ago.

      So now I had spoken to two ghosts.

      One from the past and one from the future.

      I turned on my heel and went into the library. I had no reason to be here.

      No real purpose.

      I went into the darkened library and sat in one of the armchairs.

      The guests were only getting started in their festivities.

      But my time here was done.

      I would slip out the back and head back to my own home.

      It was time to put this nonsense behind me.

      When, not if, but when Sophia returned to this time, I would know.

      Listening to the ramblings of a ghost predicting that she would be here at a particular ball on a particular night was nonsense.

      I’d done my homework. I knew that time travel didn’t work like that.

      No one could predict how or when it happened. It just did.

      It was one of those things.

      A rip in time.

      By the time I got up to start my walk home, the back door was crowded.

      Well then. I would simply slip out the front door.

      The music had started back, so everyone was busy checking their dance cards.

      They certainly weren’t noticing me—the man who was known for having little interest in society.

      I got as far as the foyer when the clock began to chime again.

      It wasn’t possible that an hour could have passed already.

      Not possible at all.

      I stopped and looked past the clock, up the stairway.

      The clouds shifted just at that moment, allowing the moonlight to stream in through the window.

      It was her.

      Sophia stood on the landing… wearing the beautiful silver ballgown again.

      I grinned.

      I could not help myself.

      My world had just shifted back into place.
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      I had no explanation for why I wanted to wander the halls.

      I think it was the garden that lured me outside. The garden and the memory of what had happened with Nathan. I couldn’t stop thinking about Nathan and that kiss.

      As I walked down the hallway toward the stairs, feeling rather proud of the way I deftly maneuvered my hoop skirts. In the event that I did ever go back in time, I would most certainly be much more prepared than I had been last time.

      As I reached the stairs, light orchestra music drifted up.

      Was Grandpa up late after all? Playing music in his study perhaps?

      I shook my head.

      He’d gone into his bedroom. We’d walked upstairs together after dinner.

      I placed one hand on the rail.

      The sound of the music slowly increased and with it came voices and laughter.

      “No.” It wasn’t possible.

      It would be just too weird. Too improbable.

      Carefully making my way down the first flight of stairs, I stopped on the landing.

      The grandfather clock began chiming the hour.

      The broken grandfather clock… Grandpa had been talking just tonight about calling out a different clock person to see if they could procure the illusive part from a different company. It wouldn’t just spontaneously start working.

      The clouds shifted, bathing me in moonlight.

      Moonlight sparkled off the silvery silk of the dress as I turned, my hands at my sides, my breath coming in shallow gasps.

      And right there at the bottom of the stairs stood none other than Nathan.

      It was as though he’d been waiting for me.

      As though he had expected me to be here, coming down the stairs at this particular moment in time.

      It was not possible, of course. Not with hundreds of years separating us.

      But some things could not be explained.

      I couldn’t move. My feet were frozen to the floor.

      Nathan reached the stairs in two long strides and before I had time to catch my breath, he was standing on the landing next to me.

      “How did you—”

      Taking my hand, he pulled me back up the stairs and down the hallway.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, realizing I was smiling.

      His hand was firm on mine. I wasn’t sure I could have pulled away if I’d wanted to. But I didn’t want to.

      We reached the door to my bedroom, but he didn’t open it.

      Instead, he pulled me close, just as he had done in the gardens, a palm splayed across my cheek.

      “She was right,” he said.

      Then he gently lowered his lips to mine, our breath mingling.

      He smelled like cigars and whiskey, and something unique to him. Husky. His soap, perhaps.

      “How do I keep you here?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” My breath was shallow and I could barely catch it.

      Being in his arms like this was almost more than I could bear.

      “You’re mine,” he said.

      I nodded.

      Then he crushed his lips to mine.
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      A rooster crowed, heralding the dawn. Dogs barked as a rider came toward the house. For what purpose I didn’t know, nor did I care.

      I had everything I wanted right here.

      Propping on my elbow, I rested my head against my fist and watched Sophia sleep.

      Her soft kissable lips, were gently parted as she slept. I wrapped a finger around a strand of her long hair.

      We had kissed for hours, until we’d ended up here, in her bed, exhausted.

      I’d gotten her out of her dress, leaving her wearing nothing other than her chemise and had taken off my own frock coat. We’d gotten a second wind without the weight of all that clothing.

      I would marry her, of course, even though we had only kissed.

      I was rather pleased at my own restraint, but I knew that the only thing keeping me from ravishing her had been my love for her.

      It was an odd phenomenon that I had never experienced before.

      We would have plenty of time for lovemaking after I made her my wife.

      It was important to me that she be respected.

      I would send for a priest so that we wouldn’t have to wait. I didn’t want to wait.

      As I watched her stir in her sleep, I contemplated how I might make sure that she stayed here… in this time.

      I couldn’t hold her hand every moment.

      I had nothing.

      The only thing that I could use to bind her to me was our love.

      Vaughn seemed to think that had something to do with it, even though she confessed that she had a love in two different worlds.

      Did Sophia have someone in her own time? If she did, then this was going to be more difficult than it seemed.

      Unable to keep my hands off her, I leaned forward and placed a light kiss on her brow.

      But it was enough to wake her.

      She opened her eyes and smiled at me.

      Mon Dieu.

      The way she looked at me with those eyes.

      “Good morning,” she said.

      “Good morning, my love,” I said.

      She smiled then. So soft and sweet.

      I lost myself in those green eyes of hers.

      I wanted to fall in and never leave.

      “What do we do now?” she asked.

      I brushed a thumb over her swollen lips.

      “I can think of a few things,” I said.

      “Not that.” But she didn’t pull away.

      I leaned in and kissed her.

      And by the time we came up for air, a ray of sunshine glimmered through the window.

      “First of all,” I said. “We have to make this official.”

      “How do we do that?” she asked.

      I rolled off the bed and got down on one knee.

      “Marry me,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            44

          

          
            SOPHIA

          

        

      

    

    
      It was barely daylight and it was so quiet.

      No distant roar of the air conditioner. No television noises. Just quiet.

      It still had that feeling of a power outage to me. The air was raw and humid.

      The window was up a few inches, letting in some fresh air along with the scent of flowers in the garden.

      It was interesting to me that Grandpa planted flowers similar to what the Becquerels had planted hundreds of years ago.

      The more things changed, the more they stayed the same.

      This world seemed surreal.

      But not Nathan.

      Nathan was real and virile. Strong. Protective.

      As I searched Nathan’s cobalt blue eyes, my breath hitched.

      He took my hands in his and looked up at me.

      Despite the fact that I was wearing nothing more than a lightweight chemise, having him kneel on one knee to propose was wordlessly romantic.

      I was so overcome, in fact, that I could not answer.

      “I don’t want to wait,” he said, kissing the backs of my fingers.

      I shook my head and a veil of peacefulness draped over me.

      “I don’t want to wait either.”

      I had to believe that there was a reason why I had not only come back in time, but I had met Nathan.

      We’d had a sudden, irrefutable attraction. Something that didn’t normally happen. At least not to me.

      Maybe I was crazy. Maybe I wouldn’t be able to stay in the past with him for more than a short time.

      But either way, nothing said I could not enjoy it while it lasted.

      Life was made to be enjoyed, after all, and I’d never been one to be afraid to do what I wanted to do.

      I’d wanted to be an architect in what was primarily a man’s world and I’d done it without a hitch.

      The first time I’d gone back in time, I’d had nothing to do with it. An accident, perhaps. But this time I had chosen it.

      I had put on the ballgown and sought it out.

      I had decided.

      And somehow it had worked.

      “So?” Nathan asked, his eyes full of love. “Will you? Will you be my wife?”

      “Yes,” I leaned forward, falling into his arms.

      I sat on his knee, and he dipped me backwards, pressing his lips on one corner of my mouth. That little kiss sent uncontrollable tremors through me.

      I couldn’t get enough of him.

      And if we were to be married, we could be together every day. Every day and every night. The realization left me feeling slightly giddy.

      He was looking at me again… in that way that made me feel like I was truly the only woman in the world.

      Then I remembered something.

      “What did you mean when you said she was right?”

      His expression held surprise, like he’d forgotten all about it.

      “Vaughn,” he said.

      I sat up. “Wait. Vaughn?”

      “Yes.” He scooped me up and carried me over to the armchair so that I was sitting in his lap.

      “Vaughn Becquerel?”

      “The one and only.”

      “But… how?”

      Vaughn was supposed to have passed away.

      “I think she’s out there, traveling through time,” he said. “going to different places.”

      The statement sent goosebumps along my skin. The thought of my grandmother floating about through time was unfathomable.

      And I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.

      “Wow,” I said, putting a hand over my eyes. “I don’t…”

      “She’s the one who told me to go to the ball. That you would be there.”

      I would have to think about that. Another reason to think it was more than just chance that I had come back in time and met Nathan.

      “I hadn’t met her before…so… I don’t know if this helps or not, but Vaughn looked really good. Beautiful. Content even.”

      I nodded and looked into his eyes.

      “That does help. Thank you. So… that’s why you were there?”

      He shifted me in his lap. Kissed my forehead.

      “It was absolutely why. I’ve been keeping busy. And I had no interest in socializing.”

      I bit my lip and studied him. A handsome man like him would no doubt have lots of ladies trying to snare him into marriage.

      “Then I guess I’m a lucky girl,” I said.

      He pressed his forehead against mine.

      “Actually I’m the lucky one.”
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      By mid-morning, I’d changed my mind.

      It made me a nervous wreck, but I left Sophia to return to my own house. She had to get dressed as did I.

      Instead of sending for the priest to come to us, I’d decided that we would go to him.

      If we were going to get married today, we were going to break all sorts of rules and the less my family knew about it, the less explaining and justifying I would have to do.

      I walked home, my boots crunching on the dried leaves. Everything looked so beautiful. The flowers in the garden. The silver moss hanging from the oak trees.

      I was in love and the world looked so much different through that lens than it had the past few months while I’d waited for Sophia to return.

      Biscuit dashed up, licked my fingers, then took off running after a squirrel.

      I stopped at the well for a pail of water before going inside my house.

      Sophia would like this house. I hadn’t done any decorating at all. It would be all hers to do. A lady liked to do her own decorating.

      As I heated water I gathered up a clean shirt and socks. Since I’d worn my best pants and frock coat last night, I would just wear them again.

      Then I went back to watch the water boil so I could shave and wash up.

      I was counting on Sophia still being there when I got back. If she wasn’t, what was the point really?

      What would be the point of first finding her and second falling in love with her? And then finding her again?

      There had to be more to it than that.

      A man had to have faith in some things.

      So in spite of my instinct to keep her attached to me, I’d left her alone to give her time to get herself ready for the trip into town.

      The water finally hot enough, I poured some into a basin and carefully shaved my face. Wouldn’t do to have nicks on my skin on my wedding day.

      For a man who had avoided socializing for so long, I had absolutely no reservations about marrying Sophia.

      It was just one of those things that felt right. More right than anything I had ever done.

      Before I became a recluse, I’d been described as being decisive.

      I had moved up here, made a deal with my uncle for some land, and not only built my own house, but I’d started my own mill. Nobody in the south started their own mill. They just sent their crops up north and let the northerners take it from there.

      Then they bought back cloth made from their own cotton. Or indigo. Or whatever their crop was.

      So it didn’t surprise me that I was decisive about Sophia. She was simply the one I’d been waiting for.

      I put on a clean white shirt and took my time buttoning it.

      I didn’t have a ring. My older brother had my grandmother’s ring. Keeping it for whoever he decided to marry. If he even did. He wasn’t showing any inclination in that direction.

      I hadn’t either. Our mother probably wondered where she had gone wrong.

      Fortunately, there was still time for both of us to be married.

      I might pen a letter to them. Let them know I was married.

      Had to get the deed done first, though.

      I pulled on my shoes. Tied them.

      I’d taken my time to give Sophia some time, but I grew impatient to get back to her.

      Being with her. Kissing her. Those things made me want her even more.

      Ready, headed out the door.

      It was quiet outside. And dark clouds had gathered in the west.

      I whistled for Biscuit, but the dog didn’t join me on my walk back to the main house.
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      I sat at the vanity and slowly brushed my hair.

      Today was my wedding day. Certainly not what I would have expected.

      And even though I hadn’t been one of those little girls who planned her wedding before puberty, there were certain things that I had just sort of taken for granted during those rare occasions when I had actually thought about it.

      I wasn’t completely opposed to the idea, after all.

      The first thing, of course, was family. My two sisters should be here. Even my annoying older brother. My parents and their new spouses.

      And flowers. Lots and lots of white flowers.

      A dress, of course. A white mermaid dress.

      Okay. Maybe I had thought about it a little bit.

      But the husband was the most important piece and since I had that, nothing else really mattered for what would amount to five minutes of vows.

      And since I only had the one dress—a lovely silver—I got back into it.

      Definitely not what I was used to. I had always been a wear it one time and put it in the wash kind of girl.

      But when in the 1800s…

      Hearing a dog barking outside, I went to the open window and looked out.

      The same dog I’d seen before sat at the edge of the woods looking at me. A shiver shot up my spine.

      It was an odd thing, having that dog sitting there looking at me like that.

      Then there were the clouds rolling in from the west.

      I’d been caught in these storms far too much lately.

      Maybe going into town wasn’t such a good idea right now. Even if it was to get married.

      I’d heard someone say that getting married in the rain was good luck.

      Whoever had said that hadn’t had to ride a horse or ride in a buggy to get there.

      The clock chimed through the house. It was ten o’clock.

      A horse and rider came from the stables around back and galloped down the road toward the river.

      Nathan should have been back by now. He’d promised he’d only be gone a short time.

      Turning, I looked around the room. I was definitely still in the past. No light fixtures. No electrical outlets. No bathroom or closets.

      I turned back toward the window.

      The dog was gone.

      Then I saw Nathan walking back toward the house.

      If we were going to go, at least maybe we could get ahead of the rain.

      I dashed out the door, down the hallway, and slowed as I made my way down the stairs.

      Eager to see Nathan again, even though he’d barely been gone much more than an hour, I reached the first floor and hurried through the foyer and turned toward the back door.

      Aunt Eloise came out of the parlor, just as I started toward the door.

      “Hello,” she said, with obvious surprise.

      “Hi. Aunt Eloise,” I said with a smile. “It’s good to see you again.”

      “My apologies,” Aunt Eloise said. “but I don’t know you.”

      My smile faltered.

      “Oh,” I said. How could she possibly not remember me?

      Nathan had told her we were to be married.

      And if that hadn’t made an impression, surely me vanishing in front of her would.

      “I’m Sophia. Nathan’s fiancé.” Saying the words out loud felt odd. Almost as though I was pretending.

      Imposter syndrome. I hadn’t felt that since my first architect student practicum.

      It had quickly faded, though, as I got caught up in the project I was working on with a team of other students.

      But what was I supposed to do about not being recognized by the one person other than Nathan that I had actually met in this time?

      Aunt Eloise looked at me blankly for a moment, then laughed.

      “My dear,” she said. “Nathan is one of the least marriage inclined men I know. If he were engaged, I would certainly know it.”

      Of course she would. And that did nothing to help matters.

      A tall lanky man dressed in a black suit came around the corner and stopped.

      “Missus Eloise,” he said. “This is Sophia Becquerel. She’s come here to visit us from Boston.”

      “Of course,” Aunt Eloise said. “Well, if you think Nathan is inclined toward marriage, you might want to think again.”

      I looked at Villars with his kind face back to Aunt Eloise.

      This ranked up there as one of the most bizarre conversations I’d ever had.

      I had spent time talking to Aunt Eloise. She had given me this dress. Grandma Vaughn’s dress, no less. She’d helped me get into it. Her and Abigail.

      Surely they didn’t see so many people out here that they would forget me in a matter of merely months.

      “I’ll show you into the parlor,” Villars said. “You can wait for Mr. Nathan there.”

      “Okay,” I said. I was getting the sense that Villars was trying to rescue me from Aunt Eloise.

      I followed Villars into the parlor and sat on the sofa.

      After I thanked him, he went on his way.

      I sat and waited for an hour. Until the clock began to chime again.

      Eleven chimes.

      But Nathan did not return.

      And the sliver of doubt that Aunt Eloise had planted in my brain wound its way in deep and took hold.
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      I stood on the back veranda. The black storm clouds gathering overhead.

      My uncle had stopped me before I entered the house.

      “What is it?”

      Uncle Samuel thrust a letter at me.

      “This just came. Your family is on the way here.”

      I made a quick calculation. My family only visited in Summer, arriving in spring. But this was fall.

      My family had no reason to be here now.

      “What do you mean?” I tried to clear my head. “Why?”

      “Read the letter,” he said.

      I took the letter and, straightening it, leaned against the railing.

      I didn’t have time for this.

      Whatever it was, surely it could wait.

      But why would my family be coming to visit in the fall?

      The immediate recognition of my father’s handwriting brought me back to earth.

      I read the letter. Then read it a second time.

      It was only three short paragraphs—leaving a lot of things open.

      “They’ll be here today,” Uncle Samuel said.

      I turned the letter over. There was nothing on the back.

      “Why do you think that? There’s no date on this letter.”

      Uncle Samuel waved a hand in dismissal.

      “The messenger who brought it.”

      I shook my head. “The rider who just left here?”

      I’d seen the horse and rider, but paid them little heed. Messengers came and went all the time.

      Uncle Samuel nodded. “That’s right. They will be here today.”

      I looked at the letter again.

      “What do you think this means?”

      “I don’t really know. But I do know that my sister would not have agreed to this without a good reason.”

      His sister. My mother. He was so right.

      My mother liked routine. Liked order.

      The fact that not only she and Father, but also my two brothers and my sister were on their way up here…today… was odd, to say the least.

      “True,” I murmured, pressing my fingers against my brow.

      It was rather hard to think about my family when the woman I was going to marry was waiting upstairs for me.

      And not only was she waiting, the longer we were apart, the greater the chance that she could vanish again… back to her own time.

      “I have to go,” I said.

      Uncle Samuel dropped into the rocker behind him. Took a cigar out of his pocket and sniffed it.

      His movements seemed so slow. Almost deliberately so, even though I knew he wasn’t being deliberate.

      He merely didn’t understand my sense of urgency.

      “You might as well have a seat,” he said. “They’re going to be here shortly. And I’m certain they will offer an explanation.”

      One hand on my hip, the other on the railing, I looked at my uncle.

      He had no idea the predicament he was putting me in.

      And just when I was about to excuse myself and go inside, I heard the mournful sound of a steamboat whistle coming from down the river.

      “There,” Uncle Samuel said. “They’ll be here momentarily. And we can find out what is going on with them.”

      “Yes,” I said. “we can.”

      My uncle did not understand. I had things I needed to be doing.
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      Standing at the French window, overlooking the front of the house, I watched the storm clouds move overhead, sending the silver moss dancing in the wind.

      It was odd really, how the moss tended to be attracted to the older trees more than the younger ones. They twisted around the limbs and became part of the tree.

      The mournful sound of a steamboat drifted up the river, reminding me of when I was.

      I was in the past. I didn’t know how I’d gotten here and I didn’t know if I could ever get home again.

      And I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to get home again.

      I paced to the piano. Ran a finger along the ivory keys.

      Maybe I should have bothered to take lessons like my younger sister. A little late to worry about that now.

      Where was Nathan?

      I’d been worrying about me vanishing to another time, but he was the one who wasn’t here when he was supposed to be.

      If he was gone, what purpose did I have in being here?

      I only wanted to be here because of him.

      Without him, I didn’t have any reason to be in the past.

      The clock began to chime the hour again.

      Another hour had passed.

      And I was still alone.

      I had no place to go. Without him, I would be stranded here.

      With him, I would be content here.

      It was such an odd predicament.

      I should want to find my way home, to my own time, but instead, I found myself staring out the window.

      Waiting.

      Waiting for Nathan.

      “Can I get you anything, Miss?” Villars asked, coming to the door.

      “No,” I said. “Do you know when Nathan might be back?”

      Villars straightened. “I’ll let him know you’re waiting,” he said, then backed out of the room.

      The door was open, yet I felt like a prisoner.

      Aunt Eloise didn’t recognize me, so I was a stranger to her. This was her home.

      I would need her blessing to stay here.

      I pressed a palm against my forehead.

      Staying here would require her permission.

      But I was getting ahead of myself.

      Villars seemed to know where Nathan was.

      I took a deep steading breath and went sit on the sofa.

      Nathan no doubt had things to do.

      It wasn’t his fault that I wasn’t used to waiting without anything to do. A phone to entertain me… Text messages to check… Music to play…
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      The steamboat was getting closer and it was slowing as it neared my uncle’s dock.

      Uncle Samuel was up, standing with one hand against a tall white column, waiting for the two horses he had sent for to take us to the dock to meet my family.

      “Mr. Nathan,” Villars, the butler said, coming to stand next to me. “Miss Sophia is waiting for you in the parlor.”

      A boy brought the two horses around and stood waiting with them.

      “Let’s go,” Uncle Samuel said, suddenly gaining speed as he headed toward the horses. He glanced up at the dark clouds heading this way.

      The wind whipped fallen leaves across the lawn, bringing an unapologetic energy with it.

      “If we go now,” he said. “we can have them back before the bottom falls out.”

      The rain. He was right. Getting caught in the storm was unavoidable, no matter how quickly we left.

      “I can’t,” I said. “I’ll have to catch up with you.”

      Dire circumstances.

      That’s what the letter said.

      I was torn between loyalty to my family and my devotion to Sophia.

      Sophia was waiting for me. Already, I’d made her wait longer than I’d planned.

      My family needed me.

      Something unforeseen had happened. Something that sent them north. My family had never come north other than during the summer.

      I had obligations.

      But even my obligations weren’t going to keep me from Sophia.

      “Suit yourself,” Uncle Samuel said, looping the reins of one horse around the hitching post before mounting the other one.

      Having made my decision, I hurried in through the back door and headed straight to the parlor.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour just as I crossed through the foyer.

      Sophia stood up as I reached the door.

      She wore the lovely silver dress again and my heart caught in my throat at the sight of her.

      Relief flooded through me that she was still here as I closed the distance between us.

      As I pulled her into my arms, her dress flowed backwards with yards and yards of silk.

      Her arms wrapped around my waist and she laid her head against my chest.

      She sighed.

      “I apologize,” I said. “There was a letter from my family.”

      “Is something wrong?” she asked, leaning back to search my eyes.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “They’re here. Arriving on the steamboat as we speak.”

      “You need to go,” she said, pressing her cheek against my chest again.

      She held me like she would never let me go.

      “Yes,” I said, holding her back.

      We didn’t have to say it, but both of us knew that between the storm and my family’s unexpected arrival, the wedding would have to wait.

      Even though I didn’t want to let her go, I couldn’t ask her to go out into the storm with me.

      And I couldn’t not go.
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      Standing on the back veranda, beneath the shelter of the balcony above, I watched Nathan go into the storm and mount the dapple-gray horse that stood waiting.

      Sitting on the back of the horse, he looked across at me, his eyes holding promises.

      I fought the urge to run into the rain and wind just to touch his hands one more time before he rode off.

      He would be back. I knew that.

      Yet I could not deny the feelings of loss that settled into the pit of my stomach.

      I didn’t want to be apart from him.

      I shook my head. It was irrational.

      As he turned I held up a hand and forced a smile on my face.

      When he returned the smile, some of the weight lightened off my heart.

      A gust of wind whipped at my skirts and tossed my hair into my eyes. It brought the first heavy drops of rain with it.

      Not wanting to get drenched from the blowing wind, I went back inside.

      I’d go to my bedroom—the guest room—and wait.

      No need to distress Aunt Eloise by my presence.

      Villars met me at the foot of the stairs.

      “Miss Sophia,” he said. “There’s someone waiting to see you in the parlor.”

      He kept his expression blank, a skill that I envied.

      “For me?” Who could be here to see me?

      “She specifically asked me to bring you to see her.”

      “Who is it?” I asked, following Villars.

      “I’m not sure if you know her or not,” Villars said, stepping aside for me to go into the parlor before him.

      A woman stood next to the fireplace. She wore a long dress, much like mine, but she also wore a long cloak with a hood over her head.

      I reached out and grabbed the door frame to steady myself.

      This woman looked familiar.

      “Grandma?”

      She swept the hood off her head, letting it fall back.

      I gasped.

      It was my grandmother Vaughn and she held out her arms.

      I went to her, my heart pounding so fast I could hear my own blood in my ears.

      I stopped a foot away from her and looked at her. Just looked at her.

      She looked… good. Younger.

      “How?”

      She smiled.

      “Time travel can be a wonderful thing.”

      Time travel.

      She was alive right now. In this moment.

      Absolutely astounded, I walked into her hug.
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      Traveling in the rain had to be up there in the list of most miserable things a person had to endure.

      I liked a good rain storm as much as the next man as long as I didn’t have to get out in it. Which was pretty much rarely.

      There always seemed to be some kind of obligation calling me out anytime it rained.

      Today was no different.

      Coming from the dock, my house was closer than the main Becquerel house, so we stopped there while Uncle Samuel stayed behind to take care of some business.

      Using dry kindling, I started a fire in the fireplace to chase off some of the dampness.

      I got my mother and sister settled into my guest room while my brothers and Father used my bedroom to dry off and put on dry clothes.

      They each carried a valise, but they didn’t appear to have brought trunks with them. That was just another peculiarity about their trip.

      I wanted Sophia here with me. Couldn’t wait, in fact, for her to meet my family.

      But again… the storm.

      So I used the time to straighten up. Straightened and stacked some newspaper on the table. Put water on to boil for tea.

      I still didn’t know what had brought my family here, but in good time, they would tell me. They looked tired, though that came as no surprise.

      The trip up on a steamboat was a feat to be endured… certainly not for the faint of heart.

      I added another log to the fireplace, dusted my hands off and checked the boiling water.

      If they were only staying a short time, they could stay here, but otherwise, the house wasn’t guest ready. I still had empty bedrooms, yet to be furnished with even the basics like beds.

      Besides, I couldn’t see any reason why they would have made this trip for only a short time. Any news could surely be shared by letters.

      My younger sister, Isabella, was the first one to come out to the parlor. She had changed into a dark gray day dress with a high neckline. Very genteel.

      At seventeen, she was the belle of every ball down in New Orleans. She hated it up here in what she called the north.

      “Nice place,” she said, taking a seat on the sofa.

      Isabella seemed to grow up a little bit more every time I saw her.

      “Thank you,” I said. “Can I get you some tea?”

      “Do you have anything stronger?” she asked. “Some bourbon perhaps?”

      I had to give myself credit for keeping my jaw from dropping.

      Normally, I would have thought she was jesting, but first of all, my sister was not the jesting sort. She was actually very serious, a trait that men seemed unable to resist.

      And second, I knew when a person was jesting, and Isabella was not jesting.

      “Of course,” I said. “In your tea? Surely you don’t want Mother or Father to know.”

      She shrugged. “Sure. You can put it in the tea.”

      I made my little sister a cup of tea and added a shot of bourbon. Handed it to her just as our Father joined us.

      He was followed by my older brother Grant and my younger brother, Andrew. A minute later, our mother joined us.

      “I’ll get it,” Mother said when I offered to pour hot tea for them. “We have something to tell you.”

      I sat down next to my sister.

      Father, his hands behind his back, paced to the fireplace and back. Mother brought a tray of teacups and set it carefully on the coffee table.

      “We’re going to be moving up here,” Father said.

      I looked from him to my mother and back. They all looked incredibly serious.

      And I was reminded that they would not have come all this way merely to joke with me.

      “Why?” I asked. “What’s happened?”

      “The plantation house burned,” Grant said, in his matter-of-fact way.

      “What? When?”

      “Three weeks ago,” Father said.

      “Why didn’t someone send for me?” I asked.

      “It all happened so fast,” Mother said, handing me a mug of hot tea. “And we didn’t know what we were going to do.”

      I looked down at the tea and was suddenly quite envious of my sister’s shot of bourbon.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “We sold the townhouse,” Grant said.

      I looked at my father, but he was deferring to my older brother.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “There’s nothing left for us there,” Grant said. “Not without the house.”

      “You could rebuild,” I said.

      Grant glanced at Father.

      “We had some debts to pay.”

      “So… there’s not enough money to rebuild?”

      “Not the way we wanted to,” Grant said, taking a sip of his coffee, then shrugged. “Thought you could probably use some help.”

      “Just tell him,” Mother said looking at Father as she sat next to him and they linked hands.

      “When we were married,” Father said. “Your mother’s dowry was a section of land.”

      For the second time this morning, my jaw nearly dropped to the floor.

      “Did you know about this?” I asked Grant.

      Grant shook his head.

      I looked at my parents.

      “Why didn’t you tell us about this?” I asked.

      Mother glanced around, looking at each of us in turn.

      “I loved your father,” she said.

      No one said a word. It was quiet enough to hear a pin drop. She wasn’t telling us anything we didn’t know.

      “And I was afraid something would happen to separate us.”

      My stomach clenched with dread at what she was going to say.

      And I had a feeling I knew what she was going to say even before she said it.

      “I carry the Becquerel blood.”
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      I sat on the sofa next to my grandmother, our hands linked.

      I still could not wrap my head around her actually here. Alive.

      But that was the power of time travel. If I could believe in time travel, I could believe that my grandmother was here now.

      “How are you here?” I asked.

      “It’s not the how so much as the why,” she said. “The how is complicated.”

      “Why then?”

      “I have to tell you something.”

      My heart shuddered.

      “What is it?” I asked, although I really wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      “You need to get back to the future. For Grandpa Jonathan.”

      “Is he in trouble? Is his life in danger?” I clutched her hands. I had no control over this. No control over this time travel that had brought me here.

      A spell they had said.

      “No. But I don’t want you to have regrets.”

      I shook my head, my eyes welling with unshed tears.

      “You need to say goodbye to him.”

      I’d never felt such helplessness.

      “How?” I breathed.

      “I’ll show you,” she said with a little smile.

      “Why can’t you help him?” I asked.

      “It’s not for me to choose,” she said.

      “What can I do?”

      Vaughn glanced out the window. The storm still brewed, thunder rumbling in the distance.

      “We have a few minutes,” she said. “Are you happy here?” She searching my eyes. “With Nathan?”

      I didn’t even ask how she knew about knew about Nathan.

      Apparently she could not only do anything, she knew everything.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “You love him?”

      I felt the flush creep over my cheeks.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Good,” she said, patting my hand.

      “But Grandma?” I took a deep breath. “How can I do both?”

      She smiled a slow, but sad smile.

      “That’s something only you can determine.”

      “But—”

      “It’s time,” she said, releasing my hands and reaching into her pocket.

      “Time for what?”

      She held out her palm. She held a simple bronze key with a loop on one end and two connected prongs on the other end.

      “This is the key,” she said, taking the key and pressing it in my hand.

      “The key?” The key was heavy in my hand, but warm. Warm from Vaughn’s touch.

      “Yes,” Vaughn said, glancing toward the window again as lightning flashed through the glass.

      “Grandma?” I said. “Tell me what to do.”

      “The clock,” she said. “Put the key in the clock. Then in the second between the lightning flash and following thunder, turn the clock back one hour.”

      “But—”

      Vaughn stood up. Put her hands on my shoulders. “This has taken a long time to sort out. But you have to trust me.”

      “But what lightning? What thunder?”

      “When lightning flashes into the foyer… like it just did in here, turn the hands back one hour.”

      “What will happen?”

      “I’m sorry, Sophia.” She took her hands off my shoulders and took two steps back. “I don’t have time to explain any further. Just do it.”

      She started to fade.

      Literally.

      “Grandpa needs you.”

      Then she was gone.

      I sat there a moment, staring blankly into space. The space where Grandma had just stood.

      Thunder rumbled outside.

      Grandpa needed me.

      I looked down at the key glimmering in my hand.

      Without further hesitation, I got up and, maneuvering my long, full skirts, went into the foyer.

      I stood looking up at the grandfather clock, the pendulum steady swinging.

      Grandpa was in trouble.

      The thought kept resonating in my head.

      I looked over my shoulder, but there was no one there.

      I opened the glass door protecting the face of the clock.

      I found the keyhole at the corner of the clock’s face and slid the key into it.

      One thing down.

      Lightning flashed through the window.

      My heart pounding dangerously in my chest, I raised my arm and put a fingertip on the clock’s hand.

      Taking a deep breath, I twirled it back one hour.

      Thunder crashed.

      Looking to the right, I saw Villars standing there. Staring at me. His expression blank.

      Then he faded and vanished.

      Actually… I faded and vanished.
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      Two hours later, the storm had passed and we sat quietly in armchairs and the sofa in my living room.

      Needing some air, I went out back and stood on my veranda overlooking the Mississippi River.

      Two long hours of talking about time travel had left us all exhausted and overwhelmed.

      My siblings had voiced a lot of disbelief, but my mother had told them the story of Vaughn and how her life had been saved by a spell that made a rip in time.

      Not ready to reveal what I knew about Sophia, I’d kept my mouth shut. I’d actually learned a few things.

      They hadn’t come right out and said it, but I put everything together and learned that the spell had a way of bringing soul mates together.

      I found that interesting on a personal note.

      But my mother insisted that she had not traveled through time to meet my father.

      In fact, the only question I asked during that two hours was whether or not Mother traveled through time.

      Nonetheless. my mother and father had moved to New Orleans to prevent it happening to her.

      They hadn’t wanted to risk it.

      Eventually after they had four children, they started visiting my uncle again. My mother seemed to be out of danger of traveling through time.

      They actually came to believe that the spell had faded.

      Little did they know.

      But now they had little choice but to return to her roots… and their section of land.

      Father came outside to join me. Took out two cigars and handed one to me.

      I sniffed it, but didn’t light it.

      “Why didn’t someone bother to tell me that Father owned land adjacent to Uncle Samuel?”

      Father smiled.

      “How do you think you were able to work a deal with Uncle Samuel?”

      I turned to stare at my father.

      “Are you telling me that this is actually your land?”

      “Don’t blame your uncle,” Father said. “You mother swore him to secrecy when she asked him to help you.”

      Turning, I blew out a breath.

      “I’m not blaming anyone,” I said. “I just feel like someone should have told me.”

      Father scoffed as he lit his cigar.

      “Not exactly the kind of thing parents want to tell their children.”

      “Would make a good bedtime story,” I said.

      Father just looked at me.

      “I guess if one wanted their children to grow up with fanciful notions.”

      “Not fanciful if it’s true,” I muttered.

      One thing I knew for certain. I might not tell my children straight out about the time travel that ran through the Becquerel blood, but…

      I froze.

      It occurred to me that if my mother carried Becquerel blood.

      So did I.
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      I stood in front of the grandfather clock, staring blankly at the rip between the six and seven. A rip that hadn’t been there an instant earlier.

      The clock had been damaged in the Civil War and as a tribute to the travesty of the losses during that time, it had never been repaired.

      I was home. I was back to my time.

      Grandpa.

      I whirled around and called out his name.

      Sunlight coming in through the window blinded me as the cool air blew over me from the air conditioning vent over my head.

      “Grandpa!” I called his name again. I looked up the stairs, but wearing this dress, it would be easier for me to look for him downstairs first.

      I looked in the parlor first. He wasn’t there.

      The television seemed so odd and out of place in the old house.

      It had taken me no time at all to get used to the house the way it was back in the past.

      I whirled around and went the other way, toward the back of the house.

      I looked into his study, into the kitchen, the library. But he wasn’t in any of those rooms.

      My heart was pounding. Grandma Vaughn had said he was in trouble and I didn’t doubt her word. I had no reason to. She had been right about how to get back to my time.

      As I reached the back door, I saw Grandpa’s old green Chevrolet truck that he used around the property sitting out back.

      Shoving the door open, I stepped out onto the veranda.

      There he was sitting in a rocker.

      “Grandpa.” I ran toward him.

      He blinked at me, taking in my dress.

      I’d gotten used to it and had all but forgotten that I was wearing the wrong kind of clothes for this time period.

      “Sophia?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You came back.”

      “Of course.”

      He looked different. Tired.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, kneeling in front of him.

      “Of course,” he said. “It’s just been so very long since I’ve seen you. That dress… you remind me so much of Vaughn.”

      “Vaughn.” I wanted to tell him that I just saw her. That she looked lovely and well, but something held me back.

      It was something in his eyes.

      “I wasn’t gone so long,” I said. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

      He looked at me quizzically.

      “Sophia,” he said. “You don’t know.”

      I shook my head.

      I didn’t know what he was talking about.

      “Know what?”

      A flock of birds dropped to the ground into what used to be his garden.

      What had happened to his garden? I didn’t have time to worry about that right now.

      “Sophia,” he said. “You’ve been gone for ten years.”
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      I hurried up the steps to the back veranda of the main house.

      This thing with my family would sort itself out.

      Now that it had stopped raining, they were preparing to come here where they would live until they could build a house.

      I’d excused myself and came back ahead of them.

      Sophia waited for me and I couldn’t bear to make her wait for me any longer.

      It was too late for us to go into town to be married as we’d planned and we needed to reconsider now that my family was here.

      I could hardly elope with them right here. I’d leave that up to her, though, of course.

      I still felt the urgency to tie her to me.

      My parents were convinced that the time spell had faded and I hadn’t told them anything different.

      If the time travel had anything to do with finding true love, my parents were safe. I’d go to the bank on that one.

      I went straight to the foyer, but there was no one there.

      As I turned, the grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      The sound that was normally just background noise sent a chill through me.

      I went to the clock and looked up into its face.

      As the chimes faded into a distant echo, Villars came up beside me.

      “Mister Nathan,” he said. He looked alarmed and that was saying something for a man who had keep a blank expression down to an art.

      “What is it, Villars?” I asked. Something was wrong. “Have you seen Sophia?”

      “Yes, sir,” he said.

      He held out his hand for me. “Here.”

      He dropped a key into my palm.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      Villars nodded toward the clock.

      “I found it there,” he said. “in the corner of the face of the clock.”

      “Okay,” I said. “What’s it do?”

      “It sets the time, Sir.”

      I shifted from one foot to the other. I didn’t have time for this.

      “I need to find Sophia,” I said.

      “Sir.” Villars swallowed. “The key.”

      “What about the key?” I asked. I held it out to him, but he took a step back. Shook his head.

      “Why are you giving it to me?”

      “Sir. Miss Sophia had this key. She used it.”

      “For what?”

      “To set the time, Sir.”

      “And?”

      Villars glanced at the clock’s face.

      “The time’s wrong now.”

      “What?” I tugged my pocket watch and opened the cover.

      Four o’clock.

      The grandfather clock showed three o’clock.

      I looked back to Villars.

      “Why is it wrong?”

      Villars glanced over his shoulder, then leaned in closer and lowered his voice.

      “She did it.”

      “What do you mean? Why would she change the time?”

      “Sir,” Villars said, not answering my question. “This key has been missing for neigh unto six years.”

      “Missing?”

      “Yes sir.” Villars straightened proudly. “But the old clock, she keeps good time, so it was of no concern.”

      “Villars. Who had the key?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know. But it was missing.”

      “And Sophia had it?”

      “Yes, sir. She did.”

      “Villars.” I didn’t try to hide the alarm in my voice. “Where is Sophia?”

      “Gone. Vanished.”
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      I sat at the kitchen table, warming my hands on a hot coffee mug. The coffee smelled wonderful. A good cup of coffee was one thing I had missed in the past.

      Grandpa had packed my clothes away in a corner of the closet and, of course, even after ten years, they still fit. I was wearing a pair of sweat pants and my Ralph Lauren teddy bear t-shirt.

      I was up early after a sleepless night. I’d lain awake staring at the ceiling, trying to make sense of what had happened.

      My Grandma Vaughn who had passed away several ago had gone into the past and had given me the secret to getting back to my own time.

      She’d told me that Grandpa Jonathan needed me. But Grandpa seemed fine.

      Except for being ten years older.

      The best thing I had come up with was that something must have gone wrong.

      There was no way that time travel could be an exact science.

      Overall, it had worked.

      I’d gone back to the place I’d left, just ten years later.

      I’d thought a lot about time lines and such other abstract concepts. So much so that my head hurt from it.

      And I hadn’t figured a damn thing out.

      I needed to talk to my family. My parents. My two sisters. My brother.

      But I couldn’t just call them out of the blue.

      Not after being presumed dead for ten years.

      Grandpa reported me missing.

      He knew that I had gone back in time, but his options were limited and a grown man couldn’t just go around talking about time travel like it was a normal occurrence.

      Before I miraculously reappeared, I needed to figure out what I wanted to do.

      Actually I already knew what I wanted to do.

      I wanted to return to the past.

      To Nathan.

      I was fairly certain that if Grandma hadn’t told me that Grandpa was in trouble, I wouldn’t have followed her directions to come back here.

      I finished my coffee and still Grandpa didn’t come downstairs. Maybe now that he was older, he didn’t get up so early.

      I rinsed my mug and put it in the dishwasher then I wandered back toward the foyer.

      It made perfect sense that if a storm and the turn of a key held the secrets of time travel to get me back here, it could also take me back to the past.

      But… I stopped in front of the grandfather clock. It stood silent as it always had until I went into the past.

      Would I need to turn the hands forward?

      I’d turned them back to travel forward, so would the opposite hold true for going back?

      Trying to impose logical on an illogical concept was difficult at best.

      It made perfect sense to me.

      And I was willing to try it.

      All I had to do was to wait until the next storm.
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      I spent the next three days wandering back and forth between my house and the main Becquerel house.

      I didn’t eat. I barely slept.

      Mostly I just walked and stared into space.

      For the most part, I kept my fingers wrapped around the key in my pocket.

      Somehow it made me feel closer to Sophia. She had done something with it, then she had vanished, leaving it here. It somehow held the answers to her time travel.

      Villars had seen Sophia vanish just as I had that day. Just as my mother had.

      For some reason Aunt Eloise did not remember Sophia

      I couldn’t explain that.

      And I only knew because Villars had told me.

      I hadn’t spoken to anyone in my family since Villars had handed me the key.

      I felt like I should know what to do with it, but I did not.

      All I knew was that for some reason Sophia seemed to not only know what to do with it, but she had chosen to do whatever that was in order to leave this time.

      I told myself she had to have a good reason for going back to her own time.

      It did not help me feel any better.

      We were planning to get married when she had decided to leave me to go back to her own time.

      Biscuit licked my fingers as I turned down the path toward my house.

      I was having trouble sitting still for more than a few minutes at the time. I only slept for a few minutes when I collapsed in exhaustion.

      Then I would wake, my heart heavy.

      I didn’t really expect to find her as I walked the trails. Paced inside my home.

      I haven’t even shaved. When my younger brother pointed out to me that I was looking like a thug, I just ignored him and kept walking.

      I knew my family talked about me, but they were wrapped in their own world. Trying to accept that not only did time travel run through the family, but they were destined to live here—in the north—now.

      My sister was doing some pouting of her own and my older brother was staying to himself. Grant had always seen himself living and dying at the house on the River Road. Even when the family packed up and went into the city for the winter, he found a reason to stay behind.

      Before reaching my house, I noticed a rumble of dark clouds in the distance.

      My heart spun.

      I’d come to associate storms with seeing Sophia. Someone had mentioned something about storms having something to do with the time travel.

      My fingers wrapped around the key to the grandfather clock, I turned on my heel and went back the way I had just come. Biscuit, turned too, quietly and without judgment.

      I patted him on the head.

      “You’re the only one who understands me,” I told the dog.

      Biscuit let out a single bark and wagged his tail as we walked companionably toward the main house.

      I reached it within minutes and went inside.

      The house was quiet as usual, despite having two families living under the same roof. The men spent most of their time outside in the stables or the field.

      The ladies stayed in their respective bedrooms during the day, coming down for dinner.

      The ladies actually seemed less concerned with all that was going on than the men did.

      I went straight to the foyer, opened the glass door to the clock, and slid the key inside.

      Then I waited.

      For what, I didn’t know.

      But if there was a way for me to get Sophia, I was determined to find it.
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      It had been the better part of a week since I’d returned to my time. I’d spent a great deal of time with Grandpa. As far as I could tell, he was perfectly good. He’d slowed down a lot, but considering that he was ten years older, that was a given.

      I’d spent a little time on Grandpa’s computer in his study exploring the Internet to see what I had missed. I hardly recognized any of the names.

      We had a new president, but politics was just more of the same. There was an ongoing discussion about whether or not the world was flat. I couldn’t decide if it was in jest or a serious discussion, so I reserved my opinion and moved on.

      I read an article on what looked like a reputable website about the whole trip to the moon being a hoax. That was interesting, but not something relevant.

      I checked the latest architectural trends, but didn’t see anything groundbreaking.

      Even the movie stars were all different.

      In essence, I found myself in a world that was similar to the one I’d left. There was still Internet and such, but I hardly recognized the content.

      I found myself much more interested in the past.

      This morning Father picked Grandpa up to drive him into town to do errands. Since the time didn’t seem right to reveal that I had returned, I stayed behind and out of sight.

      Having the house to myself, I went into Grandpa’s study and kneeled in front of an old leather trunk.

      I knew that someone had brought it down from the attic a long time ago. Over ten years ago.

      I opened the lid and let it fall to the back.

      It was full of old stuff. What looked like a discolored wedding dress. Stacks of letters and journals. Photographs.

      I plundered around, looking for something that interested me. Something from the early 1800s.

      Tucked in the bottom, I found a thick, very heavy Bible.

      I was kind of surprised I hadn’t seen this before. And I probably would have if I’d shown the least bit of interest in history. I was the one who was only interested in the future. Maybe some here and now, but the future for sure.

      Lifting it out carefully, I set the Bible on Grandpa’s desk and quickly found the record pages in the middle.

      The records were filled with a long list of Becquerels.

      I recognized some of them. Eloise, for one.

      But the names that really stood out for me were Erika and Bradley Becquerel. My older cousins.

      Grandpa had told me they had gone back in time. And they were listed right here in black ink.

      The names could belong to people with the same names, but I instinctively knew that they were my cousins. Their names were written in a different handwriting off to the side with little arrows pointing to their spouse.

      Erika had apparently married Charles Becquerel and Bradley had married someone named Camille.

      At first I didn’t see Nathan’s name. There was a man named Nathaniel, but that was someone different. Someone married to Vaughn.

      I dropped into the chair behind me.

      My grandmother had married Nathaniel Becquerel in the 1800s?

      Surely it was a different Vaughn Becquerel.

      Maybe not.

      I smiled to myself. My grandmother was an interesting woman with an interesting life to say the least.

      Did Grandpa know this?

      Of course he did.

      Grandpa would have wanted my Grandma to be taken care of. To be happy.

      I stood up. Stretched. And walked to the window.

      It looked late outside. But that was odd because it was still morning.

      I checked the time. Only ten twenty-five.

      I went to the back door and looked out toward the west.

      Black clouds gathered over the trees and the wind was blowing sending dark gray moss dancing and spindly pine trees bending over at the tops.

      There was a storm coming in.

      A storm!

      This was it. It was time.

      I’d just checked the Weather Channel that morning when I got up. There had no rain in the forecast. None.

      Weather was a lot like time travel. Not an exact science. Just had to go with what you had.

      I didn’t have time to put on the silver dress.

      Damn.

      I had on sweatpants and a t-shirt. Well. It would have to do.

      I’d find something appropriate to wear when I got back to the past.

      I started to head upstairs to find Grandpa to say goodbye, but a rumble of thunder crashed overhead.

      There was no time.

      I stopped in front of the clock and opened the little glass door.

      Lightly touching the keyhole, I realized that I didn’t have the key.

      I’d left the key in the past.
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      As the rain pounded against the windows and the wind howled all around the house, I stepped into the foyer and went to stand in front of the grandfather clock.

      I heard my sister, Isabella, talking to my cousin Marvin in the parlor. My cousin said something, then my sister laughed. A few seconds later, my sister started playing the piano. I knew it was her. She was playing her favorite song—a soulfully sad romantic tune. One that shattered a person’s heart into a thousand pieces.

      I took the key out of my pocket and slipped it into the keyhole in the bottom of the clock’s face.

      Now what?

      A bolt of lightning flashed through the window, lighting the room. My sister kept playing. Her sad music fitting well with the dreariness of the storm.

      I stared at the clock’s face, looking for answers.

      It wasn’t giving me any.

      Turning my head, I looked for Villars. Where was the man when a person needed him? He was always there, ready and willing to help.

      But not at this particular moment.

      I was on my own.

      Turning my attention back to the clock, I closed the glass and splayed my palm across it.

      Squeezing my eyes tightly closed, I thought about Sophia. I pictured her lovely green eyes and soft pink lips.

      I missed her. So much.

      The thought of spending the rest of my life without her was heartbreaking. And my sister’s damn music wasn’t helping matters.

      I just didn’t know what to do.

      I took my hand off the glass and ran my fingers through my hair.

      The storm raged all around me. Wind. Lightning. Thunder.

      I knew the storm and the clock were somehow the answers to getting Sophia back, but didn’t know the combination.

      My sister’s music began to fade as though I had walked outside and was listening to it from a distance.

      I opened my eyes and turned around.

      The room was misty, like early morning fog on the river.

      Then I saw her, hazy at first, then slowly becoming clear.

      It was Sophia.

      She was standing less than two feet in front of me. Wearing pants again and the white painted shirt.

      Her eyes were moist as her gaze locked onto mine.

      I know she saw me, but I didn’t think she believed it.

      She looked so… sad.

      Maybe she heard Isabella’s music, too.

      As I stretched out a hand for her, she held up a hand up as though to touch me.

      She lowered her hand to mine, and our fingers connected.

      What felt like a bolt of lightning ran right through me.
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      I’d taken two steps back from the clock as hauntingly sad music drifted through the house along with the noises of the storm all around. I blinked against mist obscuring my vision.

      The thunderstorm raged all around me, seeming to shake the very foundation of the house.

      How had the weather forecast have been so wrong? How had it gone from such a beautiful day to a day fraught with such turbulent weather?

      I couldn’t see anything on either side of me.

      Yet I could see right in front of me.

      My feet froze in place as my brain tried to comprehend what was happening.

      Nathan.

      He was standing right here in front of me.

      Yet I couldn’t touch him.

      At least not exactly.

      As our hands touched, it felt like a bolt of lightning shot between us.

      And maybe it did.

      Lightning flashed all around us.

      Nathan was right there, yet there seemed to be some kind of force between us. Keeping us apart.

      Everything was hazy. Mist swirling around us.

      Yet I could see Nathan clearly. I could feel him.

      But I couldn’t touch him.

      It seemed like we were looking at each from different places.

      Floating in time perhaps.

      The piano music seemed far away, yet I could hear it so clearly.

      It was hauntingly beautiful.

      I took a step forward toward Nathan, but as I did, he seemed to move back.

      Yet he hadn’t moved.

      Other than the electric touch of our hands, I couldn’t get any closer to him.

      “Sophia,” he said, his voice clear and full of love and longing. “I thought I’d lost you.”

      “No,” I whispered, my heart in my throat. “Never.”

      “Come back to me,” he said.

      I gazed into his deep blue eyes. Eyes that I’d fallen in love with.

      “I don’t know how,” I said. “I don’t have the key.”

      He looked perplexed.

      “Sophia,” he said. “Find a way.”

      Find a way.

      The words echoed in my head.

      They echoed in my head as I blinked.

      The first thing I was aware of was that the music was more faint.

      Then the mist swirled between us—between me and Nathan.

      I reached out for him with both hands. But he was fading.

      Or I was fading.

      We were fading.

      “No!” No. No.

      I leaned forward, grasping for him. He held out his hands for me.

      “Come back to me,” he said again.

      Then he was gone.
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      Along with the thunder and lightning of the storm, my sister’s piano music sounded deafeningly loud.

      The blood pounded in my ears.

      I’d seen her. I’d seen Sophia.

      I’d touched her hand.

      Sort of.

      I had felt her hand against mine.

      What torture was this that time played on us?

      Keeping us apart while tormenting us with a glimpse of each other, yet we could not touch.

      How was it that we had been so close to each other?

      Had we been in the same place in time?

      My cousin came to the parlor door and looked at me.

      “What’s wrong with you?” he asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      I muttered something unfit for anyone’s ears, and turned on my heel.

      I went straight to the back door, walked across the veranda, and stepped out into the storm.

      The wind whipped menacingly at my skin and the rain stabbed through my shirt like daggers.

      I didn’t care.

      I just needed to get away from here. To get away from the place where Sophia was, but wasn’t.

      I’d seen her, but I hadn’t been able to touch her. If I could have gotten my hands on her, I would have never let her go.

      I reached into pocket for the key, but it wasn’t there.

      I froze right there in the garden with daisy petals scattered across the ground by the wind. My boots sank into the mud and rain ran down my face, blinding me.

      I’d left the key inside. In the clock’s keyhole.

      It had done me no good to have it.

      It was merely even more torture, knowing that she was out of my reach.

      I fought past the despair. Fought it tooth and nail.

      I would NOT give up.

      She was still out there.

      Somewhere.

      The key and the storm combined together to bring us into the same space, even if only for a moment.

      If it happened once, it could happen again.

      And maybe next time it would happen for real.

      She would find a way back to me.

      I was certain of it.

      Too much had transpired for it not to happen.

      She was the love of my life. The only woman for me.

      I had to keep believing.

      And I would wait.

      If need be I would wait for the rest of my life for Sophia Becquerel.
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      The music stopped. And the storm moved on, taking the crashing thunder and flashing lightning with it.

      It was still raining, but it was a soft rain, not the harsh blowing rain that came with the storm.

      I stood there in front of the grandfather clock, staring into its ripped face.

      The storm had somehow brought Nathan and me to the same place in time.

      It had been like floating in a bubble of time. Just the two of us.

      There had been piano music, perhaps he’d brought that from his time.

      Our times had bumped together.

      Just enough for us to feel each other.

      I sat on the bottom step and replayed everything that had happened.

      It merely strengthened my resolve to find a way back to him.

      He and I were soul mates.

      My grandmother had been soulmates with Grandpa.

      Could a person have more than one soulmate?

      That was not for me to know.

      But I knew the answer for myself. The answer for me was no.

      I had one soulmate.

      Nathan.

      Find a way.

      He needed me to find a way back to him. I was heartened by seeing him. By his words.

      By the strength of the feeling that I felt between us.

      And we hadn’t even actually touched.

      Not really.

      Yet an electricity had shot between us.

      Had he felt it, too?

      He had to.

      The strength of the connection had been too strong for him not to.

      If only I had the key.

      I got up and went to stand in front of the clock, looked up into its face.

      I opened the glass door.

      Was that…?

      I reached up and… yes… it was.

      It was the key.

      Pulling it out, I held it in my palm where it seemed to glimmer with energy.

      Somehow, through the magical power of time travel, Nathan had brought me the key.

      Closing my fingers, clutching the key in my hand, I took it back to the steps and sat down again.

      Now all I needed was a storm.

      I had the key and the storm.

      The rest of it I would figure out.

      No matter what it took.

      I would figure it out.
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        Six months later

      

      

      Despite my dislike for social gatherings, I felt compelled to attend all of those held by the Becquerels.

      Tonight they were holding a ball, mostly for my sister, Isabella.

      She was eighteen now and in need of a husband before she teetered over the edge of becoming an old maid.

      They had invited all the families with eligible bachelors in both north Mississippi and north Louisiana.

      Their house was quite crowded. All the families were eager to meet the belle of New Orleans and I had to say that my sister looked absolutely beautiful tonight, even if she was my sister.

      She wore a blue glittering gown and matching hat. So many men gathered around her, vying for her attention. I felt sorry for them, one and all. My sister, although she was of age, had no interest in getting married.

      Getting married would take her away from here.

      If she was going to go anywhere, it would be back to New Orleans. She’d told me so herself on enough occasions. Not a member of my family had a single doubt about her views on marriage.

      I stood off to the side, near the tall open French door so that I could slip out into the clear autumn air if need be.

      And by need by I meant if any young ladies decided that I might be a candidate for a husband. I felt sorry for them, too, with all the beaus gathered around my sister, there were no men left to fill their dance cards.

      I shook my head. After the dancing started, assuming my sister allowed anyone to fill a slot on her dance card, they would disperse back among the young ladies they were accustomed to.

      My sister would be like that, one day, I mused, unless my sister found herself engaged.

      The three-man orchestra had gathered in preparation for the first reel.

      My sister excused herself and floated toward me.

      “Would you be my escort for a moment, Brother?” she asked.

      “Of course,” I said, holding out my arm for her to tuck her hand in the crook of my elbow.

      We walked across the veranda, leaving the bevy of suitors behind us.

      “Where am I having the privilege of taking my enviable sister?”

      “I doubt too many envy me,” she said. “I think all the women wish I were dead.”

      “You always did have a way of cutting to the heart of things,” I said as we walked down the steps to the gardens.

      “I told them to leave me. That I had no interest in dancing,” she said.

      “That only made them want you all the more,” I said.

      “Is that really how it works?” she asked. “If it is, then all the women in two states should be after you.”

      “It would do them no good.”

      After removing her hand from my elbow, she leaned against the wood fence railing, her hoop skirted dress belling out behind her.

      “Mother thinks you’re waiting for someone,” she said. “a girl.”

      “Mother should not tell everything she thinks,” I murmured, mostly to myself. “So tell me,” I said to turn the conversation back to her. “Which one of these fine young men are you going to allow to court you?”

      Isabella scoffed.

      “None of them. You know I have no interest.”

      “Surely one of them has piqued your interest.”

      She rolled her eyes. “About as much as one of the ladies has piqued yours.”

      I stood with my back against the fence, propping my elbows on the top rung.

      The full moon kept the early evening darkness at bay. It would be a long night, but not so much for me.

      The guests spilled out the French doors onto the back veranda along with the lively music.

      My gaze wandered to the window at the stairway.

      Startled, I stood up straight.

      Sophia.
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      Hiding out wasn’t as odd as I had expected. UPS made regular stops at our door.

      I’d been active my entire life, working even through college.

      Now I fell into a routine with my grandfather.

      We would get every morning and have coffee together. Sometimes, weather permitting we’d sit outside on the veranda, but most days we sat inside at the breakfast table and watched the sun rise.

      He still got a newspaper—a real printed one—so we spent an hour or so reading that together. In the process, I was caught up enough that I could have integrated back into the world if I’d wanted to.

      But I didn’t.

      Then Grandpa would go outside and putter in his garden. I helped him at first until he got things back under control.

      He talked about his life with Vaughn. About how she would come and go and he would provide cover stories for her.

      After lunch, Grandpa would go upstairs to take a nap. I’d stay down in the study, sometimes napping, sometimes reading old journals and letters Grandpa had been keeping all these years. I also spent a LOT of time reading and studying.

      Then after we cooked together, we’d settle into the parlor to watch a movie.

      All through the day, Nathan was there in my thoughts.

      But tonight was different.

      Tonight I’d woken in the middle of the night to a roiling thunderstorm. My heart pounding in my ears, I jumped out of bed, and raced to the window.

      It was most definitely a bad storm.

      Exactly what I’d been waiting for.

      I had everything I needed stored on a shelf just inside my closet.

      I kept the key on a ribbon tied around my neck. Something I never wanted to lose or misplace.

      I grabbed the silver dress and tugged it on over my head.

      I’d packed a crossbody bag with things I considered necessary. One of them was a Kindle loaded with hundreds of eBooks with a solar panel case. It also had a first aid kit including antibiotics that Grandpa had helped me get. I was off the grid, but no one questioned an older man about needing medications for various things.

      I put on the dress and laced on a pair of nice looking, rugged hiking boots that were supposed to last forever.

      I tossed the bag over my arm and raced from the room. I dashed down the hallway to the stairs. Halfway down, at the landing, I stopped.

      Is this what I really wanted to do?

      Did I really want to leave Grandpa forever? I’d gotten really close to him over the last few months. And now I was going to leave him. Just like that.

      It made me feel a little bit sick.

      I put one hand on the window sill and took deep breaths to steady myself.

      Lightning flashed through the glass. I jumped, but held my ground as the thunder crashed behind it.

      Then everything went quiet. Even the noise of the storm.

      Feeling off balance, I gripped the window frame.

      Then it was noisy again. But not noise from the storm.

      There was music. And conversation. And laughter.

      I was outside, through the moonlight to the gardens below.

      There were people outside.

      A woman in an elegant long gown was first to catch my attention. Then I saw a man standing next to her.

      Not just any man.

      Nathan.

      And he was looking up at me.

      I’d gone back in time. And I hadn’t even needed the key around my neck.

      But I was too late.

      He’d already found another.
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      Even though it only took about two seconds for me to dash inside, past the people milling about, some dancing, some not, it felt like an eternity.

      By the time I reached the bottom of the stairs, Sophia was gone.

      I turned and looked over my shoulder, but I if she’d been there I would have seen her silver dress.

      She must have gone back up.

      I took the stairs, two at the time, hitting the top of the stairs.

      After racing down the hall, I reached the door to the guest room. The room she’d used before.

      I knocked and called her name.

      There was no answer.

      I tried the doorknob but it was locked.

      What the—?

      I knocked again and called out her name.

      Maybe I’d missed her. Maybe she wasn’t inside.

      But then I heard the door unlock and it slowly opened.

      Sophia stood there looking at me with watery eyes.

      “Sophia,” I said on a breath.

      “I’m too late,” she said.

      “What? No. Why would you say that?”

      She backed up to let me inside and shook her head.

      “You’ve already found someone.”

      I stared blankly at her. I’d found someone?

      “Who?” I asked.

      She looked at me, then looked past me.

      I turned to see Isabella standing in the doorway.

      Then it all clicked together.

      “No,” I said. “Isabella is my sister.”

      “Your…” Sophia turned her back to me.

      I waved my sister away and closed the door.

      I walked slowly toward her and she turned, searching my eyes.

      “Sophia,” I said. “I would wait for you. Forever.”

      Then she was in my arms. I picked her up and twirled her around.

      Setting her on her feet, I kissed away the tears that trailed down her cheeks.

      “You’re crying,” I said, kissing her lips lightly.

      “Happy,” she said.

      Then I kissed her, pressing my lips to hers. She tasted like honey. Smelled like heaven. Wild flowers and cinnamon.

      I loved her taste. Her scent.

      I loved her.

      Putting one hand beneath her knees, I picked up her and carried her to the bed.

      And this time I wasn’t letting her go.

      “Will you still marry me?” I asked, nuzzling her ear.

      “Yes,” she said breathlessly. “Yes.”

      “What’s this?” I asked, pulling the haversack over her head.

      “Some ‘um supplies we might need,” she said.

      I grinned. My girl thought of everything.
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      I woke the next morning to the sound of dogs barking and a rooster crowing. I felt relaxed. Relaxed and content.

      Sunlight streamed in through the window. No evidence of last night’s storm.

      I put out a hand, but I was alone.

      Sitting up in bed, I took in the room. No electric outlets. No light fixtures. No closet or bathroom.

      I pulled my bag from the floor and pulled out a little rolled note I’d written earlier.

      Taking the little pry bar I’d also brought with me, I went to the window and carefully pried up the frame. I slid the little piece of paper inside and used the pry bar to hammer it back down.

      Grandpa was certain that the window frames in this room were original and had never been touched. Painted maybe. Put otherwise left as they were. Even the glass had never been changed out like it had in some of the other rooms in the house.

      There. I straightened and put the pry bar back in my bag. I didn’t know if Grandpa would get that or not, but I felt better doing as we had agreed.

      The door opened and Nathan stepped inside, carrying a tray.

      “Good morning,” he said, closing the door with his foot and setting the tray on the bed.

      “Hungry?”

      “Starving,” I said, climbing back on the bed to sit next to him.

      He placed a piece of orange in my mouth.

      So good.

      Instead of eating, he swept a lock of hair back from my face and watched me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You’re pretty.”

      I laughed. “You’re pretty too.”

      “Pretty, huh?” He put his hands on my shoulders and his lips on mine.

      By the time we came up for air, the sun was high in the sky. Noon.

      While I got dressed, he paced to the window.

      “We need to go into town,” he said. “get you some clothes.”

      “Okay,” I said, tugging on my boots. “Hopefully we’ll make it this time.”

      “We’ll make it. There’s not a cloud in the sky.”

      I smiled.

      “Do you remember meeting me? In the foyer?”

      “Of course I do.” He stood in front of me and ran a finger lightly over my cheek.

      “How did you do it? How did you get the key to me?” I toyed with the ribbon around my neck.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “But my mother is a Becquerel.”

      “Which means?”

      “That means I carry Becquerel blood, just like you do.”

      I stared at him a moment, trying to figure out what he was saying.

      “You can travel through time?”

      “Theoretically,” he said with a small smile. “But I think that was the extent of my time travel. I think we’re supposed to live here. In this time.”

      “How do you know?”

      He dipped down and kissed me.

      “The same way I know I love you,” he said against my lips.

      I put my arms around him.

      He was right.

      I had come home.
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        Four months later

      

      

      Nathan sat outside, his back against an oak tree. I lay on a blanket next to him, my head in his lap.

      I held my Kindle, scanning through my books. I literally had hundreds of them.

      He toyed with my hair.

      “You know,” he said. “You could design houses if you wanted to.”

      I grinned up at him. “I know.” He didn’t know I’d brought a drafting compass, a ruler, and an adjustable triangle.

      He bent down and kissed the top of my head.

      “Maybe later though,” I said. “I think I’m going to be rather busy these next few years.”

      “Busy doing what?” he asked. “Reading all those books?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “But I’ll also be teaching someone else how to read.”

      “Yeah? Who’s that?”

      I opened up a book on my Kindle.

      Teach Your Child to Read.

      I held it up for him to see.

      He looked from the book to me and I saw the moment the realization struck.

      “We’re having a baby,” he said, his voice full of pride.

      “Yes.”

      He shifted me in his lap and kissed me on the lips.

      If he kept kissing me like this, we were going to have a dozen babies.

      He cupped my cheek with one hand.

      “I love you more than life itself,” he said.

      “And I love you more,” I said, pulling his lips back to mine.

      If love was what had brought us together and what was going to keep us together, I was certain neither of us was ever going to have to worry about going to another time.

      The key to the clock was hidden away in my bag, tucked in a trunk in our bedroom at our house.

      He’d built that house for us and I was in the process of decorating it. It took forever for furniture to arrive. No UPS deliveries, but I had plenty of catalogues to order from.

      Someday I might design and build houses again.

      But right now, we were going to build a family together.

      When I became an architect, I knew I wanted to build things, but I’d never known it would be a family.

      Nonetheless, it was perfect for me.

      Nathan was perfect for me.

      He shifted and looked into my eyes.

      “Sophia,” he said. “Can we agree on something? About our children?”

      “What?”

      “Let’s tell them about the time travel so it’ll be normal for them.”

      “Good idea,” I said. “We’ll read them bedtime stories about it.”

      “You are perfect,” he said before he kissed me again.

      Children. We were definitely going to have lots of them.
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      Jonathan Becquerel slipped his pry bar beneath the window frame in the guest room on the second floor of his house. Sophia’s room.

      He moved slowly. Methodically. Careful not to break the several hundred-year-old glass panes.

      One of his favorite 80s songs blared through the air pods his granddaughter Sophia had ordered for him. She’d also created a play list of his favorite songs on his phone.

      Considering that Jonathan lived in the country and mostly stayed to himself, he attributed his level of being modern and hip to his granddaughter’s efforts.

      Though it had only been hours since he saw her, he already missed her terribly.

      He’d raised the window before going to work to let some fresh air in. The soft breeze brought the scent of daffodils with it. They were his favorite flower. Not necessarily because of how they looked, though he did prefer the white ones, but because of their strong scent.

      Sometimes he’d cut some out of his garden and bring them inside. Their fresh scent would perfume the house for days.

      Having the window open, however, was a much better option. It allowed the scent to fill the room without having to cut the flowers. He much preferred letting them live to cutting them.

      With the window frame loosened, he nudged it out with the prybar. He winced when the wood cracked. Nothing less than was expected since the window frames in this room, like the glass, were hundreds of years old.

      It didn’t worry him, though. He could fix it easy enough.

      Since it was already cracked, he just ripped it off, letting the wood crumble.

      Along with the wood, a little roll of paper—alkaline paper—dropped out. She’d thought of everything. He remembered the day the alkaline paper had been delivered. It was the same day he’d received his first packet of white daffodil bulbs.

      He and Sophia had spent the afternoon outside planting them. She had been quieter that day. It had only been later that he’d learned the true reason why she’d bought the alkaline paper. They said alkaline paper could last centuries without decomposing. How they’d known that was beyond Jonathan’s comprehension.

      Careful with the little slip of paper, much more careful than he had been with the window frame, he unrolled it and leaned back on the stool he sat on.

      Then he began to read the familiar handwriting.

      

      Dear Jonathan,

      If you are reading this letter, then you know that I have gone back in time. It worked.

      I so hope you found this letter. It makes me happy that you know I’ve made it to the past safely.

      I didn’t get to say goodbye and I’m sorry for that. But we talked about this and I know you understand. Still I miss you terribly and wish that you were here with me.

      Please tell the rest of the family that I love them.

      Take care of yourself and know that I love you.

      Sophia

      

      Jonathan dropped his hands in his lap.

      It was done then. Just as he’d known it would be.

      Sophia resembled her grandmother—Jonathan’s wife—in that way. And she had no man holding her here. She’d found her man in the past. Somewhere in the 1800s. His name was Nathan Laurent.

      As much as he didn’t want to, Jonathan knew what he had to do.

      He pulled his cell phone out of his shirt pocket and scrolled through until he found his grandson’s number.

      It was a heavy heart that he called Cameron Becquerel.

      Making this phone call drove home Jonathan’s acceptance that this was real.

      Sophia had really gone back in time.
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      I drove my Maserati with the top down along the River Road.

      I’d been on location in Memphis filming one of my screenplays when Grandpa Jonathan—my father’s father—had called me.

      Although he hadn’t said what he needed to talk to me about, I already knew.

      It had been a long time coming.

      I turned down the one-lane dirt road leading to the Becquerel Estate and drove beneath the ancient oak trees with limbs so thick and heavy, they dipped all the way to the ground.

      Silver gray moss clung to the trees, especially the older oaks for which they had an affinity.

      A text message appeared on the dashboard in front of me.

      MEGAN: Call me sweetie. I miss you.

      Although she’d been unhappy about it, I’d left my girlfriend Megan back in Memphis.

      She was upset that I wasn’t bringing her to meet my Grandpa.

      I’d tried to explain that he was old and in bad shape and didn’t tolerate visitors.

      It wasn’t true of course.

      Grandpa was eighty if he was a day and he was in better shape than some men half his age. His mind was good, too. He was very fortunate.

      Truth was, I had some personal family business to discuss with Grandpa and I didn’t want Megan to know about it.

      That was the thing about working in Hollywood. I had to keep my real personal life to myself. I had, in effect, to be someone I wasn’t.

      Even Megan couldn’t know who I really was.

      The less my colleagues knew about my real personal life, the less ammunition they had to use against me.

      I had a deep visceral reaction to seeing the house up ahead. It was a lovely southern Greek plantation house… hundreds of years old.

      I’d thought several times about using it as a movie set. But again, as long as my Grandpa lived, which I hoped was forever, I would keep it away from my life as a screenwriter.

      And Megan, one of the stars of the current film I was working on was part of the me I wanted to project to the world. A tall leggy blonde with a sultry, knowing smile. The star of my current project. Not that I was complaining. She was good in bed.

      I pulled around behind the house and parked next to the back veranda. Grandpa had his garden back in shape again. Granted it was ten times smaller than it had been the last time I was here, but he’d obviously been working on it. That was a good sign.

      I parked the car and hit the button to put the top up.

      I halfway expected Grandpa to be sitting out on the veranda, but there was nothing but three empty white wooden rockers.

      I knocked on the door and turned around, looking toward the river.

      Only a glimpse of the river was barely visible from here, through the trees. The water glimmered beneath the setting sun, the first sign of the sunset to come.

      I turned around as the door opened.

      Grandpa stood there, a blank expression on his face and pushed the door open.

      I stepped through and closed the door behind me.

      We walked silently into the kitchen and stood looking at each other.

      “Did they find her body?” I asked.
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        Near Natchez, Mississippi

        May 1853

      

      

      

      It was a beautiful clear night. The sun had dipped below the horizon leaving the moon to watch over us.

      The Becquerel home was lit up like day light with candles and lanterns everywhere.

      Fresh flowers filled the house with color and a sweet scent that tempered the scent of cigar smoke and the ham that had been smoking for most of the day, making my mouth water.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour. I would have to go down soon. Actually I was already teetering on arriving too late.

      Two of my brothers were already downstairs, no doubt finding some kind of trouble to get into.

      My other brother, Nathan, was probably at his own home with his wife Sophia. Sometimes they came to the parties, sometimes they didn’t. My brother Nathan was like me when it came to parties. He could live just fine without them.

      I stood at the top of the stairs, out of the way, watching the guests as they arrived.

      This was the third party my cousins had held in the last month, always eager to introduce me to eligible men.

      Mon Dieu.

      Didn’t they understand that I was not in the market for a husband?

      I had given some serious thought to hiding out in my cousin’s garçonnière for the evening or maybe pleading off with a bad headache, but getting a new dress was worth enduring an evening of music.

      Besides, Momma knew me well enough to keep me in check. I could get nothing past her.

      This one had the widest hoop skirt I’d ever worn. And it had a million yards of silk cascading over it. But the best part was the perfect décolletage that revealed a scandalously large swatch of my creamy white skin. Wearing this dress, I felt all grown up and maybe, just maybe, I’d try out some of those feminine wiles my governess had been insisting that I learn.

      Like she said, I didn’t have to marry them or even let them court me just because I flirted a bit with them.

      I sighed. If nothing else, it would help pass the time.

      These soirees could be so tiresomely long. If I hadn’t been certain that Momma would swat me on the head, I would have brought a book downstairs with me.

      Momma allowed me a lot of leniencies, but that wasn’t one she would tolerate. A lady always showed good manners, no matter what situation she found herself in.

      “Miss?” Villars, the butler asked, coming up behind me. “Is there anything I can get for you?”

      “No thank you Villars,” I said.

      Villars put his hands behind his back and stood still for a moment.

      “It’s a lovely night for a storm,” he said.

      Perplexed by his words, I turned to look at him, but he was walking away.

      Whatever did he mean by that?

      I shrugged and started downstairs.

      I’d always found my cousins in the northern part of Mississippi to be somewhat strange and in the few months I’d lived here with my family, that had not changed.

      However, being from New Orleans, I had a high tolerance for strangeness.
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      Grandpa heated water the old-fashioned way with a tea kettle on the stovetop.

      Hot tea wasn’t something I typically bothered with. I usually ended my day with a glass of red wine. But if there was one thing I’d learned working in Hollywood, it was to be flexible and low maintenance.

      There was very little I despised more than a prima donna, especially in a man.

      Being raised by a general had taught me at a very young age that a man’s job was to be part of the team and to defer to authority or in this case authority would be synonymous with my elders.

      The tea kettle whistled and Grandpa went over to turn off the flame. He moved a bit slower than I would have like to see.

      Maybe he’d called me here about something other than my sister. Maybe he wanted to discuss his own health.

      Grandpa was at that age when he needed to consider his options. I hated the thought of him having to leave here to go into assisted living. If he needed someone to come here to help him out, I could hire a live-in caregiver. We could either move his bedroom downstairs or put in an elevator.

      I glanced around. My sister had been the architect. She was the one who would have known how to incorporate an elevator into a house like this.

      Fortunately there were other architects and I could easily make it happen. If that was what he wanted.

      “Do you get lonely out here?” I asked.

      “What?” He turned around with two mugs of steaming hot tea. “Hardly. I have—”

      He stopped in mid-sentence and slid into the chair across from me.

      I had a sense, a tingling along my spine, that there was something else. Something he had to tell me.

      Maybe it was because I wrote fictional scripts for a living. I had a tendency to look ahead for possibilities.

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” he said. “Something that is probably long overdue.” He slid one of the mugs over toward me.

      I held the mug close and breathed in the minty scented steam with a new appreciation for hot tea.

      “Does this have something to do with Sophia?”

      My sister Sophia had gone missing ten years ago. It had shattered my family to the core.

      But with time we’d gone forward. Moved on with our lives.

      In some ways it had made us closer, but in other ways it had put a wall between us.

      Even though it had happened here, under Grandpa’s watch so to speak, he’d been overall quiet. He’d called me.

      Our mother lived in France with her new husband and my father, still wrapped up in military retirement, was starting a new life as well, with his new wife.

      As the oldest of four siblings, responsibility tended to fall on my shoulders anyway, so I was used to it.

      But dealing with the disappearance of my sister was another thing entirely.

      I’d never been the same.

      “Yes,” he said, obviously stalling.

      “Grandpa,” I said. “Just tell me. Whatever it is, I can handle it. I’ve come to terms with the reality that she will not be coming back.

      Grandpa sipped his tea and looked into my eyes. He didn’t believe me. Whatever it was, it was so bad he didn’t believe I could handle it.

      I braced myself. Prepared for the worst. The worst I could think of was they’d found her body in the woods or the river. Though how that had happened after ten years was more than I could imagine.

      “She went back in time,” he said.
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      Music from the little three-man orchestra kept the dancers on the floor. The weather was perfectly mild and the French doors along one side of the room were wide open to allow fresh air to flow in and people to spill out onto the veranda.

      My dance card filled up within minutes. Unfortunately, I received a lot of scathing glances from other ladies as a result. I truly wished they knew I would much rather be in their shoes. In fact, it seemed like the more I tried to push the suitors away, the more they flocked in my direction.

      My first waltz of the night was with a tall, lanky fairly handsome man who talked nonstop about his experiences with gambling on the riverboats. After about two of his stories, I was ready to talk about something else. I had no interest in gambling.

      And if I had been looking for a husband, I certainly wasn’t looking for one who would doubtless leave his wife at home in order to seek out the thrill of an escapade on the riverboats.

      Besides, I’d only danced with him in order to test out my skills at flirtation.

      This man barely noticed me at all, he was so enchanted with himself.

      When he offered me punch and stroll on the veranda, I quickly declined and disengaged from him.

      The second man was hardly any better. In many ways, he was the opposite of the first man.

      This second man was hardly anything to look at. In fact, I found myself searching for something—anything—about him that I found attractive.

      Momma assured me that he came from a good family, but there was most certainly more to a man than the family he was born into.

      He had no stories to tell me. He was a man of very few words and two left feet. As I hadn’t seen him around before, I was pretty sure he rarely attended social events.

      I quickly disengaged myself from him as well.

      The third man I danced with could only be described as handsy. His hands along my back going much too low on my waist. I kept my gaze away from him so as not to encourage him and I certainly did not dare to flirt with him. In fact, my older brother, Grant, cut in about halfway through to dance to rescue me from the man.

      Feeling deflated and justified in returning to my usual standoffishness, I took some punch and went out on the veranda to get some air.

      Just as I finished my glass of punch, I saw the gambler headed my way.

      I ducked around through one of the other open doors and headed down the hallway.

      It was quieter on this side of the house and much cooler since there were no people and fewer lights.

      I blew out a breath of relief. My little foray into the world of courtship had gone just terribly.

      It would be some time before I would fall for that again. If ever.

      I ducked into the library shrouded in darkness and found an armchair to drop into.

      I would simply sit here until the guest had left. Or maybe I could slip out the back door and use the stairs out back that led up to the balcony. I could get to my room that way.

      Momma had seen me dancing, so should be satisfied enough to leave me be. At least for a little while.

      I knew exactly what she would say. A good start.

      I scoffed. A good start to staying away from the dance floor.

      When… and if… I decided to get married, I would find someone who was not handsy, did not talk about himself all the time, and could carry on a conversation.

      With three brothers, I knew quite well that a man was capable of these three simple things.

      Having decided, I leaned back and closed my eyes.
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      Grandpa and I had talked late into the night. He’d sat at the little breakfast table with four wooden chairs while I paced around the kitchen. My brain just about ready to explode.

      We’d talked through a light dinner. Sandwiches we threw together.

      Apparently my sister, Sophia, had spent several months here with Grandpa, and a few days at most back in the 1800s.

      She had quite simply lost ten years.

      But not really lost. She’d just sort of skipped them. Darted into what for her was the future, then returned to the past for what Grandpa believed was for good.

      During the few months she was back here, Grandpa had kept her hidden. I suppose that made sense as far as one could make sense out of time travel.

      The only inconsistency I could find in Grandpa’s story was that although he knew—was pretty sure—she’d gone back in time, he had still reported her missing.

      He really had no choice. There was her apartment. Her job. Me. Our sisters.

      If he hadn’t reported her missing, someone would have come looking for her anyway.

      The police had scoured the area, looking for her, and Grandpa had had no choice other than to let them.

      It was truly an impossible situation and I did not want to be in his shoes. Not one bit.

      But how was it possible that all this had been going on around me and I had no idea?

      Time travel.

      Grandpa had grown tired and had gone up to bed around eight o’clock.

      I’d gone to his study and settled in to read Grandpa’s notes and to reread the letter Sophia had left for him behind a window sill.

      Those two were partners in crime. That’s what they were.

      There was a second note, too, that had been added to the first.

      

      Dear Grandpa,

      Nathan and I are married now and we have three children. Two boys and a girl. We have another on the way. Can you believe it?

      I am so happy. When I’m not caring for the children, I sketch out house plans. I may never use them, but it keeps my mind occupied.

      All my love,

      Sophia

      

      Even with my overactive imagination, I could not have written a more messed up convoluted story.

      I must have fallen asleep, my head on his desk.

      I woke slowly with music in the background. Orchestra music. A small orchestra. At first I thought I must have fallen asleep on the movie set. But this was not the set of any movie I had ever been on before.

      And it didn’t take long for me to realize I was in my grandfather’s study and the electricity must have gone out.

      Maybe Grandpa was playing some old music.

      “Is someone there?”

      Lifting my head from the desk, I scrambled for my phone, but couldn’t find it where I thought I’d left it lying on the desk.

      The music was one thing, but who was here in the house? Grandpa hadn’t said anything about anyone else living here. We hadn’t talked about anything other than Sophia and the time travel.

      If this area was a time portal, then perhaps people just came and went between different times at will.

      “Yes,” I said, then cleared my rough voice that came out rough.

      “I apologize,” she said. “I can go.”

      Whoever this woman was, she had the voice of an angel. I knew as well as anyone that a person’s voice didn’t always match the way they looked, but this woman wasn’t supposed to be here.

      If she was from the past, then I most definitely wanted to talk with her.

      “No,” I said. “Please don’t leave.” I sat up straighter, but didn’t leave my chair.

      I didn’t want to startle her away.

      “What is your name?” I asked.

      “Isabella.”

      A most beautiful name. A beautiful name that matched a beautiful voice.

      “Isabella?” I asked.

      “Isabella Laurent.”

      Laurent. I had cousins by that name.

      My heart beat faster, pounding my blood through my veins.

      “My name is Cameron,” I said. “Cameron Becquerel.”

      I heard her quick intake of breath.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met,” she said.

      “I have to agree.” I strained to see her through the darkness, but her chair was not only hidden in the shadows, it was turned away from my view.

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      She hesitated.

      “I’m hiding.”

      I laughed out loud before I caught myself.

      “And who are you hiding from?”

      “Handsy, self-absorbed, mind-numbingly dull suitors.”

      Suitors. I hadn’t heard that word lately. Or handsy for that matter.

      “I would hide from them, too,” I said.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      What was I doing here? Nothing really, when it came right down to it. My grandfather had called me here just so he could tell me that my sister had gone back in time.

      I suppose he thought it would bring me closure.

      “I’m looking for my sister,” I said.

      “Oh,” Isabella said. “Is she lost?”
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      I had ducked into the library in order to be alone.

      I could still hear the orchestra music coming from the ballroom, but otherwise I was in a quiet room.

      A room that smelled like cigars and leather books. It was truly my favorite room in the house.

      But I was not alone.

      There was a gentleman in here with me. Somewhere in the darkness behind me.

      He said his name was Cameron Becquerel, so he had to be somehow related to my cousins. Yet I had never met him, nor had I heard of him.

      Our two families were close. Close enough that I should have heard of him, no matter how distant a relative he was.

      Our families spent summers together. Our family would pack up and travel north only to spend the long hot summers here at the Becquerel Estate.

      I had never liked it. I much preferred to stay at our town home in New Orleans.

      Cameron sounded pleasant enough. Yet neither one of us was supposed to be in here.

      “Yes,” he said. “My sister is missing.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” I said. “What are you going to do?”

      “I really don’t know,” he said. “I don’t think there’s anything I can do.”

      “Surely there’s something,” I said, sitting up.

      The thought of this man having a missing sister was quite unsettling.

      “How old is she?” I asked.

      “She’s an adult,” he said. “a little bit younger than me.”

      “Oh.” Well. That might change things a little bit.

      “Maybe she isn’t missing,” I said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean...” I placed a hand over my eyes. How was I supposed to voice the most improper thing I was thinking?

      “I mean maybe she meant to go. Maybe you just think she is missing.”

      Cameron didn’t answer. I turned and tried to see him in the darkness, but the shadows were too much.

      “That’s actually very possible,” he said.

      I blew out a breath, relieved that he hadn’t asked me to explain myself.

      It would have been a most improper thing for me to discuss with a strange man.

      Nonetheless, I wasn’t ready to let the topic go. I was intrigued by it.

      Perhaps I was intrigued by him, but that was something I’d have to think about later.

      “How long has it been since you saw her?” I asked.

      “A very long time ago,” he said.

      “A week? A month?”

      The leather chair squeaked as he shifted in the chair.

      “Ten years,” he said, softly.

      “Ten years,” I repeated, slowly. “That’s a very long time.”

      How was it that a woman could be missing for ten years?

      “It is, isn’t it?”

      “Are you just now looking for her?” I asked. It was truly none of my business, but I truly wanted to understand.

      “Oddly enough,” Cameron said. “I think I might know where she is. Sort of.”

      I was truly confused by this man’s answers.

      It was fortunate that I was accustomed to strangeness.
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      The grandfather clock began to chime just as the music stopped.

      Now I could hear people talking. It definitely caught me off balance for a minute, but then I realized maybe Grandpa was watching something on the television.

      Or maybe he had his television set to come on automatically. That was possible. And would have been smart.

      I should probably and would probably have gotten up to go check, but I didn’t want to leave. Not just yet.

      I found myself wanting to answer Isabella. To spill everything about Sophia, but I had to be careful.

      I didn’t know this woman and I didn’t want Grandpa to be taken away to the mental hospital. Besides that, I had a reputation to protect.

      Hollywood was a funny place and if word got back to anyone that I had a time traveling sister—or even, maybe especially thought I did, it would spread like wildfire. I’d probably never get another job in the industry.

      So I had to find a way to talk to her without telling her directly about Sophia.

      “If you know where she is,” Isabella said. “Can you… talk to her?”

      “I don’t know for sure,” I said.

      Was I lying outright? Did I know for sure that I couldn’t talk to Sophia? If she was truly in the past, then no, I couldn’t talk to her.

      But if what Grandpa said was true, then maybe I could. If she were to come back to the present.

      According to Grandpa, people who carried the Becquerel blood carried a spell. A spell that was used to save my Grandmother Vaughn’s life in the 1700s.

      She had just arrived in America and was on her way to marry a man she had never met when her traveling party was set upon by Indians.

      Vaughn was the only person who survived.

      An old Indian had placed a spell on her that had created a rip in time that had saved her life. So she had survived by going through time.

      But there had been a catch. The spell that had saved her life had never healed. Vaughn continued to travel back and forth through time for the rest of her life.

      And those of her blood, as Grandpa had put it, were also susceptible to traveling through time. It seemed especially likely if they came here to this house. Or maybe this area. Grandpa was a bit unclear about that part.

      I was about to tell Isabella something, though whatever it was completely left my brain as the electricity came back on lighting up the room.

      Jarred out of a haziness that had settled over me, I immediately stood up and went around behind the desk to find Isabella.

      She wasn’t there.

      I stepped into the quiet hallway and looked right and left.

      There was absolutely no way she could have vanished that quickly.

      I walked past the grandfather clock in the foyer. It wasn’t ticking now. It was just standing there. Wasn’t it still broken?

      Not having an answer, I walked into the parlor and stood in front of the television.

      If the electricity was out, how was the television on earlier?
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      “What do you mean you don’t know?” I asked.

      The chiming of the grandfather clock lingered a moment, mixing with conversations coming from the ballroom.

      Cameron didn’t answer me.

      Maybe he was thinking.

      I looked back again, squinting through the darkness, but I still couldn’t see him.

      “How do you not know?” I asked again. “Did you try?”

      Silence.

      The orchestra began playing again. A waltz this time.

      “Cameron?”

      Silence.

      “There you are.” My brother Grant walked into the room, carrying a bright lantern that lit up the room as he walked inside.

      I stood up, took the lantern from him and held it high with one hand as I walked through the room holding up my skirt with the other.

      “Where is he?” I asked.

      Grant stood behind me now.

      “Where is who?”

      “Cameron,” I said. Maybe he’d gone outside.

      I went over to the one French door in the room. The clasp was locked. There was no way he could locked it from the outside.

      Making a full turn around, I looked accusingly at my brother.

      “Did you see Cameron leave here?”

      “Who the he—who is Cameron?” he asked, purposely toning down his language.

      I rolled my eyes at him. As one of my three older brothers, he knew full well I’d heard far worse, especially from our youngest brother, Andrew.

      Andrew said pretty much whatever he wanted. I’d led a sheltered life overall, but I knew how men talked to each other.

      “A man,” I said. “He was here.”

      Grant bristled. “You were alone in here with a man?”

      “We talked” I said. “but I didn’t see him.” I ignored his misplaced protectiveness. I didn’t have time for that right now. I was far more concerned with where Cameron was.

      Cameron was the one gentleman here that I could actually have a conversation with. It didn’t even matter that the conversation hadn’t exactly made a whole lot of sense.

      At least he’d talked to me without talking all about himself and his gambling escapades. He’d been anything but handsy since he’d literally been sitting across the room from me.

      “What was his name again?” Grant asked.

      “Cameron,” I said, handing the lantern back to my brother. “Becquerel.”

      “Never heard of him,” Grant said. “Mother’s looking for you.”

      “I’m sure she is,” I said, under my breath, but I dutifully followed my brother toward the door.

      “She wants to introduce you to someone.”

      I stopped, my feet freezing to the floor.

      “Another man?”

      “A gentleman planter from… somewhere,” he said. “I forget where exactly.”

      “Well, if you don’t know anything about him, why would I want to meet him?”

      Drake turned and looked at me.

      “Because I know that you’ll simply appease mother by meeting him and going on your way. I’m not worried about you getting to know him.”

      “Why would you say that?” I asked.

      “Isabella,” he said. “You’ve made your views clear. You have no interest in being courted by anyone, much less getting married.”

      I followed my brother from the room. He was right.

      I had made my views known to anyone who would listen.

      No interest in getting married.

      Marrying someone up here would tie me to this place and prevent me from returning to New Orleans.

      There was only one problem with these assertions I’d repeatedly made over the past year or so.

      I’d just spoken to a man that I did actually want to meet.

      A man I might want to get to know.
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      I got up early the next morning after a sleepless night and made my way downstairs to the kitchen to start a cup of coffee.

      Following my conversation with the phantom girl, Isabella, I’d gone up to bed.

      I’d spent too long talking to Grandpa about time travel. So much that it had started to mess with my head.

      Since Grandpa had no creamer, I poured coffee into a mug and added two packets of sweetener I found in a drawer.

      I’d been dreaming, I decided, as I stirred the coffee.

      I’d imagined the chiming clock, the voices, the music.

      And I’d imagined the conversation with the girl named Isabella.

      There was no other logical explanation. It had been one of those lucid dreams.

      Sometimes when I was in the middle of writing a screenplay, if I had writer’s block, I’d dream a solution.

      Though I had to admit that I had never dreamed anything as clear as that conversation I’d had in the dark with a young lady named Isabella.

      Only I wasn’t in the middle of writing anything new at the moment. I was in the middle of working with the crew filming something I’d written months ago.

      My… dream… was simply a manifestation of all that talk of time travel.

      I’d dreamed the clock. I’d dreamed the voices.

      And damn it, I’d dreamed the girl.

      I didn’t even know what she looked like, but I had held a conversation with her. About Sophia mostly.

      I smiled at Isabella’s trouble with suitors and how she’d been hiding from handsy, self-absorbed, mind-numbingly dull men.

      It could be the start of a good idea for a movie if done right.

      Good movies had started with less from my subconscious.

      I took my coffee mug and went back into the study.

      I went around and sat down at the desk where I’d fallen asleep last night and looked around for a chair the girl could have been sitting in.

      She’d been sitting over to the left. Somewhere between the desk and the door. There was nothing there but Grandpa’s old trunk.

      The only chair in the room was over to the right.

      Maybe she’d been sitting on the trunk… but I think I would have seen her. Surely. Even in the shadows.

      I shook my head, stood up, and went to stand at the window.

      There was something I had been meaning to do anyway.

      I’d been meaning to dig through Grandpa’s old leather trunk.

      He’d told me it was okay to look at anything I wanted, so I took him at his word.

      Kneeling in front of the trunk, so old it would have made a perfect movie prop, I opened the lid and let it fall against the wall.

      There were lots of letters and some needlepoint—samplers—someone had taken the time to painstakingly create. I took a moment to appreciate the handiwork. As good as any machine could do. Brightly colored flowers. Birds. Butterflies.

      I carefully moved those aside, looking for something, though I wasn’t quite sure what exactly.

      But when I found a stack of black and white tin photographs, I knew I’d found what I was looking for.

      Taking a pair of reading glasses out of my shirt pocket, I sat back on my heels, and began to go through, looking closely at each one.

      I looked carefully for an image of my sister.

      If she’d gone back in time, surely there would be some evidence. Some photo of her somewhere.

      Apparently she’d had three or four children, something I had trouble imagining for my sister who had never even had so much as a serious steady boyfriend.

      Some of the photographs had names written on the back. It was mostly faded, but I could make out some of the names. None of which I recognized.

      After going through about ten of the photographs, I came to a portrait of a young lady. She had long brunette hair pulled up on top of her head, a few long strands escaped to frame her face.

      She had classically beautiful features. High cheek bones. Long lashes. And she photographed like a movie star.

      Holding my breath, I turned the photograph over for a name or a date.

      It was blank.

      With a sigh, I sat back on my heels.

      I knew what I’d been hoping.

      I’d been hoping she was Isabella.
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      The next morning, I sat in the parlor watching the flames greedily licking at the logs in the fireplace. One of the logs fell off the others, sending sparks up the chimney.

      My cousin, Emma, sat at the piano playing what sounded like a waltz. A much more lively tune than I would have chosen.

      I picked up the embroidery hoop in my lap and stabbed the needle through the cloth. The hoop held the material taut, almost too taut. I’d had one rip once, so I was careful.

      Needlepoint was a questionably productive activity to begin with. I didn’t want to have what I’d done so far go to waste.

      I held up the design. This one was of yellow daffodils. I’d add a couple of blue and green butterflies along the top for some added color.

      I would much rather be reading a book. My mother, however, insisted that a lady be proficient at several skills, needlepoint and piano included, in order to attract a husband.

      She struggled to understand how I was content to sit through an entire day, from sunup to sundown reading a book.

      But those days were the best. Especially those cold days that started off with frost on the ground, like today, and stayed chilly, unlike today.

      May was like that. It could start off with perfectly chilly weather, frost on the ground, but it could go either way. Hot and sultry or perfectly comfortable weather.

      Though others would disagree, I found it to be hotter up here in the northern part of Mississippi than it was in New Orleans. The air was more still up here. Less breezy.

      My thoughts wandered their way around and settled at the same place they had been since last night.

      On Cameron. I didn’t even know what he looked like, but was the most interesting man I’d ever talked with.

      We’d been talking about his sister when he simply vanished. I had to confess that I had kept looking for him since that night. But neither of my brothers who were at the party had ever heard of him.

      I hadn’t had a chance to ask Nathan, my other brother about him because he was with his new wife. But the first time I saw him I would ask him.

      Nathan had lived up here longer than any of the rest of my immediate family had. Long enough to build himself a house within walking distance and besides that, he’d married a Becquerel. Perhaps he had met him.

      It was possible that Cameron was even some of his wife’s people.

      “Isabella?” Mother asked. “Are you going to answer me?”

      “What?” I asked, startled out of my thoughts.

      “I asked what you thought about Theodore.”

      Theodore. The man mother had introduced me to right after I’d talked with Cameron.

      “I’m sure he’s a perfectly good man,” I said, just wanting Momma to leave me alone. In trust, I’d hardly paid him any mind. I had still been thinking about Cameron. I’d been looking for him, too even I didn’t know who I was looking for.

      If I could just hear his voice, I would recognize him.

      I was certain of it.

      He sounded so kind and even though I knew it was impossible, he’d sounded handsome.

      Momma was still talking.

      “That’s good,” she said because I invited him over for dinner tomorrow.”

      I dropped my embroidery hoop back into my lap and closed my eyes.

      Mon Dieu.

      Did Momma never stop?

      I had zero interest in Theodore.

      “Oh,” I said. “Maybe Theodore and Grant will get along well.”

      “I’m sure they will,” Momma said, with a gleefulness that made me apprehensive. “But even more important, I think the two of you will get along just fine.”

      There was really nothing I could say. When Momma took something in her head, there was no stopping her.

      At least there had been nothing immediately offensive about Theodore.

      Except, of course, that he wasn’t Cameron.
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      “How long will you be able to stay?” Grandpa asked after my phone chimed with a text message.

      MEGAN: Are you ok? Missed talking to you last night.

      “I’m not sure,” I told Grandpa. I could take a few days off the set without any problem. When I’d taken off down here, I hadn’t known how long I would be gone, so I hadn’t given them any expectations.

      ME: I’m good. Cell service is spotty.

      It wasn’t the truth. And I wasn’t prone to lying, but in some cases, it seemed to be called for. Like this one. I’d actually turned off my phone last night so I wouldn’t have to talk to Megan.

      It wasn’t that I minded talking to her. She was interesting enough. It was just I had a lot on my mind.

      My sister, of course, and learning that when she’d disappeared ten years ago, she’d actually gone back in time.

      That was enough in itself.

      Then there was Isabella.

      I was pretty sure I was too old to have a psychotic break. I’d have to ask my sister, Victoria, the psychologist. She would know.

      But I wasn’t ready to admit to anyone, maybe especially not her, that I’d invented a whole new person in my head.

      And this one wasn’t even a character in a screenplay. I wasn’t one of those writers who claimed to speak to their characters.

      Writers who claimed to have that happen gave all writers a bad name in my opinion. That wasn’t how it worked.

      But maybe I’d been wrong.

      Maybe it did happen that way.

      Now I found myself thinking about writing a time travel screenplay staring a woman named Isabella Laurent.

      “Stay as long as you want,” Grandpa said.

      In spite of his claim that he didn’t get lonely out here, I didn’t see how he could avoid it.

      “Thank you,” I said. “It was nice having Sophia here, wasn’t it?”

      “I miss her already,” Grandpa’s eyes misted up.

      It was hard to comprehend that Grandpa had seen my sister just days ago, yet it had been ten years since I’d seen her.

      “Are you getting along out here by yourself?” I asked. I was aware that it was a delicate question to ask, but after Sophia’s disappearance, Father and his new wife had changed their minds about moving out here.

      The house they’d started construction on was no more than a pile of rubble.

      It was going to need to be cleaned up one day.

      It looked like all this responsibility was going to fall on my shoulders.

      “I did better when Sophia was here,” Grandpa admitted. “I’m thinking of maybe looking to hire someone to come out stay with me.”

      I sighed in relief. “Not a bad idea,” I said. “Need some help looking for someone?”

      “I wouldn’t mind it,” Grandpa said.

      “I’ll get the process started,” I said.

      Helping Grandpa find a live-in caregiver was going to take some time.

      ME: I’m going to be awhile. Helping Grandpa with some stuff.

      MEGAN: Ok. Sweetie. I could hear the pout coming through the text message.

      ME: You’ll be ok until I get back.

      I turned off my phone again and slid it in my pocket. Grandpa had just given me something to do.

      And it might take me a couple of weeks at least to get him set up with someone.

      And I found myself smiling to myself.

      Staying here gave me that much more time to interact with Isabella again.

      Even if she was part of my imagination.
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      I’d been feeling antsy all through dinner. The closer it got to nightfall, the more restless I got.

      I paced across my room to the window and pressed my cheek against the cool glass.

      The full moon was hidden behind the clouds for the most part, but there was enough light that I could see the outline of the garden below. The scent of magnolia blossoms drifted through the slightly open window.

      Emma was downstairs, still playing the piano. When she stopped, finally, everyone would start heading up to bed.

      I was sharing a room with Emma since our family was boarding with the Becquerels until we could build a house of our own.

      As far as I know, that process hadn’t even started.

      Accustomed to having my own space, I took advantage of evenings like this to have some time alone.

      But tonight I was antsy for another reason.

      Tonight, as soon as everyone, especially Emma, was asleep, I was going to make my way downstairs to the library.

      I’d been thinking about Cameron all day.

      I didn’t understand what had happened to him… where he had disappeared to.

      So I was determined to return there. To see if he returned.

      The music stopped.

      Finally.

      Emma was a ham and my parents were her new audience.

      I still wore my light green day dress.

      I ran across the room, climbed into my side of the bed, and pulled the covers up to my chin.

      Emma came in, humming to herself as she got undressed and into her nightgown.

      I lay very still, waiting for her steady breathing to start telling me she was asleep.

      When I heard her first little snore, I tossed the blankets off me, and slid out of bed.

      Not daring to put on shoes, I walked across the room wearing only a pair of wool socks.

      I slowly opened the door and, staying close to the edge of the wall, made my way to the stairs.

      As I walked down the stairs, the grandfather clock began to chime the hour. It was already ten o’clock.

      Mon Dieu. They had stayed up late.

      I heard men’s voices coming from the back veranda. They were smoking their nightly cigar before bed. My Aunt Eloise didn’t tolerate cigar smoking in the house. Said it made everything too hard to clean.

      My father and uncle would go from the veranda up to bed while my brothers and cousins would go to their garçonnière for the night.

      I’d been there, to their bachelor’s quarters a couple of times, but they just drank a lot and talked a lot of rubbish.

      Not really how I liked to spend my evenings.

      After ducking into the library, I sat down in the same chair I’d sat in last night.

      It was dark, just like last night. I looked over my shoulder, toward my uncle’s desk, but couldn’t see anything.

      I adjusted my skirts, clasped my hands in my lap and waited.
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      I’d spent some time during the day making some preliminary calls to an agency that could help me find someone for my grandfather’s care.

      I’d also started work on a new screenplay. Just something I was toying with.

      I stirred the spaghetti sauce on the stovetop, then pulled a tray of garlic bread out of the oven and slid one onto a plate to hand to Grandpa.

      “Didn’t know you were such a good cook,” Grandpa said.

      “I get by,” I said. “Being a bachelor and all.”

      “I know what you mean,” Grandpa said.

      I’d never thought of my grandpa being a bachelor, but I suppose being a widower had some similarities.

      I heaped noodles onto two plates. Added sauce and cheese.

      Grandpa and I sat at the kitchen table eating in silence for a few minutes.

      “Do you ever think you hear things in this old house?”

      Grandpa set his fork down and looked warily at me.

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, twirling spaghetti on my fork. “Like maybe the clock chiming or… music.”

      Grandpa leaned back. Shook his head.

      “No,” he said. “I don’t. But I’m not one of Vaughn’s descendants.”

      “Things get complicated, don’t they? On the family tree.”

      “Don’t even try to figure it out,” Grandpa said.

      I had tried. I couldn’t help myself.

      When I didn’t answer, Grandpa looked at me sideways.

      “Don’t do it,” he said. “it’ll give you a headache.”

      I laughed.

      “You heard these things?” he asked. “last night?”

      Jonathan would know these things. He would have answers.

      “What does it mean?” I asked.

      “You carry Vaughn’s blood,” he said. “maybe you visited the past.”

      It startled me to hear him say the words out loud. My thoughts had swirled near the idea, but hadn’t formed coherently in that direction.

      “Maybe,” I said, standing up. “Can I get you something else?”

      “No,” Grandpa said. “I think I’ll just head upstairs. Turn in early.”

      I cleaned up the kitchen as Grandpa went upstairs to get some rest.

      It was definitely a good idea to get someone out here to help Grandpa. This place was too big for him to handle alone. And he needed companionship.

      With nothing left to do in the kitchen, I went back into the study and took my seat behind the desk.

      I went to work on my screenplay and quickly lost track of time.

      When I looked up again, it was dark.

      I went over to the liquor cabinet, filled a glass with bourbon, and took it back to the desk with me.

      Before going back to work, I turned on my cell phone and checked my messages. I had a message from my sister Victoria.

      She was the one who held the three of us together after Sophia’s disappearance. I would have to tell her about our sister. About the time travel.

      But not now.

      Later.

      Maybe I would call her and Mackenzie out here and we’d all talk about it. I would need Grandpa to answer questions.

      I certainly could not.

      I assured her I was well. That Grandpa well was.

      Then I dealt with the messages from Megan. All two dozen of them.

      That was the trouble with dating a movie star. She expected to be the center of my world all the time.

      Usually I didn’t have a problem with that. When I was working, she was working.

      She was the perfect arm candy.

      I assured her I was busy with Grandpa. Busy with writing. I’d let her know when I was coming back to the set when I knew. I told her all that in the sweetest way possible.

      Then I turned off the phone and got back to work.
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      I woke when the book I’d been reading fell out of my lap onto to the floor with a crash. The little candle I had lit on the table next to me to read by had gone out.

      It was quiet in the house and felt late. I must have been sleeping for some time.

      I bent over to pick up my book. It was time for me to go up to bed.

      I’d been fanciful to think that Cameron would still be here. He had no doubt returned to his own home.

      “Hello?”

      I gasped, holding the book to me like a shield.

      It was like a shield.

      “Cameron?” I asked, not believing that he was actually here.

      “Isabella.” I liked the way he said my name. It rolled off his tongue like a caress.

      “I didn’t think you were coming,” I said.

      “I’m here.”

      A logical woman would get up, light a candle, and go to him.

      But this was not one of those logical situations and I never claimed to be a logical woman.

      “Did you find your sister?” I asked, then bit my lip. Perhaps I was being insensitive.

      “Not yet,” he said.

      We sat in silence a moment and I wondered if he had disappeared again.

      “Do you live here?” he asked.

      “Sort of,” I said.

      “Sort of,” he repeated, his voice rough.

      “For now,” I clarified.

      The clock chimed the hour. It was one o’clock.

      Mon Dieu.

      I had stayed up half the night.

      If Momma knew or any of my family for that matter knew I was up in the middle of the night, alone, nonetheless, with a strange man, they would have me married to him in an instant.

      “Isabella?”

      “Yes?” I held my breath, waiting to hear what he would ask of me.

      “Did you just hear the clock chime one time?”

      “Yes,” I said, my breath catching in my throat. “Didn’t you?”

      “I did… but…”

      “But?”

      “The clock is broken.”

      “No,” I said, confused. What was he talking about? “The clock is working as it always is.”

      He was silent. I turned and squinted in the darkness, trying to see him.

      The clouds shifted, letting a little bit of moonlight shine through the window.

      I gasped as I caught a glimpse of a man sitting at my uncle’s writing desk.

      It was just a glimpse and then he was in darkness again.

      “Isabella?”

      “Yes?”

      “I need to ask you something.”

      I nodded, then remembered he couldn’t see me.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “What year is this?”

      “1853,” I said. “Why do you—?”

      A rumble of thunder overhead startled me.

      “I have to go,” I said, standing up and rushing from the out of the room to the hallway.

      I didn’t stop until I got back to Emma’s bedroom.

      I climbed into bed, careful not to disturb Emma.

      Laying very still, I stared at the ceiling, taking slow deep breaths, waiting for my heartrate to slow down.
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      I sat at the desk in darkness as thunder crashed overhead.

      I squeezed my eyes tightly closed as I tried to make sense of what I had just learned.

      Not only had Isabella—the woman born of my imagination—just told me that the year was 1853, but I swear I just saw a woman wearing a long dress, run from the room.

      I slowly put a hand on the desk, hoping to find my computer, but it was not there.

      It had happened again. Whatever it was.

      Grandpa had suggested that perhaps I had gone back in time.

      It made perfect sense as far as explanations went. My sister had gone back in past. Why not me?

      I’d heard the grandfather clock.

      My computer… my phone… were no longer on the desk.

      I’d talked to the girl—Isabella—again.

      Pushing back my chair, I stood up.

      There was only one way to figure out what was really going on here.

      I had to look around. See what I could see.

      Going around the desk, I walked across the room, following the way the girl had gone, to the door.

      Either there had been a power outage, I was dreaming, or I was in the past.

      Going down the hallway, I reached the foyer and stopped.

      A bolt of lightning flashed through the window, quickly followed by another rumble of thunder.

      I couldn’t see the grandfather clock, but I could hear it as it steadily ticked away the minutes.

      I tried to remember if I had ever heard this clock working before. I didn’t think so.

      It had been broken for as long as I could remember.

      But it was most certainly working now.

      I walked to the parlor door and looked inside. I couldn’t see a damn thing.

      Maybe this had not been the best idea.

      I didn’t have my phone with me. No flashlight of any kind.

      Putting a hand against the parlor door casing, I closed my eyes.

      “Can I be of assistance, Sir?”

      I nearly jumped right out of my skin.

      Whoever the man was, he had light.

      “Yes,” I said. “I…”

      The man held the candle out to the side so I could see him.

      He was a tall, lean black man wearing a long white cotton gown.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said. “but I heard a noise.”

      “The thunder,” I said, running a hand absently through my hair.

      “I don’t know you,” the man said.

      “Likewise,” I said with a small smile as it occurred to me that was no longer surprised to have strange people walking around my grandfather’s house in the middle of the night.

      “My name is Villars,” the man said. “I’m the butler.”

      “My name is Cameron Becquerel,” I said. “I think I’m from the future.”
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      “I need to talk to you,” I said. “about something.”

      I sat in a white wooden rocking chair on my brother’s veranda. He sat next to me in an identical chair. He’d built both of them himself.

      He’d built the house, too, with help, of course. It was a smaller version of the main Becquerel house, just much much newer.

      It was a beautiful May morning early enough that dew was still on the ground. The mournful sound of a steamboat drifted through the air from the river.

      I lifted the mug of hot black coffee my brother had handed me a few minutes ago and took a small sip. It was bitter and I hated the taste, but it woke my senses and that I liked.

      I’d walked over to my brother’s house early, specifically because I knew he got up earlier than his new wife, Sophia.

      “What do you need to talk to me about?” he asked, sipping from his own coffee mug.

      “Have you ever met a man named Cameron Becquerel?” I asked, holding my breath as I waited for his answer.

      “No. I don’t think so,” he said with a little shrug. “Why?”

      “Have you ever heard of him?” I persisted, not answering his question.

      “No,” Nathan asked again. “Why?”

      “I talked to him at the party,” I said. It was far from a lie, but very misleading. I wasn’t ready to tell my brother everything. Not just yet.

      Maybe not ever.

      “Ah,” Nathan said. “I see.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No. You don’t see.” But I thought maybe he actually saw more than I was ready to admit even to myself.

      “What’s he like?” Nathan asked.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged and hid behind my mug. “Nice.”

      “Nice?”

      “I only talk to him for a moment,” I said. “but he’s a Becquerel I thought maybe you had heard of him. Since I hadn’t.”

      “So you walked all the way over here just to ask me if I knew someone you met the other night?”

      “Don’t be mean,” I said. “I was out walking anyway.”

      My brother looked at me sideways. He knew I didn’t get up early to go walking.

      But things could change. He had. He’d moved out and gotten married.

      That was something I’d never expected him to do.

      “I’m not being mean,” he said. “It’s just I’ve known you your whole life and never once have you shown any interest in a man.”

      The heat of a blush warmed my cheeks.

      “I didn’t say I was interested,” I said. “I am merely curious. About our cousins,” I added as an afterthought.

      “It’s okay,” Nathan said. “It was bound to happen. And it’s not a bad thing.”

      “Anyway,” I said. “he asked me a strange question.”

      Cameron’s question had caused me a sleepless night and I figured either Nathan or Sophia would be the ones most likely to have an explanation.

      I didn’t have a reason for thinking that. I was merely going with my gut.

      “What did he ask you?” Nathan asked, the humor in his voice turned to wariness now.

      I looked away from him. Toward the river. I wavered. Maybe I didn’t need to ask him after all. He was making me nervous and I hadn’t even told him yet.

      “If you don’t tell me,” Nathan said. “I can’t help you.”

      I turned my gaze back to my brother’s. He was right, of course.

      I may as well ask him. I’d come all this way, after all. And he knew it.

      “He asked me what year it was.”

      Nathan wobbled his mug in his hands, nearly dropping it.

      “Are you certain?” he asked.

      “I’m not making it up,” I said with an annoyed glance to hide the spurt of fear that shot through me.

      Now I rather wished I had made it up.
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      I walked along a walking path leading toward the river. The oak trees, covered with silver moss provided a canopy of shade from the warmth of the morning sun.

      Villars had led me up to the third floor of the house to what he called a spare guest room. It had a bed which was all I really needed.

      “Sleep here,” he’d said. “we’ll talk in the morning.”

      It was pretty much all he’d said, actually, and when I woke this morning, Villars was no where to be seen.

      So I slipped downstairs and went outside.

      As soon as I stepped out the back door, any uncertainty I’d had about being in the past dissipated.

      My Maserati was gone. So was Grandpa’s truck as well as any sign of any vehicles at all.

      There was, however, a hitching post.

      The kind used for horses, not for decoration.

      I was familiar with the difference.

      I reached the river bank and just stood there, watching the sunrise.

      A paddle wheeler floated down the far side of river. From here it looked as if there were only a couple of men standing out on its decks, watching the sun rise much as I was.

      I had to reconcile myself to the idea that I was indeed in the past.

      For whatever reason, however it had happened, I had gone into the past.

      Just like my grandmother.

      Just like my sister.

      I wondered if I would see them here.

      I also could not but wonder if this was what happened after a person died. Maybe they went to another time.

      If so, then I had died in the other life. As had my sister.

      Yet if that were the case, wouldn’t a body be left behind?

      Or did only certain people, those who disappeared, travel back to the past?

      Between my analytical mind and my creative spirit, I searched for an explanation.

      Yet I knew I wasn’t going to find one.

      I knew that as much as I didn’t want it to be true, my grandfather’s explanation about the rip in time was the most likely explanation.

      I had Becquerel blood. Vaughn’s blood and that meant I carried the time travel spell that had saved her life.

      Did that mean that I, too, was somehow saved by going through time?

      Grandpa had shown me my sister’s letters. She was happily married now.

      He believed that she had traveled back in time to be with her soul mate.

      And now I knew that my cousin, Erika and Bradley, had also traveled back in time.

      Surely we must have the most convoluted family tree in the history of family trees.

      Grandpas had suggested I not try to figure any of this out.

      He was right.

      Even if I wanted to figure it all out, there was no way it was going to happen.

      If my fate was to travel through time, I wasn’t leaving a family. Except my family of origin. Grandpa and my sisters. I never saw my parents anyway.

      And I didn’t even mind leaving Megan behind.

      At least now perhaps I would meet Isabella, the girl who had haunted me the past two nights.

      Did the fact that I had traveled through time mean that I had a soul mate here in the past that I was supposed to connect with?

      And if so, was that girl Isabella?

      I told myself it didn’t matter what she looked like.

      But I knew I was lying to myself.

      I came from a culture of left and right swiping. Of Facebook and Instagram where people presented their best to attract a…. suitor.

      Isabella’s language.

      I smiled.

      All in all, I had to confess.

      This was going to be fun.
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      I paced along the porch from one end to the other as I waited for my brother to come back outside.

      He’d insisted that I needed to talk to Sophia. Right now.

      I thought about just walking away.

      But that was merely putting off a conversation that was going to happen anyway. Eventually.

      Might as well get it over with.

      I leaned against the banister of the porch, my skirt belling out behind me in the breeze.

      There was a dampness in the air, more so than usual.

      It was going to rain today.

      A bluebird landing on the ground in front of me, pecked around for a few minutes, then finding nothing to eat, flew off.

      My brother’s yard was barren. No flowers yet. I wondered if Sophia was the kind of person who would plant flowers outside or if she would rather stay indoors doing needlepoint and reading.

      Personally, without my mother nagging at me, I would spend most of my days doing nothing more than reading.

      Sophia followed Nathan out the door.

      “Good morning, Isabella,” she said, taking my hands in hers and pressing her cheek against mine.

      “Good morning,” I said. “I hadn’t intended to wake you.” I shot a glance at Nathan. “But my brother insisted that I talk to you now instead of later.”

      “Please,” she said, sitting in one of the rocking chairs and indicating for me to sit next to her. “Don’t give it another thought. Now...”

      She smiled, but I saw the nervousness behind it. “Start from the beginning and tell me everything. Please.”

      Nathan paced to the end of the porch and back, coming to lean against one of the four thick white columns, facing us.

      “There really isn’t much to tell,” I said. “I think my brother has alarmed you for no reason.”

      “Probably,” she said. “But that’s ok. It’s good to see you anyway. Have you had breakfast?”

      “Not really.” I shook my head.

      “Nathan, sweetie,” she said. “Would you bring us some toast and maybe some fruit? I’m starving.”

      “Of course.” His brow furrowed, but he pushed off the column and went inside.

      Sophia turned back to me.

      “Now. Where were we?”

      “It’s nothing really,” I said. “You may know how much I dislike parties.”

      “I didn’t,” she said. “but we’re definitely in agreement on that one.”

      “I went to the library to hide after, at my mother’s insistence, dancing with some men.”

      Sophia put a hand over her mouth to hide a smile, but the worry didn’t leave her eyes.

      “I understand completely,” she said. “So there was someone there?”

      “Yes.” I got the sense that she wanted me to tell her everything all at once. “I talked to him, but I didn’t actually see him.”

      “Why not?”

      “It was dark in the library,” I said. “And since I didn’t want anyone to find me, I didn’t light a candle.”

      That seemed like a given, but I didn’t say so.

      “You talked,” she said. “And he told you his name.”

      “He said his name was Cameron.”

      She leaned forward, searching my eyes.

      I took a deep breath and told her everything. About how we’d talked.

      Nathan brought out a tray with a stack of toast and two plates.

      “I’ll be right back with the fruit, my love” he said, kissing his wife on the lips.

      “Thanks, honey.” She said.

      I felt like I’d just intruded on a most private moment. Reminded myself that they were newlyweds.

      As Nathan went back inside, Sophia handed me a plate with a piece of toast.

      “And he told me he was looking for his sister.”

      Sophia turned a bit pale.

      “His sister?”

      “Yes. He told me she’d been missing for ten years.”

      Sophia dropped the piece of toast she was holding.
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      Traffic on the river quickly picked up, at least half a dozen steamboats and as many boats carrying freight passed up and down, communicating with each other by horn.

      Noticing the wind was picking up, I headed home.

      By the time I got back to the main house—Grandpa’s house in my time, the wind whipped the silvery moss into a frenzy.

      This was turning out to be one of those stormy springs.

      By the time the sun was up over the trees, it was already cloudy, dark ominous clouds gathering from the west.

      Two men on horseback left the stables and galloped off toward the fields. They were going to get caught in the storm. No doubt about that.

      A couple of men were outside the house, closing and securing wooden shutters. Shutters that were for more than decoration. As an architect, my sister Sophia would find that concept interesting.

      I went up the steps to the back veranda and sat in one of the rocking chairs to watch the activities. Wondered if there was anything I could to help.

      I needed to find Villars. Villars was the one who had helped me last night.

      Since I was a stranger here, I didn’t think it was a good idea to walk around inside the house.

      It was quite likely that I could get myself shot.

      Lightning flashed in the distance following by the rumble of thunder.

      Two women, dressed long belled out dresses, wearing cloaks with hoods over their head hurried down the path I had just come from minutes earlier.  A man walked with them.

      They were two far away for me to see their faces, especially since they were obscured by their hoods.

      The man said something, but I couldn’t make out his words.

      As they came closer, I began to understand some of their words.

      “A terrible storm.”

      “Stay inside.”

      I sat forward. Something seemed familiar.

      Instead of coming my way, they turned and walked toward the front of the house.

      Standing up, I went to the far end of the porch so I could hear them better.

      Just as the rain started, I heard the man say something that sent my heart racing.

      “Isabella…”

      Isabella. I’d found her then. In the past.

      Then he said something else.

      “You sound like Sophia.”

      Sophia. My sister.

      Had I found her, too?

      I started to go after them, but the rain opened up and they started to run.

      With the storm crashing around me, I went inside, through the back door.

      I’d intercept them this way. If my sister was here, she could vouch for me to hopefully keep me from getting shot for intruding.

      And… I would get to meet Isabella in person.

      A bolt of lightning flashed around me just as I stepped inside.

      Then I heard The Weather Channel music coming from the television in the kitchen.

      I froze.

      I was not in the past anymore.
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      After I’d told Sophia that Cameron was looking for his missing sister, she had excused herself and gone inside.

      When Nathan came out, holding a plate of fruit, I’d just shrugged.

      “She went inside,” I said.

      A few minutes later, Sophia came back out wearing a cloak and carrying another for me.

      “Where are we going?” I’d asked.

      “To the main house.”

      Wearing our cloaks, we’d hurried over to the main house, but we’d still gotten caught in the rain.

      With our cloaks hanging up to dry, the three of us sat in the parlor. Sophia and I sat on the sofa while Nathan stood at the fireplace, propped on one elbow.

      He watched his wife closely.

      “There’s something you two aren’t telling me,” I said as the storm crashed over us. I knew my brother.

      Sophia leaned forward and lowered her voice.

      “This is going to come as a surprise,” she said.

      “Okay.” I shrugged. “Just tell me.”

      Sophia and Nathan exchanged a glance.

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

      “The—what?” I looked from her Nathan, wearing a blank expression, and back again. “You jest.”

      “No,” Sophia said. “I’m not jesting. Have you ever known me to jest?”

      I shook my head. No. I had not. In the few times I’d ever talked to Sophia, she was one of the most serious people I’d ever met.

      “How can that be?” I asked. “A person can’t be from the future.”

      Nathan came over and sat on the arm of the couch next to Sophia.

      Neither of them answered me. They just looked at me.

      “Have you heard of Vaughn Becquerel?” Sophia asked.

      “Of course,” I said. “She’s our great-grandmother.”

      “She was my grandmother,” Sophia said.

      Sophia gave me a moment to absorb that. How could the same woman be Sophia’s grandmother and my great-grandmother?

      “She was born in the 1700s in France and was raised by nuns. Something happened to her parents, I think.” Sophia ran a hand through her hair. “I’m not really sure. But when she came of age, they sent her to America to marry a man who needed a wife.”

      “She knew this man?” I asked.

      “No. It was some kind of arranged marriage by correspondence. Anyway, her traveling party was attacked by Indians and she was the only one who survived.”

      “How?” I asked.

      “One of the old Indians was friendly and cast a spell to save her life. He saved her life by making a rip in time and sent her through it.”

      “What does that have to do with you?” I asked.

      “The rip in time never healed,” Sophia continued. Vaughn kept traveling back and forth through time. And she passed that gene down to her children.”

      “Her gene?”

      “It means people of her blood,” Nathan said. “Her descendants can also travel through time.”

      Her descendants.

      “Wait,” I said, looking crossways at her. “I’m also one of her descendants.”

      “We both are,” Nathan said.

      “Have you traveled through time?” I asked my brother, looking him directly in the eye.

      “Not… really.” Nathan looked at Sophia again.

      “Not really? What does that mean?”

      “It means I don’t think so.”

      I put a palm against my forehead. This was making my head hurt.

      Sophia reached out and put a hand on my arm.

      “Cameron is my brother,” she said.
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      “Good morning,” Grandpa said, as I stepped through the kitchen door.

      Standing at the counter, pouring a cup of coffee, he looked at me over his shoulder.

      “I didn’t know you were up already. Want some coffee?” he asked.

      I walked over and stood in front of the television without saying anything. There was a storm in west Texas. Coming this way.

      No storms here. Nothing, in fact, on the radar in the south at all.

      Grandpa poured me a cup of coffee and brought them both over to the table.

      “You okay?” he asked, sitting down at the table.

      “I don’t know.” I turned around and blinked, trying to focus on him.

      “Something happened,” Grandpa said. “You’re wearing the same thing you had on yesterday.”

      I glanced down. He was right. I had a regular routine. Shower. Clean clothes. Breakfast.

      Then I’d go to work whether it was on site or at home.

      “Yes,” I said. “I think it did.”

      “Sit,” Grandpa said, pushing a chair out with his foot.

      I dropped into the chair and looked at him, my thoughts in what could only be called complete disarray.

      “Where did you go?” Grandpa asked.

      “1853.”

      “Well,” Grandpa said. “Want to talk about it?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Grandpa nudged my mug closer.

      “Drink,” he said.

      I picked up the mug and tasted the strong, dark coffee. He was right. It helped.

      “Take your time,” he said. “Do you want some toast?”

      I almost laughed. I wondered how many times Grandpa had dealt with this very thing. How many times had my grandmother Vaughn or my sister Sophia come back from the past, feeling distressed and disoriented? And Grandpa was there to help them through it. To reorient and calm themselves.

      I could only imagine.

      “Yes,” I said. “Some toast would be good.”

      The Weather Channel forecast came over the television. “Today will be clear across the south. Perfect spring weather. No rain in the forecast.”

      No rain in the forecast.

      And yet. I’d just come from the rain.

      I sat quietly while Grandpa made toast.

      When he came back bearing two plates of toast, I ripped one piece in half and ate it.

      “I think I saw Sophia,” I said.

      Grandpa sat back in his chair.

      “That’s good, right?”

      I took a deep breath. Let it out slowly.

      Yes. That was a good thing.

      The only bad thing about going to the past was coming back to the future.
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      I paced across my bedroom floor. To the door. To the window. And back again.

      Emma played her annoyingly happy music on the piano.

      After three hours of sitting and talking with my brother and his wife, Sophia, I’d come upstairs to take a nap.

      Unfortunately, my thoughts had been so twisted I hadn’t slept a wink.

      Finally, I’d gotten up. Washed my face and brushed my hair.

      I hadn’t gone down for dinner.

      Villars, bless his heart, had brought me something.

      “Everything will work out,” he’d said before he walked away, closing the door behind him.

      It seemed like an odd thing to say. Almost like he knew what I was struggling with. He couldn’t though. Could he?

      The clock chimed eight times. Emma would surely be coming up to bed soon.

      I don’t know why I was so worried about it.

      I was not going down to the study tonight.

      Getting mixed up in the whole time travel thing seemed like a fruitless endeavor.

      Not that I was looking for a husband, but…

      I paced back to the door.

      The music stopped.

      Out of a new habit more than anything else, I dashed to the bed, climbed in, and pulled the blanket up to my chin.

      I replayed my conversations with my brother and Sophia. Circled back around to my conversations with Cameron.

      He was Sophia’s brother.

      From the future.

      If he was anywhere nearly as handsome as Sophia was beautiful, then he would be handsome indeed.

      They had said that the time travel brought soul mates together.

      Like Vaughn and Nathaniel. Sophia and Nathan.

      And that, I realized, was what terrified me more than anything.

      I was not in the market for a husband, much less a soul mate.

      The thought that I might be predestined to marry Cameron frightened me. It didn’t matter that I enjoyed talking with him.

      It was chilling to think that I had no control over my own destiny.

      That it was already decided.

      I closed my eyes and lay very still as Emma changed into her nightdress and climbed into bed.

      As usual, she hummed to herself.

      I rolled my eyes.

      How could anyone possibly be that happy all the time?

      She had no idea what all was happening in her own home.

      People were traveling through time. Finding their soul mates.

      And all I wanted to do was to curl up in front of the fireplace with a good book and be left alone.

      But fate, it seemed, had other ideas.

      I was not going downstairs.

      No matter how curious I was to see if Cameron was there tonight.

      I was not going downstairs.
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      I was edgy, but I still managed to make it through the day.

      I didn’t do any writing. My brain couldn’t sustain that much focus.

      I did call the home care agency again and set up two people to come out for interviews over the next few days.

      The agency emailed over their information ahead of time. Their background checks, resumes, and references.

      After printing them out, I glanced at them, then left them on the kitchen table for Grandpa to take a look at. I might study them more carefully in the morning, but I was relying on the agency and Grandpa’s preferences for the most part.

      Other than that, I did physical chores.

      I chopped firewood for Grandpa. He might not need it now, but he could use it this winter.

      Even though it could have waited another week, I got the riding mower out and made a run around the yard.

      I cooked dinner for us and watched a little television with Grandpa.

      We did not talk about the time travel.

      Things almost seemed normal. Like nothing unusual had happened. Like my sister had not traveled through time.

      Like I had not traveled through time.

      I had about a million questions, but I couldn’t even verbalize them yet. My brain was still trying to make sense of it.

      Not that it was possible to make sense of any of it.

      After Grandpa went up to bed and I was feeling a bit more relaxed, I went back into the study and pulled the photographs out of the trunk again.

      I went straight to the one of the beautiful young lady. Pulled it out and propped it against the desk lamp.

      Maybe this was a photograph of Isabella.

      I longed to know what she really looked like. To see her.

      But even more than that, I longed to talk with her again.

      I somehow felt like my going back in time had upset the balance of things.

      By eleven o’clock I knew she wasn’t coming.

      I flipped open my computer, pulled up the screenplay I’d been working on and started writing.

      It was as though the words just spilled out me.

      If writing always came this easy I’d have more jobs than I knew what to do with.

      At midnight, I saved my work and finished off a bottle of water.

      Getting up, I walked to the kitchen for a refill.

      The house was quiet, but it still breathed. I noticed the little things. Like the hum of the air conditioning. The click of the refrigerator as it turned on and off. A vehicle with a loud motor passing by on the River Road.

      Tomorrow I would talk to Grandpa.

      I needed to know if anything about the time travel was controllable.

      If it was all just random, I needed to know that, too.

      He had definitely been around it enough to know.

      With a fresh bottle of water, I went back to the desk and just sat looking at the picture of the girl.

      Classically beautiful features. High cheek bones. Long lashes.

      I was falling in love with a photograph and the voice I’d heard in darkness that I’d paired with it.
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      The next day I sat in the parlor with Momma again, doing needlepoint. It was a clear day with temperatures rising, but not yet unbearable. The men were out in the fields doing whatever it was that men did.

      I suppose they said the same thing about us. In the parlor. Doing whatever it was that women did.

      The steady ticking of the grandfather clock echoed through the house. It didn’t bother me. In fact, I took comfort from it.

      Emma had gone up for a nap, thankfully, instead of gracing us with her happy, happy music.

      “Wear your new green dress tonight,” Momma said. “It brings out the green in your eyes.”

      “Why?” I asked, stabbing at the cloth with my needle.

      “Did you forget?” she asked. “Theodore is coming to dinner.”

      “Of course not,” I said, picking up a different shade of green than the one I was using and held them up together.

      I had absolutely forgotten.

      And spending an evening with Theodore… or any other man sounded like torture.

      If I was going to spend an evening with any man, I wanted it to be Cameron.

      My fingers froze as my conscious brain heard what my unconscious brain was thinking.

      I didn’t want to spend an evening with any man.

      Courtship seemed so tedious.

      Momma had taught me so many things that, fortunately came second nature to me anyway. Like keeping my gaze down and looking up at a man from beneath my lashes.

      But doing those things on purpose. Like trying to remember how to hold my parasol. Carrying it over the right shoulder meant you can speak to me. Carrying it closed in the right hand by the side meant follow me.

      Goodness. Just say the words already.

      But I was not like most women. Most women delighted in the subtleties… the challenges of flirting.

      I couldn’t imagine ever feeling that way.

      “I’ll do your hair,” Momma said.

      It would take two hours for me to bathe, get dressed, and have Momma do my hair.

      It seemed like far too much work to do just to have dinner with a man I wasn’t even interested in.

      Perhaps, I thought as I threaded a needle with a new shade of green thread, I should take advantage of all the primping and go to the library after everyone went to bed, perhaps to see Cameron again.

      “Nonsense,” I mumbled under my breath.

      “What is it, Dear?” Momma said.

      “Nothing Momma,” I said with a little smile. “Everything is good.”

      Momma would never understand. Sometimes I felt sorry for her. She’d had three sons and only one daughter and that daughter didn’t particularly enjoy all the feminine things that Momma wanted to teach me.

      She should have had a daughter like Emma. Emma, even at a year younger than I was, loved to dress up, and already, I’d noticed her subtle flirting with men at the balls.

      Yes. Emma would have been a much better daughter for Momma.

      And I was going to be poor company, indeed, for the hapless Theodore.

      And if he was coming to court me, he would be sorely disappointed.

      I couldn’t think about much of anything other than Cameron.

      And yet I’d never even actually met him. Or even seen him, for that matter.
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      The next few days blurred together and I did mostly the same things.

      Breakfast. Work outside. Shower.

      Then after lunch, I settled down at my computer and worked on my screenplay.

      I spent some time on the phone with the movie director in Memphis, but the issues we discussed were minor and easily resolved.

      One of the interviewees from the caregiving agency came out to talk with us. She was a middle-aged woman who seemed nice enough. Qualified of course. I wasn’t sure she was a good match for Grandpa, but he seemed to think she was okay.

      I had a feeling, he wasn’t putting very much energy into the search. As long as I was there, he seemed content.

      Tonight, after our television program, Grandpa didn’t go upstairs right away like he usually did.

      “I’m going to have a glass of wine,” he said. “would you like one?”

      “Sure.” Grandpa was breaking our pattern. I liked patterns. Patterns kept me productive and kept me from dwelling on things I couldn’t understand.

      A few minutes later, Grandpa held up his glass of wine in a toast.

      “To time,” he said.

      Grandpa was not only breaking our pattern, he was bringing up the thing that I both most wanted to talk about and at the same time least wanted to talk about.

      “Have you thought any more about your experience with time travel?” he asked.

      “Some,” I said. All the time.

      “I’m assuming since you haven’t said anything,” he said. “that you haven’t experienced it again.”

      “I’d tell you,” I said.

      Grandpa nodded. “We need to figure out what to do about Sophia.’’

      I knew what he meant. It was time to tell my siblings about the time travel. It could stay an open case with local law enforcement, but the family deserved to know.

      “I know,” I said. “I’ll set it up tomorrow. Have them come out. Maybe this weekend. Maybe the next.”

      “You don’t seem to be in any hurry,” Grandpa pointed out.

      “Of course not,” I said. “It makes it all so final.”

      “I’m not talking about your sister,” Grandpa said, swirling his wine in his glass. “I’m talking about you going back to work.”

      I didn’t say anything.

      “You are going back to work at some point, right?”

      I drained my glass.

      “Are you kicking me out?” I asked.

      Grandpa laughed. “Not at all. I’m just curious what you’re thinking. You’ve never stayed here more than a few days and now you seem content to be here indefinitely.”

      “I guess so,” I said, reaching for the bottle of wine and refilling my glass.

      “It’s not just about Sophia,” I said.

      Grandpa met my gaze and nodded sagely.

      “I suspected as much,” he said. “I noticed you haven’t been talking to Megan.”

      Leave it to Grandpa to notice. He believed in the time travel spell down to his core. All of it. Including the part about the soul mates.

      And I was beginning to think he was right about it.
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      After a dinner that went much more smoothly than I could have expected, we adjourned to the parlor.

      Theodore was actually a pleasant enough man. We seemed to have some things in common. I learned that he was an attorney, and as such, was well read in classic literature.

      I picked up, however, on a slight snobbishness when I mentioned that I liked to read penny dreadfuls when I could get them.

      Although two of my brothers were there—Nathan, of course, was not—as well as my parents and cousin, I somehow ended up seated on the sofa next to him.

      Emma was preparing to sit at the piano and play something dreadfully happy.

      When she stepped out of the room, I leaned over toward Momma who sat in a chair near me.

      “Momma?” I said. “Do you think it might be appropriate for me play something on the piano?”

      Momma’s face brightened. Although I was quite proficient at playing the piano, I had not played since we’d moved here last month.

      “I think that would be absolutely delightful,” she said. “Go ahead.”

      Eager to put some distance between myself and Theodore, I hopped up and went to sit at the piano.

      Settling in, I ignored Emma’s obvious surprise and ill-concealed disappointment when she came back into the parlor and found me sitting at the piano.

      Lightly touching the keys, I decided to play one of my favorite pieces, even though I was certain, although they wouldn’t say it, that it wasn’t very popular with most people.

      I started slowly, allowing my fingers to become acquainted with the keys.

      Then I settled into the music, letting my fingers fly over the keys as the grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      The chimes seemed to blend perfectly with my music.

      I lifted my head, closed my eyes, and lost myself in the soulfully, heart-wrenchingly sad music.

      Everything else faded into the background.

      I didn’t fight it when my thoughts zeroed in and settled on Cameron.

      I didn’t know how I could be so enchanted with a man I had never even laid eyes on, but I decided in that moment not to fight it.

      If I saw him again, that is.

      If I saw him again, I vowed to myself, I would be bold, go against convention and actually see him.

      Conventions, I decided were for the faint of heart.

      Besides, a man coming from the future may not have the same expectations as men like Theodore had.

      Perhaps a man from the future would be willing to discuss modern literature.

      I brought myself back to reality as I finished the piece and looked around the room.

      Theodore was speaking with Andrew and apparently they found something mutually amusing.

      As the last strains of the music faded away, I stood up from the piano and darted from the room.

      I had completed my obligations. I had been charming and sufficiently demure.

      As far as I was concerned, nothing else was required of me for the evening.

      After leaving the parlor without a word and, probably without being noticed, I put one foot on the stairs, then stopped.

      I didn’t want to go upstairs to my bedroom.
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      My fingers stilled on the keyboard and I looked up at the photograph of the girl I’d begun calling Isabella. It didn’t matter that I didn’t really know who the girl was. To me she was Isabella.

      If and when I learned differently, I would adapt my way of thinking.

      As I stared at her beautiful coiffed hair, the strains of a soulfully sad song started low, then became louder.

      My imagination was becoming much more vivid these days. Since the overhead light was on as well as the lamp on my desk, I knew I was still in the present. In my own time.

      Yet, I was hearing hauntingly beautiful piano music as it drifted through the house.

      The music settled over me, like a calming balm, and I went back to writing. I took my time, channeling my muse onto the screen through my fingers.

      Pausing, I looked up at Isabella’s black and white photograph.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      I tapped a couple of words.

      The grandfather clock.

      The broken grandfather clock.

      I slowly closed the lid of my Macbook and sat back, taking in my surroundings.

      The music had stopped.

      My fingers rested on the cool aluminum of the computer.

      The electric lights shone brightly.

      Everything seemed to be normal. Except for the clock.

      As the last chime hung in the air... I hadn’t counted them… I sat very still.

      Then I looked up from the black and white photograph to the very real, very colorful version of the girl.

      She wore her hair exactly the same as the photograph, but now I could see that she had beautiful emerald green eyes framed by thick dark lashes and plump pink lips that begged to be kissed.

      Her long dress in shades of green accentuated the green in her eyes, making them even more vibrant.

      I didn’t dare blink for fear that she would vanish.

      Perhaps I imagined it, but the girl in the photograph had come to life.

      I was still firmly in the present, yet a girl from the past stood firmly in front of me.

      It hadn’t happened as I’d expected, but my wish had come true.

      Isabella stood in front of me.

      Unless…

      “Are you Isabella?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said and I immediately recognized her voice from the two nights we had spoken in this very room. “Are you Cameron?”

      “Yes. How are you here?” I asked. “Are you real?”

      She smiled a little. “I don’t know. And as far as I know.”

      She watched me as I walked around from the desk to stand in front of her. I was a full head taller than she was, so she tilted her head to keep her eyes locked on mine.

      “Come,” I said. “Sit with me.” I swept a hand toward the loveseat on the other side of the room.

      Her long skirts swished as she turned and, deftly maneuvering the belled out skirts, she walked in front of me and ever so gracefully sat down.

      Her intoxicating scent followed her. Like magnolia blooms and sunshine.

      She swept her skirts aside for me to sit next to her.

      Seated, I studied her like an artist would study a work of art.

      She blushed and looked away.

      “May I touch your hand?” I asked.
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      “You want to know if I’m real,” I said, looking into Cameron’s sky-blue eyes.

      I had been right in predicting that he was handsome. Clean shaven with some evening stubble over his chiseled jaw.

      He had a kind demeanor and the way he looked at me made me a little weak in the knees.

      The air felt different. Cooler. And the room was lit up like daytime, yet it was dark outside. The house was quiet. I didn’t hear the clock or my family’s voices. Certainly no music and as I was leaving the room, Emma was already up, heading to the piano to play her overly happy music.

      I was not in my time.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Did he know I was from the past? It wasn’t likely. How could he possibly know? I wouldn’t have known if my own brother had not married a woman from the future.

      He immediately took my right hand as I held it out. His gentle touch sent an array of emotions through me.

      He didn’t just touch my hand, he held my hand.

      My breath hitched. Then he was holding both my hands with his and gazing into my eyes.

      I struggled to gather my scattered thoughts.

      “Do you think I’m real?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

      He brought my hands to his lips. Kissed the back of one. Then the other.

      “I’m pretty sure you are,” he said. “Can you stay?”

      “Can I…?” Could I? Did I want to? I looked down, unable to continue looking at him.

      He must have sensed my sudden confusion and emotional tumult.

      He released my hands, but he didn’t look away.

      “Say you’ll stay,” he said, with a little smile.

      I stood up, then turned back to face him.

      “How can I promise to stay when I don’t even know where I am?”

      He looked crestfallen. I’d disappointed him.

      “You’re with me,” he said. “Does it really matter?”

      “Of course it matters,” I said. But did it?

      Standing up, he stood in front of me, taking my hands again. He lightly swept a thumb over my cheek and I swayed forward, closing my eyes.

      He kissed me on the forehead.

      Then I blinked, opening my eyes again.

      We gazed into each other’s eyes as the clock began to chime the hour.

      The clock.

      I gasped and looked over my shoulder.

      Then I heard my cousin’s happy piano music coming from behind me. Soft at first, then louder.

      I felt Cameron’s hands in mine, but I didn’t feel like I was actually with him.

      I felt like I was slipping away.

      I turned back to him, but he was hazy now. It was like he was in some kind of misty fog.

      Looking down at our clasped hands, I held tighter.

      He looked startled.

      Then I blinked and he was gone.

      I was standing in the shadows of the library. Alone.

      I went to the armchair and dropped into it. The house was quiet now. Like everything had suddenly been turned off. The only sound came from the steady ticking of the grandfather clock.

      I’d been in the future. I’d met Cameron Becquerel.

      He’d asked me to stay and I’d wanted to stay, but I couldn’t. Not even with him holding my hands.

      “Isabella,” Father said, coming to the door holding up a lantern. “Where have you been?”

      “Right here,” I said, though I had just been asking myself the same thing. “Just sitting here.”

      “No,” Father said. “We’ve been searching for you for hours. I looked in here myself.”

      I put a hand over my eyes.

      “Father,” I said. “I don’t know what’s happening.”
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      As the echo of the twelfth chime of the grandfather clock faded away, I stood in front of my desk, staring into space—the space where Isabella had just been.

      I could still smell her. Magnolia blooms and sunshine.

      I could still feel her hands on mine.

      She had been here.

      And I had watched her fade away right in front of me.

      Grandpa had not said anything about this to me.

      He also had not seemed to think that Isabella would be traveling to the future. He had not said anything about more than one person traveling through time.

      I needed to find him. To ask him.

      Leaving the room, I dashed out of the library and made it as far as the foyer when my phone chimed with a text.

      MEGAN: Hi Sweetie. Guess what?

      Megan. How could she have such timing?

      I was about to put the phone away without answering.

      MEGAN: I’m driving down your grandfather’s driveway.

      Holding my phone out, I stared at it. Unable to think.

      No. Instead of going upstairs, I went to the front door and looked outside.

      The headlights of a car were indeed coming down the driveway.

      Megan could NOT be coming here. This was not okay. How did she even find me?

      And why now? Why was she here just minutes after I’d held Isabella’s hands in mine?

      Why was Megan here just minutes after I’d been with the woman I was in love with?

      Startled by my thoughts, I checked the time. It was eight o’clock.

      The clock had chimed twelve times.

      Midnight.

      Isabella had been with me at Midnight.

      But now it was only nine o’clock.

      Our time was out of sync.

      I laughed at the thought.

      That was an understatement.

      Something was happening. The present and the past seemed to be merging.

      No. That wasn’t possible. That was the creative writer in me.

      The present and past could not merge into one space.

      Could it?

      I’d been in the present, but I’d heard the grandfather clock—the broken clock—chime twelve times just as Isabella had faded away.

      Back into the past. She’d gone back into the past. I was certain of it.

      But why?

      Why had she come forward in time? And just for a brief moment? Just long enough for me to see her. To smell her. To feel her hands in mine.

      And why on earth would Megan be driving down my driveway?

      Megan’s timing was unspeakably bad.

      I did not want to see her right now. To be truthful, I didn’t want to see anyone other than Isabella.

      But I had no choice. I’d been needing to deal with this situation anyway.

      I’d been putting it off because I hadn’t been sure what I was going to do.

      But I knew now.

      I knew what I had to do.

      As I went to open the door and step out onto the veranda to greet Megan, it occurred to me that maybe that was why Isabella had paid me a visit in my time.
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      I sat in the parlor, with a blanket over my shoulders, a hot mug of tea in my hands.

      I sat with Father, Sophia, and Nathan.

      Everyone else had gone back to bed as soon as they heard I had been found safe and sound. Theodore had left shortly after dinner before my family had begun to look for me.

      Apparently, I had gone missing for at least four hours. Maybe longer, since I wasn’t missed at first.

      My family was used to me disappearing off to myself for hours at the time.

      “Tell us again,” Sophia said. “Please.”

      I understood Sophia wanted to know details. I had been with her brother Cameron.

      “I escaped the dinner party,” I said with an apologetic glance at Father. “and I went to the library.”

      “And the room was bright?” Sophia asked.

      “Not at first,” I said, replaying the events of the evening in my head. For me, it had been less than hour, so my memory was fresh.

      “It was dark when I stepped into the room. Then it slowly brightened. Like stepping outside into the sunshine.”

      Sophia nodded.

      “Is that normal?” Nathan asked.

      “Yes,” Sophia told him. “It’s the electricity.”

      Nathan nodded. Apparently that meant something to him. Something they had discussed.

      With the three of them watching me, I continued.

      “As I walked into the room, I saw a man sitting behind the desk. The desk isn’t there now. But I knew it was Cameron. I don’t know how I knew. Maybe because that was where I’d seen… rather heard… him before.”

      “How did he look?” Sophia asked.

      Unable to help myself, I smiled.

      “He looked well.” So handsome. The most handsome man I’ve ever seen.

      Sophia nodded and blew out a breath of relief.

      “And then you just talked?” Nathan asked.

      “Yes.” Then because it seemed like it might actually be important, I told them more. “He wanted to know if I was real, so he touched my hands.”

      He held my hands. But I wanted to keep that to myself for the moment.

      “That sounds like him,” Sophia said, with a smile.

      “You miss him, don’t you?” Nathan asked her.

      “Of course,” she said. “Just as you would miss Sophia.

      Father had been listening quietly.

      “There’s a reason this happened,” he said. “Time travel does not just happen for no reason.”

      My heart skittered.

      He was talking about fate.

      “Isabella,” he said. “I know you don’t want to marry. At least not right now. But we need to consider that he might be the one for you.”

      Sophia placed a hand on Nathan’s arm.

      “Oh my God,” she said. “You’re right. You and my brother are soul mates.”

      “Wait,” Nathan said. “we don’t know that.”

      But as Sophia and I looked at each other, we both knew that it could be true.

      And now that I’d met Cameron, the whole idea was growing on me.
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      I’d tried to get Megan to sit with me in the parlor, but that wasn’t her style.

      She insisted on seeing the house. At least the first floor.

      Holding my hand, pulling me along as she wandered, she didn’t even notice that I was being distant.

      “It’s so… old,” she said as we crossed the foyer.

      “Of course it is,” I said. “but it’s solid.”

      To her credit, she kept further thoughts about the age of the house to herself.

      I bristled as she stepped into the study.

      Even though I was technically Grandpa’s study, he didn’t use it, and I considered it my personal space.

      It was especially personal because this was where I had met Isabella. Where I had talked to her. Where I had held her hands.

      Releasing my hand, she went over to my desk.

      “Always working.” She lifted the lid of my computer. “What are you working on?”

      “Just playing around with an idea,” I said.

      She nodded and closed the lid. I’d noticed that if my writing didn’t involve her, she had little interest in it.

      “Who’s this?” she asked, picking up Isabella’s black and white photograph.”

      “Careful,” I said, gently snatching the photograph from her hand. “It’s very old.”

      “And she’s very pretty.”

      “She lived a long time ago, Megan,” I said.

      “So she’s your inspiration.”

      Without answering, I set the photograph back down.

      “What’s her name?” Megan asked.

      “I really don’t know,” I said. “There’s nothing written on the back.”

      Was Megan seriously jealous of Isabella? Under other circumstances, I might have found it kinda sweet.

      But not now. Not when Megan actually had a good reason to be jealous of Isabella.

      “What do you call her in your work?” Megan asked.

      “Seriously?” I asked, becoming exasperated now. “You know I don’t share my work until it’s finished.”

      “Right,” she said, whirling around and going to sit on the loveseat where Isabella had sat only minutes earlier.

      Seeing her sitting there honestly made me feel a little bit ill.

      She patted the loveseat.

      I shook my head.

      “Come,” she said with a little pout. “Come sit by me.”

      “No,” I said. “This is where I work. You know I don’t like anyone in my office space.”

      “Right,” she said. “How could I forget?”

      She got up and, still pouting, went back to the parlor.

      Now whenever I thought about meeting Isabella in the study, I’d have an image of Megan sitting there, too.

      Damn it, Megan.

      Just happy to have her away from the study, I followed.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I came to see you,” she said. “I was having trouble focusing without you there.”

      I seriously doubted that, but I could believe that she missed having me there as part of her audience.

      “I’m sure you did just fine,” I said, going to the liquor cabinet to pour myself a glass of wine. “You want some?” I asked, indicating the bottle as I uncorked it.

      “No,” she said.

      I’d never known Megan to turn down a drink, especially not a glass of wine.

      Swirling the glass of wine, I stood and watched her.

      “Something’s different,” she said.

      “You show up here in the middle of the night with no warning. So, yes. Something is different.”

      “I thought you’d be happy to see me,” she said.

      I came from the philosophy of pulling the band-aid off quickly. It was the way I wanted to be treated, so I did the same.

      “Actually, being here has given me a lot of time to think,” I said. “And I don’t think we need to see each other anymore.”

      Megan was speechless for all of about five seconds.

      “I see,” she said. “And you were going to tell me this when?”

      “I was going to tell you when I got back. After I decided.”

      “So you already knew?”

      “Come on, Megan,” I said. “Don’t make this more difficult than it has to be. You can sleep here tonight.”

      As much as I didn’t want her here, it was the right thing to do. I could not ask her to drive back alone, late at night.

      She stood up and, coming to stand in front of me, glared into my eyes.

      “You couldn’t make me spend the night under the same roof as you even if I had to walk all the way back to Memphis.”

      She picked up her handbag as she walked toward the door.

      “Oh,” she said, stopping to turn back to me. “Don’t bother coming back to the set. I’m the director now and you’re fired.”

      Well, I thought, you learn something new every day. I had not known that Megan was a bad breaker-upper.

      I listened to her slam her car door, then listened as the car traveled away down the dirt road.

      I refilled my glass of wine and sat down on the sofa.

      I had some work to do. I had to purge Megan out of my head so I could replay meeting Isabella.

      That’s what I got, I guess, for not breaking up with Megan when I first figured out when I was going to.

      The problem was, I wasn’t quite sure when that had been.

      Maybe it had been that first night when I’d first talked to Isabella.
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      Father, of course, told Momma about the whole time-travel thing. I didn’t want anyone making a big deal about it, but I was not surprised that he told her. They told each other everything.

      It would have been okay with me, except that now Momma watched me like a hawk.

      We sat together on the sofa in the parlor two days later, both working on our respective needlework.

      “Isabella,” she said, her hands idle in her lap. “You should have told me when this thing first started.”

      “There was nothing to tell,” I said, stabbing at the cloth in my hand with the little needle.

      “Okay,” she said, picking up her needle again. “I can believe that.”

      “Momma,” I said, setting my own embroidery hoop down. “Did you ever travel through time?”

      “No,” she said, keeping her gaze on the work in her hands.

      “Do you think it was because Father was already living in the same time as you?”

      Momma blew out a breath and set her needlework down. I shifted beneath her penetrating gaze, but didn’t look away.

      “Yes,” she said. “Did anything else happen in the library?”

      “What? No.” I looked away, feeling the heat on my cheeks.

      I couldn’t tell her how I’d felt when he held my hands. I couldn’t explain that. Nor could I explain the way it had made me feel when he’d kissed me on my forehead.

      But the worst of it was the heartbreak at leaving him.

      “You love him,” Momma said.

      “No,” I said. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “You will,” Momma said. “You’ll figure it out.”

      There was something in her voice that I didn’t like. I wasn’t sure what it was, but it sounded a lot like disappointment.

      “Please don’t worry, Momma,” I said. “You know I’ve never been impulsive.”

      “You’re right,” Momma said. “But Isabella. I’ve never known you to be interested in a man either.”

      “Is it so bad, Momma?” I asked before picked up my basket of thread.

      “Is what so bad?” she asked.

      “Is it so bad that I like Cameron? You seem like you’re mad at me for liking him.”

      “I’m not mad,” she said, putting a hand on my wrist. “I’m just worried. I’m worried that you’ll go through time and I’ll never see you again.”

      “I guess it’s possible,” I said, knowing it wasn’t what Momma want to hear.

      Cameron was all I could think about.

      The way he looked. The way he looked at me.

      It was all so new to me.

      I’d fallen hard and fast for him.

      And I knew that I would go anywhere to be with him even if it meant going to another time and leaving my family behind.

      I did not want to, but if it meant being with Cameron, then I would do it.

      I would leave behind a world I knew… my own people.
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      Over the next week, I broke my pattern. Instead of getting up and showering first thing, I put on my running shoes and went outside for a run.

      I hadn’t had much exercise since I’d gotten here and I was starting to feel it in my muscles.

      I stuck to the trails today, winding my way along toward the river.

      The oak trees stood guard above me, their silver moss waving like flags to spur me on.

      I reached the river and noted just how different it looked now from in the past.

      Instead of the elegant looking steamboats, there were mostly ugly rusty looking tugboats piled high with freight.

      The closer I got to the river, the more it smelled like decaying animal flesh.

      I veered away from the river toward my father’s construction site. Knowing him, he’d probably just let it sit there and decay until it rotted back into the earth.

      Maybe I’d hire someone to come out and clean it up. Just another thing to put on my list of things I was responsible for.

      Something was seriously wrong with either me or my family for putting everything on my shoulders.

      Maybe it was my fault for taking on too much.

      Besides setting up someone to clean up this mess, another caregiver was coming out to interview today. The sooner I could get that set up, the better.

      I had to contact my sister, Mackenzie and Victoria to come out here so I could tell them that our other sister, Sophia, had gone back in time so we could stop looking for her to either come home or show up dead somewhere.

      And apparently, I was now out of work, so I had to figure out what to do about that.

      I shouldn’t have trouble getting more work. It was possible that Megan could try to blackball me, but she did not have the best reputation in the industry and besides that, once people knew we’d dated, they would understand. Nothing like a woman scorned.

      It might in fact, get me some sympathy at least from my male colleagues.

      However.

      And this was a big however.

      My shoes pounded along the hard-packed earth, sending squirrels scampering and birds fluttering. I wasn’t just upsetting my pattern, I was upsetting the whole pattern of wildlife by being out here.

      I wasn’t sure if I wanted to look for more work in the industry.

      I had found my sister.

      And there were playwrights in the 1800s. A playwright was close enough to a scriptwriter to count.

      And, the most important thing was that Isabella was in the past.

      If it was possible that I could go back in time and stay there… with Isabella… then if given a choice, that was what I wanted to do.

      I had a lot of things to do here, yet, but overall, I was clearing my list. Actually my list was being cleared for me.

      I never would have suspected that Megan would become director and fire me.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I’d been trying to figure out how to resign.

      Grandpa had called me on that one when he’d asked me if I ever intended to go back to work.

      I guess the short answer was no. Not really.

      I stopped at the construction site and walked through what had been the framework of a house. Father had been building a replica of the main house to live in himself and my sister, an architect, had been helping him.

      When she’d gone missing, my father—who rarely showed any kind of emotion at all—had decided that he did not want to live here after all. Maybe, for him, that was an emotional decision.

      From what I could gather, Father’s new wife was relieved. Not too many people, especially women, wanted to come out here to live in the country like this.

      It wasn’t something most women would choose to do on purpose.

      I wondered if Sophia had given any thought to leaving her work behind. According to her letters, she was happy in the past.

      A mother.

      A car with a loud muffler went down the highway.

      There was actually a lot of work for a writer in the 1800s. It was the days of Penny Dreadfuls and dime novels. I wasn’t sure on the actual publication dates on the two. Maybe that was something I should go ahead and research. Anything I could find out ahead of time would put me that much more ahead of the game.

      I’d never actually written a novel, but I’d written a lot of screenplays. Maybe I could turn my screenplay writing skills into novel writing skills.

      It would not be a far reach.

      It was funny how my thoughts so easily flowed to picturing me in the past.

      I reached the main house. Ran up the steps to the veranda at the back of the house, then stopped and did a few stretches.

      As soon as I stepped through the back door, I could smell the coffee Grandpa had brewing.

      I went into the kitchen where Grandpa sat at the table, buried behind a newspaper.

      He lowered it when I stepped inside.

      “Out running again?” he asked.

      “Lots of things to sort through,” I said.

      “I guess so,” Grandpa said, setting the newspaper aside. “What Megan did must have come as quite a shock, I’d think.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Caught me off guard.” Though Megan wasn’t what I wanted to think about.

      “You want to talk about it?”

      “Not really.” I got up to make myself some toast. Not because I necessarily wanted it, but because I needed something to do. To distract myself.

      “You want some toast?” I asked Grandpa.

      “Sounds good.”

      I popped four pieces of toast into the toaster and stared out the window at the wind blowing through the oak trees.

      Stormy. Again. I liked stormy.

      “What time is that girl coming out to interview?”

      “Two o’clock. I think.”

      The toast popped up and I put two pieces on one plate and two on another. Got out some butter out of the refrigerator and some strawberry jam for Grandpa.

      I slid into my chair and buttered a slice of toast. Handed Grandpa the knife.

      I sat back in my chair and watched Grandpa spread jam over his toast.

      “Grandpa?”

      Grandpa looked up. Took a bite of toast. Waited for me to continue.

      “Do you know how to get me back in time?”

      “Sort of,” Grandpa said, with what I swear was a little smile. “There’s a key in the clock face keyhole now.”

      “What does that mean?” My heart rate shot into overdrive.

      “It wasn’t there before,” Grandpa said.

      “Before?”

      “Before your sister went back in time.”

      “Can the key get me back in time?” I asked.

      “I think so,” Grandpa said, sipping his coffee. “Maybe.”

      “Then it is possible?”

      “Sophia did it,” Grandpa said with a little shrug.

      That was it. My sister held the answers.

      There was only one problem. A very big problem.

      I had no way of communicating with my sister.

      The secret had gone into the past with her.
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      “You have to go,” Father said.

      I sat with Mother on the sofa in the parlor.

      We’d had a pleasantly quiet afternoon when Father came in.

      He paced in front of us. His expression even more serious than usual.

      “I’m not going,” I insisted, looking to Mother for support, but she refused to make eye contact with me.

      That meant she was siding with Father on this one.

      I had no doubt they had already talked about this. They always stuck together.

      “I know how you feel about marriage. That you are not ready to think about it.” He glanced at Momma.

      “But you will go to the ball tonight.” He turned around and strode from the room.

      Momma picked up her needlepoint.

      It wasn’t cold, but we had a fire going to ward off an unseasonable coolness.

      “Momma,” I said. “Why is Father so adamant about me going to the ball?”

      Momma dropped her hands in her lap and met my gaze.

      “He’s afraid,” she said.

      Afraid?

      “What is he afraid of?”

      Momma put a hand on mine.

      “He’s afraid of losing you.” She took a deep breath. “We both are.”

      She and I had already had this conversation once. About her not wanting me to travel through time.

      I think she knew I would do it. That I would do whatever it took to be with him.

      “Momma,” I said. “Making me go the ball tonight won’t stop me from loving Cameron.”

      “I know,” she said. “But he’s been here… in this time… maybe he can come here instead of you going there.”

      She was talking like it was just a matter of hopping on a train to go to a different time.

      “It’s just happens, right? There’s no way to control it.”

      “I… no,” she shook her head. You… need to talk to Sophia.”

      “I’ve already talked to her.”

      “I know, but I think there might be something you haven’t talked about.”

      “Like what?”

      Momma clasped her hands together in her lap and leaned forward, keeping her voice low.

      “I think Sophia might know how to make the time travel happen.”

      “What? Why do you think that?”

      “Just talk to her again,” Momma said, shaking her head.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll talk to her… again.” I picked up my canvas.

      “But Isabella?”

      “Yes?” I looked at Momma.

      “Tell her about Cameron.”

      “She knows—”

      “No. Tell her how you feel about Cameron.”

      “But he’s her brother.”

      “Tell her,” Momma said. “If you don’t, she can’t help you.”
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      I drove into town the next day. Not for any particular reason. I just needed to put the top down and drive.

      It felt good to have the wind on my skin and the warm sun on my head.

      I took the curves maybe a little bit faster than I should have, but I felt alive. More alive than I had in a really long time

      I parked my Maserati on Main Street and it got me a lot of looks. Not too many red sports cars in downtown Natchez.

      I whistled to myself as I walked along the sidewalk, not heading anywhere in particular.

      It was a little odd, walking by myself and without a purpose.

      I was usually either working or going somewhere specific or I was with someone. Lately that someone was usually Megan.

      I was good for me to get away by myself. Without her. Without anyone.

      It allowed me to do a kind of reset. To remember who I was.

      I was not a Hollywood prima donna. At my core, I was basically a simple man. With basic needs.

      I needed a good place to live. A computer to write on.

      And I wanted a family.

      The thought came unexpected and unbidden.

      I’d been caught in my career over the past few years and I hadn’t given much thought to anything other than work.

      But being with Grandpa these weeks… basically living with him… had given me a new perspective on what was important in life.

      He’d had Vaughn, my grandmother, and they had a good life together. I could see that Grandpa had no regrets.

      I didn’t want to have any regrets.

      A store, aptly named The Haberdashery, looked interesting, so I stepped inside. The store, cool inside, was empty. Apparently shopping for hats was not a very popular pastime at the moment.

      The story I was playing around with was set partly in the 1800s, so I was curious enough to try on some different styles of hats.

      This one definitely had a variety.

      I didn’t see anyone behind the counter or on the floor, so I took the opportunity to try on some of the hats.

      First, I tried on a fedora. Checked myself out in the mirror. It wasn’t half bad.

      I put it back on the shelf and picked up a black top hat.

      For some reason, it made me smile.

      I set it on my head and immediately stood a little taller.

      There was something about a top hat that made a man stand out from the others.

      I decided to wear the top hat around while I was in the store. To get a better feel for it.

      I added a walking stick to my new outfit and moved along to the back of the store to browse some basic shirts.

      A young woman came out from the back.

      She stood behind the counter watching me with a little smile.

      “That suits you,” she said. The woman had a bit a French accent that I found endearing.

      “You think?” I doffed the hat, feeling quite dashing.

      “I do think so,” she said, coming out from behind the counter.

      The woman was petite. Dark hair. Smoky eyes.

      “You’ll need one of these,” she said. Handing me what looked like a white scarf.

      “Thank you,” I said, taking the silk scarf and looking dubiously at it.

      “It’s a cravat,” she said.

      “Ah.” Now it made sense. “I don’t have anywhere to wear it.”

      “You will,” she said.

      Now that she was closer, I noticed that her eyes were actually a deep green.

      Before I had time to contemplate the vague statement, she moved on.

      “Are you shopping for a particular event?” she asked or just looking around?”

      “I’m just looking around,” I said. “Nothing in particular.”

      The young lady stayed beside me as I browsed the shirts.

      “I should put the hat back,” I said, taking it off my head.

      “No.” She held up a hand. “Please don’t. I like seeing you in it. Besides,” she said with a little smile. “It’s good for business.”

      I grin at her as a young couple walked in and started trying on hats.

      “Maybe,” I said. “It’s kind of slow today.”

      “It’s always slow,” she said.

      “Have you been in business long?” I asked, setting the hat back on my head.

      “Seems like forever,” she said with a little shrug.

      “I understand.” I nodded toward the couple. “Do you need to help them? I’m okay.”

      “They’ll be alright,” she said, not taking her eyes off mine.

      It was oddly disconcerting and comforting at the same time.

      “I think I’ll take the hat,” I said.

      “Good choice.” She smiled and held out her hand. “I’ll get you a hat box.”

      I started to tell her I’d just wear it, but I remembered I was driving a comfortable.

      I followed her to the counter.

      “Do you want the walking cane and handkerchief, too?” she asked as she pulled out a flat hat box and put it together.

      “Do you recommend them?” I asked. Her opinion suddenly meant a great deal.

      “I do,” she said, placing the hat in the box. “So much so that I’ll throw in the cravat.”

      I handed her the cravat and she tucked it inside the box with the hat.

      “Pretty soon you’ll be selling me a tux,” I said.

      “You don’t need one. At least not right now,” she said. “The hat, cane, and cravat will do you just fine.”

      The woman, I decided as I handed her my credit card, was too good at her job. I’d come in for a hat—to try on hats—and I was leaving with not only the hat, but also a cane and a complimentary cravat thrown in.

      “What are you going to do?” She asked as she created a receipt on the computer to print out.

      “I don’t really know,” I said.

      She put the hat box in a large handled paper bag, wrote something on the receipt before placing it in the bag, and came around to hand it to me.

      It was a nice touch. She was good.

      “Try the window,” she said before she walked off, going over to help the young couple.

      As I walked toward the front door, I looked to the display window, looking for an answer to what she was talking about.

      The woman looked oddly familiar, but there was no way I could possibly know who she was.

      Finding no obvious answers in the display window, I walked back to my car, suddenly ready to get back to Grandpa’s house. I’d been gone long enough.

      Having had enough of the wind, I hit a button to put the top back up.

      I started the motor, but before driving off, I opened the bag and pulled out the receipt.

      I fully expected to see her name. Maybe a quickly scribbled thank you.

      Instead, her note read Follow your heart.

      A rather odd statement to write on a receipt. But I supposed that any woman who had the guts to open a haberdashery in Natchez could afford a little eccentricity. It was to be expected at any rate.

      The cravat was listed for almost two hundred dollars with a credit right beneath it.

      That was quite a discount. I hoped she didn’t get into trouble for doing it.

      I turned on the radio to drown out my thoughts and headed back to Grandpa’s house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            36

          

          
            ISABELLA

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophia and I sat on the balcony of her upstairs sitting room. She claimed it was her favorite room in the whole house. I could see why. She had a perfectly wonderful view of the river from here.

      A steamboat, packed with women wearing long colorful dresses, floating past on the river blew its whistle, sending a mournful wail across the water. Traffic on the river was much louder here than it was at the main house. Occasionally, when the night was quiet and the wind was right, I could hear the whistles from here.

      Sophia handed me a hot mug of tea. I sipped it, letting the warmth take some of the chill out of me. My chill wasn’t from the weather, it came from within.

      After talking with my mother, I’d walked over to Sophia and Nathan’s house. I would have just enough time to spend about an hour, then I had to go back to get ready for the ball that I did not want to go to.

      I was still halfway planning on finding a way out of it. Just didn’t know what that was yet. Something that wouldn’t cause my father undue anger.

      If I had to go, I would just go. Get it over with.

      “You’re here to talk about the time travel,” she said.

      “Yes. Momma said you might know something I don’t. Something that could maybe help it happen.”

      Sophia inhaled sharply.

      “Maybe,” she said, turning away to stare out the window. “But unfortunately, it won’t help you.”

      Disappointment washed over me. More than I had expected.

      “It’s okay,” I said.

      “No.” Sophia looked back at me, her eyes moist with unshed tears. “It’s not okay. It’s you. And my brother. You’re supposed to be together. And I feel like I should be doing something to help. But I don’t know what it is.”

      I reached out. Put a hand over.

      “Please don’t distress,” I said. “If we’re soul mates. Fate will find a way to put us together. Right?”

      “Right.” She took a deep breath. Looked away again. “My grandpa would know what to do. If I could just talk to him.”

      The grandfather clock—a replica of the one in the main house—began to chime the hour.

      “I have to go,” I said. “My father insists that I go to the ball tonight. As much as I don’t want to go, I haven’t found a way out of it.”

      “I understand,” she said, turning back to me. “Don’t give up hope. Like you said. Fate will find a way for you to get together. If it’s supposed to happen.”

      “Do you think it will?” I asked. “Really?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I have faith. I never gave up hope that I’d be with Nathan. And here we are.”

      Before leaving, I leaned over gave her a quick hug.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “Have fun at the ball. No one can expect you to look for a husband. Not when we all know where your heart is.”

      Her words warmed my heart.

      It helped that Sophia understood. Father may not agree with her sentiment, but Sophia had enough conviction for my entire family.

      I could endure the ball. Just knowing that I wasn’t expected to have to flirt and look for a husband, I could get through it.
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      Grandpa was sitting in a rocking chair on the veranda when I got back. I’d told him I was going for a drive, but hadn’t said how long I’d be. I hadn’t even known.

      I parked and got out of the car, then grabbed my shopping bag from the passenger side.

      “You weren’t gone very long,” Grandpa said as I took the stairs.

      “Long enough,”

      “You went shopping,” he said.

      Now I felt guilty for not taking him with me or at the least calling to see if he needed anything while I was in town. Grandpa didn’t drive any, so I was feeling more than a little insensitive.

      I hadn’t been planning on sharing what I tried to convince myself were no more than props, but I found myself pulling my new purchases out and modeling them for him.

      I draped the cravat over my neck and put the top hat on my head.

      “I don’t how to tie it,” I said holding up the ends of the cravat.

      “Come here,” Grandpa said, standing up. “It’s not much different from a tie.”

      He took the cravat, adjusted it, did an over and under, a loop, then tucked it into my shirt collar.

      “There,” he said, stepping back. “You look quite debonair.”

      “Where did you learn how to do this?” I asked.

      “Your grandmother.” He shrugged and sat back down.

      “Right. Of course.” I grabbed the cane and tucked it beneath my left arm.

      “Very good.”

      “It would look better with a tux,” I said.

      “You don’t need that yet,” he said.

      “That’s what the young lady said.” I froze and searched his face.

      This was too bizarre. Too coincidental.

      “What was her name?” Grandpa asked, looking at the name splashed across my shopping bag.

      “I didn’t get it,” I said.

      Grandpa nodded. “Did she say anything else,” he asked.

      I handed him the receipt.

      “Follow your heart,” he read aloud. “Sage advice.”

      “But it hardly seems relevant.”

      “Maybe you just have to put it all together.”

      “Maybe.” I set the cane down, took off the hat, and sat down in the chair next to his.

      It was most unsettling.

      “If you get the opportunity to go back in time,” Grandpa said. “You have to go. Don’t worry about me.”

      My heart broke at the thought of leaving Grandpa here all alone.

      “I still have to talk to Mackenzie and Victoria.”

      “I know,” he said. “but I can do it if I need to.”

      “You’re trying to run me off again,” I said, teasingly.

      “Not on your life,” Grandpa said. “But you have to live your life. Do what’s right for you.”

      I knew he was right. It made me sad to think about leaving Grandpa, but I knew that if I found a way back to Isabella, I would take it. I had to.
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      “May I claim one of your dances?” Theodore asked as he dropped onto the chair next to mine.

      I raised an eyebrow at his informal and thus inappropriate request to dance. He was supposed to stand in front of me and request the honor of a dance. But I suppose that since the party was in his parents’ home, he thought the rules did not apply to him.

      Another reason why I was happy I had not agreed to have him court me. Conventions were very important. And purposely disregarding them was a slap in society’s face.

      I lifted the dance card strapped to my wrist.

      “Unfortunately,” I said with a tight smile. “My dance card is full.”

      “That’s interesting,” he said. “since there have already been two dances and you didn’t dance either of them.”

      I lowered my dance card filled with bogus names I’d invented at random and held it close.

      “That seems quite impolite of you to point out.”

      He grinned.

      “I suppose I should be content that you haven’t run off yet.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Dancers twirled around the dance floor, smaller than the one at the Becquerel house, I noted with some pride.

      Both my mother and father had agreed that I was not required to dance with anyone if I didn’t want to.

      “You do know,” Theodor said. “that the purpose of attending a ball is to dance. It’s impolite to attend and not dance.”

      “Is it not also impolite to ask casually for a dance?”

      “Then I suppose we are both equally impolite.”

      “You are a cad,” I said.

      He laughed.

      “Don’t worry.” He stood up and bowing politely in front of me, kept his voice low. “I’m sure you’ll find someone who overlooks your poor breeding.”

      I clamped my mouth shut to keep from further pointing out he was the one with poor breeding.

      My brother, Nathan, reached my side as Theodore walked away.

      His physique was similar to Cameron’s, but he was so completely different.

      “Is he bothering you?” Nathan asked.

      “He’s not worth worrying about,” I said, but I was quite happy to see my brother.

      Nathan sat beside me.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. My brother and Sophia rarely attended social engagements. They preferred to stay to themselves. No one faulted them for it since they were still within the realm of being newlyweds.

      “Sophia wanted to speak with you.”

      “Where is she?” I asked, looking past him.

      “She’s outside in the carriage,” he said. “waiting for us.”

      “We should go then,” I said quickly grasping at the excuse to leave the ballroom.

      As I followed my brother out the front door, I saw Theodore standing in front of another young lady, bowing slightly before accepting her dance card.

      The cad obviously knew good manner. He just chose not to use them with me.
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      I sat at the desk, my screenplay open on my computer. My top hat sat on one side of my computer and my sister’s letters on the other.

      I told myself I was using them for inspiration, but in truth I knew that I was trying to solve a puzzle. The puzzle of time travel.

      It was a mystery how and why it worked… and when.

      And with whom.

      I picked up one of my sister’s letters. They were written on a special kind of paper—alkaline—with a special kind of ink that was supposed to last centuries. Not sure how they knew that, but I wasn’t the scientist.

      Since the letters were in good shape and readable, it seemed to have worked.

      I picked up the first one and read it again for the hundredth time.

      

      Dear Jonathan,

      

      If you are reading this letter, then you know that I have gone back in time. It worked.

      I so hope you found this letter. It makes me happy that you know I’ve made it to the past safely.

      I didn’t get to say goodbye and I’m sorry for that. But we talked about this and I know you understand. Still I miss you terribly and wish that you were here with me.

      Please tell the rest of the family that I love them.

      Take care of yourself and know that I love you.

      

      Sophia

      

      Sitting back in my chair, I analyzed the words.

      It worked.

      Grandpa was right. She had known how to go back in time.

      And she and Grandpa had set it up for her to leave this letter for him behind the window frame.

      He’d found it as soon as she had gone missing.

      How had he known?

      I tapped absently on my computer keyboard, letting my thoughts wander.

      Then Grandpa returned to the window frame, twice more to find more letters from Sophia written over the years. I didn’t let myself think about what it meant that she now lived—had lived—in the past.

      The window frame was like a kind of mailbox.

      A person could go there at any time and possibly find a letter from Sophia.

      My fingers froze.

      Go there at any time.

      Then I remembered the woman’s words. The woman from The Haberdashery.

      Try the window.

      I pushed back in my chair, dashed from the room, and took the stairs two at the time.

      Breathing heavily, I knocked on Grandpa’s door.

      Sophia would know about me by now. About me and Isabella.

      She would know.

      And she had the answer.
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      I sat in the carriage across from Sophia and Nathan.

      Sophia’s face was slightly flushed.

      “Are you alright?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said, with a quick glance at Nathan. “I’m wonderful.”

      I sensed that there was something she wasn’t saying. Nathan just shrugged when I looked at him questioningly. Apparently he did not know what it was either.

      “Isabella,” she said. “I think I may have figured out a way for this to work.”

      “For what to work?” My heart raced with possibilities.

      She put a hand on my shoulder.

      “But first I need to know something,” she said, looking into my eyes.

      “Okay,” I nodded.

      “I understand that you don’t know my brother very well.”

      “True.” I nodded, biting my bottom lip. But sometimes love only took an instant.

      “I need to know how you feel about him. Truly feel about him.”

      I closed my eyes. Sophia was asking me for a reason. I sensed it was a very important reason.

      My eyes were moist when I opened them and met her gaze again.

      “He’s all I can think about. I only came tonight because my father insisted.”

      “You love him?”

      I nodded.

      “You’re in love with him?”

      I nodded again.

      I thought about him constantly. Replayed the moments we’d had together. Imagined what it would feel like to be reunited with me. Daydreamed about a future with him.

      “Even though I know we may never be together, I can’t fight it.” I blushed at my own words, but I kept going. I sensed that this was very important. Otherwise, she and Nathan would not have sought me out tonight. They would have waited.

      Sophia nodded.

      “I can’t stop thinking about him. He’s the only man I’ve ever wanted to be with. The only man I’ll ever want to be with.”

      “I think I know how to help you,” she said, with excitement in her voice.

      I blinked back unshed tears.

      “There is a key,” she said. “But it’s in the future. The key can be used to go through time. I didn’t have to use it, but I know a way to use it.”

      “How do you know this?” Nathan asked.

      “Vaughn,” Sophia told her husband.

      “Vaughn? What? How?”

      “I’ll tell you later.”

      “Isabella,” she said. “Do you want me to help you?”

      “Yes,” I said. “of course. When?”

      “There’s no time like the present.”
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      I hadn’t been in the guest room since I’d been here.

      It hurt me too much to be in the room Sophia had called her own. But now I had good reason to be here.

      I brought a straight back chair over for Grandpa to sit on and I knelt on the floor.

      He handed me his little pry bar.

      “This is it?” I asked, indicating that section of the window frame that had been recently repaired. I already knew it was. Not only had Grandpa pointed it out to me, but the wood was a different color.

      I was nervous. Both nervous and excited.

      And the damn thing felt bittersweet.

      I might find a way back in time to be with the woman I could not stop thinking about. Isabella.

      At the same time, I’d be reunited with my sister. But if this worked, I would never see Grandpa again.

      “Go ahead,” Grandpa said.

      I wiped my palm on my jeans and nodded.

      Then I carefully slipped the little prybar beneath the wood.

      The new wood lifted easily without breaking. Grandpa had not nailed it very tightly.

      I suspected he’d known that he would be back.

      If I were him, I’d probably check the damn thing at least once a day.

      But Grandpa had an enormous amount of patience. Something I had not developed yet. Or maybe it was just because this could be a life changing event for me.

      A little folded piece of paper fell out.

      I picked it up off the floor with trembling hands and handed it out to Grandpa.

      “Nope,” he said. “This one’s yours.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Too many signs for it not to be.”

      “Okay,” I said, carefully unfolded the paper. It was more of that alkaline paper and special ink.

      

      Dear Grandpa and Cameron,

      It took me awhile to figure out how to get this information to you. Now it just seems crazily simple.

      

      “Sounds like Sophia,” I said, with a little smile.

      “It’s her,” Grandpa said, looking over my shoulder.

      I kept reading.

      

      I don’t know if this will work to go back in time, but it worked to get me from the past to the future. I was going to try it, but I didn’t have to.

      By the way, Grandma Vaughn is the one who told me this. Here’s what she told me:

      Put the key in the clock. Then in the second between the lightning flash and following thunder, turn the clock back one hour.

      I really, really hope this works. If it does, we’ll see you soon.

      Isabella and I are waiting.

      Love you both,

      Sophia

      

      I handed the letter to Grandpa. Waited while he read the letter.

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “It sounds so simple.”

      “Nothing simple about it,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      He took off his glasses and looked at me.

      “Now you have to wait for a thunderstorm.”
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      I walked alone on the dirt road toward the house. Large oak trees, laced with silvery strings of moss, canopied the road.

      It was early morning, before anyone else was up. Something I did every morning now.

      I liked the alone time. Liked having time to think my own thoughts without anyone else’s opinions intruding on mine.

      It had been three months since Sophia had written the letter and put it inside the window frame. A genius idea.

      It was hard to imagine someone finding her letter nearly two hundred years in the future, but she was convinced they would.

      She already had one letter in there, so she just added this one next to it and nailed the frame back down.

      So now I waited.

      Cameron had to get the letter first.

      Then he had to wait for a thunderstorm.

      There were so many unknowns. So many variables.

      He had to still be there at the house to get the letter. Sophia had explained that her brother didn’t live in the house with their Grandpa.

      And… this was one I kept to myself. He had to want to come back in time. He had to care enough about me enough to give up his career… his work… everything… to come back in time.

      It almost felt like too much to ask of anyone. What would he do here?

      Sophia said he was a writer. But not books. Something sort of like plays, she’d said.

      She hadn’t told me much. Said he could explain it better. When he got here.

      She was convinced that he would come back in time.

      But I wasn’t so easily convinced.

      Whatever would be would be.

      If he did not come back, then I would become an old maid.

      I did not mind. Not really. I would definitely prefer to have Cameron come back, but if he didn’t, I would content myself with my books, needlepoint, and piano.

      I would not marry anyone else.

      I couldn’t do that.

      Not when there would always be a chance that he could come back in time.

      According to Sophia, for her, at least, time travel had not been linear.

      It could be twenty years before he got her letter and found his way here.

      Or he might not come now, but decide to come later in life.

      He might decide to wait. Even if he came back when we were in our old age, I would be here for him.

      He had not asked me to wait.

      Some would say I was wasting my life.

      But I refused to compromise. There was only one man for me.

      One good thing had come out of this. My parents had stopped pressuring me to find someone to marry.

      I picked up my pace.

      There were dark clouds coming in from the southwest.

      I wanted to get back home before the bottom fell out of the clouds.
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      Waiting for a thunderstorm took some pressure off me.

      Knowing what I was waiting for gave me something concrete to grasp in a universe that had no logic.

      So I locked myself into a routine. Go for a run. Breakfast with Grandpa. Shower.

      Then I buried myself in my work. I didn’t even care that I was technically out work. At least as much out of work as a writer could be.

      I had enough money saved up that I didn’t have to worry about it for a long time to come.

      I’d had my belongings packed up, my furniture sold, and my condo in California put up for sale.

      Now my belongings were on a truck on their way over here. I really didn’t know what I was going to do with it all.

      Probably just go through it and toss it.

      But there might be a few things in there that I wanted to keep.

      Or to give to someone else.

      I’d tried to set up a time when my other two siblings could come here so we could talk about the whole time-travel thing, but one or the other of them was too busy every weekend. I was okay with it, really.

      The thought of trying to explain time travel to Mackenzie, a psychologist, especially made me nervous.

      So I did not push.

      Grandpa hired a young lady to come out three times a week to help his out. He reserved the option of having her come out more.

      The plan was to get her trained, then after I went back in time, she could come out every day.

      We’d told her that I was going to be traveling soon. For work. Something everyone understood and no one questioned.

      I kept the Weather Channel on all the time. And I became something of an expert in the weather. I got to the point that I could actually feel dampness in the air before a rain.

      But there had not been a single storm since the day we’d gotten the letter from Sophia explaining how to make the time travel happen.

      I was ready. I was ready, but time was not.

      So I lost myself in my work.

      In the evenings, after Grandpa and I finished television, I spent an hour or so reading. Mostly on American history.

      I did not want to go into this blind.

      Maybe it wasn’t fair for me to go back with knowledge of what was going to happen.

      I mostly wanted to know what was going on in the 1830s so I didn’t come across as a complete idiot. I wanted to be up on current events. As current as a man could be on something hundreds of years in the past.

      It seemed like a lot of history got rewritten over time, so it was hard for me to know what was accurate and what wasn’t.

      I kept the photograph of Isabella on my desk… and made it the screensaver on my phone. I memorized every feature.

      She inspired my writing, though I had to admit that I never expected anything to come of what I was writing.

      When I did go to the past, I wouldn’t be taking my manuscript with me.

      So I wrote specific instructions for what to do with it when I was gone and tucked it under my computer.

      Then I tucked all that depressing stuff away and focused on my future that just so happened to be in the past.

      Today as I was coming back from my morning run, my phone chimed with a weather alert. I had five weather apps on my phone, so I didn’t miss any updates.

      They didn’t always agree with each other.

      But all five of them were going off.

      I dashed upstairs and jumped into the shower. It threw off my routine, but I couldn’t risk not being ready.

      Gathering up my top hat, cravat, and walking cane, I took them downstairs to leave next to the clock.

      I checked to be sure the key was still there, then went into the kitchen.

      Grandpa sat there reading the newspaper, looking as though nothing was the least bit different.

      I forced myself to be calm. It wasn’t the first false alarm I’d had.

      I was just ready for it to be the last.

      “Did you see the weather?” he asked.

      “Got five different alerts,” I said, pouring myself a cup of coffee.

      “The Weather Channel is blowing up with alerts, too.”

      I see that, stopping to look at the radar.

      “This might be it,” I said.
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      The house was crowded with people wearing decorative masks over their eyes.

      It was the Becquerel’s annual Harvest Moon Ball. They’d added masks this year to give their party a bit of New Orleans flavor. It was kind of them, but unnecessary really, for them to work so hard at making us feel at home.

      I was the one who seemed to like it the least, but I no longer cared. In fact, I was grateful that we had moved. If we had not moved here, I would not have met Cameron.

      I stood at the punch bowl—a strawberry watermelon flavor tonight—and watched as the dancers waltzed around the room.

      I wore a lovely lavender gown tonight with a silver overlay, all belling around me in a full hoop skirt. My mask matched the dress in silver with lavender trim.

      “You should dance,” Sophia said, joining me at the punch table.

      “Sophia?” I recognized her voice. “What are you doing here?”

      “Nathan and I decided to walk over.” She shrugged. “It was an excuse to dress up.”

      “I guess it can be nice to dress up once in a while.”

      She took a cup and sipped.

      “This is good,” she said. “The weather seems warm tonight.”

      “It is unseasonable warm,” I said, grateful that she didn’t bring up dancing again.

      If Cameron were here, I would gladly dance the night away. But not with anyone else.

      A waiter came by. Offered us glasses of champagne.

      I took one of the glasses from him, but Sophia waved the server away.

      “This is good,” I said. “Would you like to try it?”

      “No,” she said, leaning forward. “I can’t have any.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m with child.”

      I gasped, then squeezed her in a hug.

      “I’m so wonderfully happy for you and Nathan.”

      “Me too,” she said. “You’re going to be an aunt.”

      I grinned. My first niece or nephew.

      “I would dance,” she said. “But Nathan is still teaching me. You’re lucky.”

      “How?” I asked warily. “You learned as a child.”

      “That is true.” I lowered my voice. “Do people not dance in the future?”

      “Rarely like this,” she said.

      “How do they dance then?”

      Sophia scrunched her nose. “Actually it looks a lot like hopping.”

      “Hopping?”

      “Sorry,” Sophia said. “Nathan is waving me over.”

      I wanted to know more about this hopping dance, but she took off through the crowd toward Nathan.

      I set the champagne down, then moving away from the punch table to get out of the way, found an empty seat on a little sofa in front of the window.

      Men and women, many of them I knew by name, but just as many, maybe more, I did not know, floated by as they glided past in a graceful waltz.

      I sighed as I imagined dancing with Cameron.

      Would he know how to dance properly or would he only know how to…hop?”

      I smiled to myself as I imagined standing out on the dance floor with Cameron. Hopping.

      I giggled behind my gloved hand, thankful no one was watching me.

      Amused by my own thoughts, I sipped my punch.

      The waltz ended and the dancers scattered, mostly toward the punch table. The music stopped as the orchestra players took a break as well.

      A man sat on the sofa next to me. I only saw him out of the corner of my eyes.

      Theodore, I thought, bristling.

      Could the man not take no for an answer?

      “Do you have any room on that dance card?” he asked.

      “Why is it you think you can be so informal with me?” Especially when he obviously knew proper manners.

      I turned and looked at him. His mask was solid black with silver trim. It actually looked like one of the ones Momma had made. I’d helped her make some of them.

      He grinned and my heart did funny little flips.

      “My apologies,” he said.

      I peered at him, my throat suddenly dry. It was hard to recognize people wearing these masks, but this was not Theodore.

      He sounded nothing like Theodore.

      Mon Dieu.

      “Cameron?” I whispered on a barely audible breath.

      He stood up, tucking his walking cane beneath his left arm and held out his right hand.

      When I lightly touched my gloved fingers to his hand, he took hold of my hand to assist me to my feet.

      He pulled me close and I looked into his unbelievably deep blue eyes. Eyes that I had fallen in love with.

      Leaning close, he whispered in my ear. “Can I have this dance?” he asked.

      “There’s no music,” I said.

      He leaned back, looking at me questioningly.

      “Really?” He asked. “Are you sure? Because I hear the most beautiful music right now.”

      I smiled.

      “Yes,” I said. “I hear it, too.”
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      Isabella and I stood together on the back veranda. The evening breeze tugging her hair loose from her up-do.

      “Where did you get that mask?” she asked, running a finger along the outside edge of my mask.

      “Your mother handed it to me. Said I couldn’t go the ball without one.”

      “I thought it looked familiar,” she said. “I think I helped make this one.”

      “I see,” I said. I was still trying to grasp the realization that turning the key had actually worked.

      As the storm came closer and closer, I put on my top hat and cravat, grabbed my cane, and went to stand in front of the clock.

      I’d used the method outlined in Sophia’s letter… right in the middle of a thunderstorm… and it had worked.

      I’d watched Grandpa vanish right in front of my eyes. But it hadn’t been him who had vanished. It had been me.

      “You need to find Sophia. Let her know you’re here,” she said.

      “I will,” I said.

      “She’s here tonight,” she said.

      I pulled her close.

      “I’ll find her in a little bit.” I took off my hat.

      “Where did you get that hat?” Isabella asked, covering her mouth with one hand.

      “Hey,” I said. “What’s wrong with my hat?”

      “Nothing,” she said. “But it’s a little bit out of style.”

      I turned the hat over and looked at it.

      “It looks like everyone else’s.”

      “Look,” she said. “the brim on yours is wider.”

      “I didn’t even notice.”

      “That went out of style two years ago.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Two years.”

      It was such a minute difference. Something only someone who lives in this time would be aware of. Isabella would notice.

      Two years ago was a long time for her.

      For me, it was early 1800s or late 1800s. Not enough differences to point out. Everyone wore a top hat until they didn’t. Next chapter in the history book.

      I looked into her beautiful emerald green eyes framed by thick dark lashes. Her plush pink lips curved into an impish little smile.

      “Can you stay?” she asked.

      I swept my thumb lightly across her lips and her eyes drifted closed in response.

      “There’s something I have to do first.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I understand.”

      She opened her eyes and looked at me so sweetly it practically tore my heart into a million pieces.

      To think that time almost kept us apart.

      I pressed my lips against hers and the earth seemed to shift beneath my feet.

      “Yes,” I said against her lips. “I can stay.”
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      After a tearful reunion between Sophia and Cameron, a reunion that brought tears to my eyes, Cameron and I walked in the garden behind the main house.

      The strong clean scent of daffodils scented the air and lively music spilled from the house.

      For the first time in forever, the happy music warmed my heart, making me feel almost giddy.

      And I was not a giddy person.

      But walking along the garden path, holding hands with Cameron, my perspective was forever altered.

      “I need to tell you something,” he said as we walked along the shadowed path a cool evening breeze wafting over us.

      “What?” I asked, looking over at him. He was so handsome. I could barely believe my good fortune in finding him.

      I truly believed that my resistance in allowing any man to court me was the universe’s way of keeping me for him.

      “I don’t have any money,” he said. “And I don’t have a job.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Is that all?”

      “Your father won’t be very happy about it, I’m sure.”

      The music changed to something more serious and I actually missed the happy music.

      “Actually, my father knows that you’re from the future,” I said. “So I don’t think he expects you to come with much.”

      “I hope that’s true,” he said. “What about you? Does that matter to you? I can probably write some stories and sell them.”

      “Your sister said you write plays.”

      “Something like that,” he said with a grin. “Maybe I’ll try my hand at a novel.”

      “You can write a novel?” I asked, in awe.

      “I might have to get you to help me learn to use a quill,” I said with a little laugh.

      “I have excellent penmanship,” I said. “I can help you.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” He grinned and kissed my fingertips.

      “My family will take care of us,” I said. “I’m sure of it. Don’t worry.”

      He stopped and, taking both my hands, stood directly in front of me.

      “I won’t worry if you won’t worry,” he said.

      “Deal.” I smiled.

      He put a hand behind my neck and pressed his lips against my forehead.

      So soft. So sweet.

      We walked and talked as the music was nothing but a lingering memory and the moon was lost behind wispy morning clouds.

      We made plans and we shared dreams.

      “I don’t ever want to say goodnight,” he said as we reached the quiet back veranda and stood at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Where will you sleep?” I asked, not wanting to say goodnight either.

      “I’ll sleep in the library,” he said.

      “I don’t want you to leave.” I grasped his hands.

      He wrapped me in his arms and tucked my head beneath his chin.

      “It’s only temporary, my love. I’ll speak with your father in the morning.”

      I nodded against his chest.

      “If one of us accidentally falls through the rip in time,” I said. “at least we know how to get back.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “I’m exactly where I want to be.”

      He pressed his hands against my face.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “And I’ll make you a promise.”

      “Okay.”

      He kissed me, then shifted back just enough to look into my eyes.

      “I promise to love you until the end of time.”

      The rest of the world faded away as he kissed me again.

      Cameron was my love and I was his. Not even time itself could keep us apart.
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      I sat on the sofa in my Grandpa Jonathan’s parlor, his cat looking up at me with obvious curiosity.

      The cat was solid white with bright blue eyes. A hairball with eyes.

      When did Grandpa get a cat, anyway?

      I didn’t need this additional piece of evidence that I had not been to visit my Grandpa enough.

      When my phone vibrated in my jacket pocket, I glanced at the round analog clock on the wall across the room.

      I didn’t have any appointments right now, but it could be a client. Or a student.

      Grandpa had stepped out to the foyer to answer his phone and I could hear him talking to someone, but couldn’t understand his words.

      The cat meowed at me.

      I gave in to what I knew was a common and irritating addiction and checked the message on my phone.

      It was not a client. It was my sister, Victoria.

      VICTORIA: Did you make it there yet?

      ME: Yes. Waiting for Grandpa to get off the phone.

      I tucked the phone back in my pocket. I’d promised Victoria that I’d let her know when I got here.

      Unfortunately for her, I was not good at that sort of thing.

      But Victoria had generalized anxiety disorder. She’d always had anxiety, but since my sister Sophia disappeared ten years ago, it had gotten worse.

      And now, we had not heard from our brother in over a month.

      That’s why I was here.

      I knew Cameron had been here. He’d sent me a text telling me that he was spending some time here with Grandpa and working on a project.

      Unlike Victoria, I hadn’t worried when I hadn’t heard from him in a couple of weeks. Cameron was like me in that way. He didn’t like to check in with others when he could take care of himself.

      But after a few days of no response from Cameron by text with calls going straight to voicemail, I had eventually called Grandpa.

      He’d talked in vague phrases, suggesting that Victoria and I come for a visit.

      But I’d asked specifically about Cameron.

      Grandpa said Cameron’s car was here, but he wasn’t.

      Since Grandpa was getting up in age and had been through a lot of stress lately—with his wife dying a few years ago, then my sister vanishing from his home—I knew I had to check on him.

      If he was getting dementia, he’d have to be moved into a facility.

      Since all us—me, Cameron, and Victoria—had careers, we could not take care of him.

      My private practice was going gangbusters.

      I’d had to reschedule a day of clients just to come here for two days. I was going to be working extra hours for at least a week, maybe two, to catch up. Some people worked five days a week with weekends off. Not me. I worked six days a week. Taught a class in the evenings and used Sundays to catch up on progress notes and prepare lectures for the following week.

      In between clients I answered student texts. While I graded online exams, I took texts and calls from clients.

      To say I had a busy schedule was an understatement.

      Victoria suggested I work on boundaries. But Victoria had never taught today’s instant gratification students, nor had she worked with clients in a crisis.

      I did not fault her for not understanding. Most people couldn’t.

      I blamed it all on the Internet. Most websites had some kind of instant chat capabilities. We, as a society, were trained to get immediate responses on most things.

      So when a student sent a message of any sort, they expected a response right away.

      Not their fault either and I didn’t judge them for it.

      I was the same way.

      But no one in my family understood.

      Hence the boundaries criticisms that came phrased all sorts of different ways.

      I did what it took to be successful.

      Even if that meant I spent twelve hours a day tethered to my electronic devices, turning them off for fifty minute intervals between clients.

      The cat meowed at me again.

      “What?” I asked. “Am I in your chair?”

      I stood up and the cat immediately jumped into my chair where I had been sitting.

      “I guess that’s a yes.”

      This was going to be an interesting visit.
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      I raced across the fallow fields, the movement of the horse powerful beneath me.

      I liked that and the feel of the wind in my face.

      And admittedly, I liked speed.

      My horse, Lightning Bug, had been with me for years. I was pretty sure he was used to my occasional needs to race across a field.

      My sister, Isabella, had named him. I’d been planning to change it to something more masculine, but I just never got around to it. So Lightning Bug had stuck.

      There were worse names as far as names went.

      I pulled on the reins, letting the horse know that we could stop now.

      We walked slowly down the dirt road leading up to the front of my uncle’s house, known as the Becquerel Estate.

      I’d grown up in New Orleans, but my family had packed up and moved here last year after a mishap with our property down there. The estate house had burned and the city house had to be sold to pay off remaining debt. There was enough money left for a new start.

      My father was in the process of building his own house on some of mother’s property adjacent to my uncle’s.

      In the meantime, we all lived in the big three-story house with my cousins.

      Even though the house was plenty big for all us—two big families—I preferred spending time at the garçonnière, my cousin’s bachelor’s apartment. But lately he had begun wanting more privacy, so I was currently living here in one of the many guest rooms in the big old house.

      As I rode beneath the large oak trees draping over the road, I thought maybe I’d go into town tonight.

      Have a whiskey. Maybe go over to Natchez Under the Hill. It was a rather dangerous place, all in all, but I liked it. I actually liked the little thrill of danger that went with going someplace my father would have my head for going.

      It wasn’t that I was rebellious. It was just that I was used to living in New Orleans. Living here in the northern part of Mississippi after growing up in New Orleans, was a big adjustment and I didn’t know if I would ever be ready to live the boring life of a cotton planter.

      Instead, I worked hard during the day and played hard in the evenings.

      Reaching the front of the house, I slid off the horse, looped the reins over the hitching post, and ran up the steps.

      My cousin, Emma, met me at the door.

      “There you are,” she said. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      Emma was rather annoying as far as cousins went. And adding to her general annoyingness, her favorite pastime was playing the piano.

      She played it all the time, especially delighting in playing for guests in the evenings.

      She was a good enough player. But sometimes sitting there listening to her playing the piano for hour after hour was worse than watching paint dry.

      “Mother is having some guests over tonight and she wants you to be here,” Emma said with obvious excitement.

      My spirits crumbled. If my Aunt Eloise wanted me here for dinner, then I would be here for dinner. Aunt Eloise was hands down the most frightening woman I knew.

      I kicked the dirt off my boots with my walking stick and followed Emma inside.

      “What time?” I asked, trying to gauge if I would have time to go into town after the guests left.

      “They’ll be here at six,” she said. “And after that, they want me to play the piano for them.”

      “Of course they do.” I tempered my response with a smile.

      So there would be more paint drying tonight and I wouldn’t be going into town after all.
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      Grandpa, apparently, had hired an assistant named Tracie.

      As Tracie brought in a tray with hot tea along with some crackers and cheese, it occurred to me that I could use an assistant myself.

      Sometimes I even forgot to eat. An assistant could help with that kind of thing.

      “Have a seat, Tracie,” I said, sitting in an armchair. “Tell me about yourself.”

      Tracie’s eyes widened.

      “Yes ma’am,” she said, sitting on the edge of a chair across from me.

      Classic type A personality, I decided.

      “How long have you been working for Grandpa?”

      “Not long,” she said. “only a couple of weeks.”

      “And you live here?”

      “Oh no ma’am,” she said. “But if you need me to, I can make arrangements to be here more.”

      “Not necessary,” I said with a smile. “What you and Grandpa have worked out is fine, I’m sure.”

      “I should go check on him,” she said.

      “Okay,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Thank you,” Tracie said, jumping up and leaving the room. “You too.”

      Tracie obviously had a lot of insecurities, but her eagerness to please no doubt made up for it.

      Standing up, I walked to the window. The cat got up and walked with me.

      “What’s your name, Kit Kat?” I asked.

      The cat didn’t answer.

      “I guess I’ll call you Kit Kat then until I find out otherwise. Seems you’re the only one who wants to listen to me at the moment.”

      Kit Kat just blinked and rubbed against my legs.

      Looked like he wasn’t really talking right now either.

      The wind blew through the trees outside, sending leaves and moss scattering across the lawn.

      Looked like Grandpa had let the yard maintenance go. Another sign that he was developing dementia.

      A few minutes later Grandpa joined me in the parlor.

      “I’m sorry, Mackenzie,” he said. “I had to take that.”

      “It’s no problem,” I said, with a smile. “I’m in no hurry.”

      Not until tomorrow anyway. Then I would be ready to go. To get home so I could catch up on some work. Get ready for next week.

      I walked over and sat back down on the sofa. Kit Kat followed, jumping up to sit next to me.

      “When did you get a cat?” I asked.

      “Last week,” he said, sitting across from me. “Tracie and I went down to the pound and rescued him.

      I quickly squashed down the little spurt of jealousy mixed with guilt that someone outside of family had to take Grandpa to the pound to rescue a pet.

      When Grandpa patted his knee, Kit Kat ran over and jumped in his lap.

      “I think he likes you,” I said.

      “He’s my buddy,” Grandpa said, rubbing the cat’s ears.

      “Good. I’m glad you have him.”

      “And I’m glad you could come. Is Victoria okay?”

      “Yes. She’s busy with work, as always.”

      “That’s how it is with doctors.”

      Grandpa got points for remembering that Victoria was a doctor.

      “So… as I said, I haven’t heard from Cameron lately. I’m getting a little concerned about him.”

      “I’m sure he’s good,” Grandpa said. “I don’t think he’s going back California.”

      “Oh.” Cameron loved California, especially his job. “What about his condo?”

      “He sold it.”

      Sold it. That was a big move. “So he moved. Do you know where he went? Is he living here with you?”

      “His car is here,” Grandpa said, giving me that vague answer about the car again.

      “Okay,” I said with utmost patience. “If his car is here, but he isn’t, how is he getting around? Did he get another car?”

      “Do you want some tea?” Grandpa asked, not answering my question.

      “Sure.” Though truthfully I would have preferred a latte right about now. Something to stall out the headache I felt coming on.

      “How often does Tracie get to come out?” I asked.

      “Three times a week,” he said.

      “That’s not very often,” I said. “If you need her to come out more often, I can help with the money.”

      “I’m not hurting for money,” Grandpa waved a hand, dismissing my offer. “Got more than I can spend. Ever.”

      “I see. So do you have plans to at least spend some of it?”

      “I’ll spend it on caregivers and on food and such. Doesn’t take much to live.”

      I jumped onto clinician alertness. If Grandpa was suicidal, then I definitely needed to intervene.

      “She and I are going shopping nest week for groceries. I don’t drive anymore.”

      I knew that. We all knew that.

      “Someone told me that,” I said. “it’s commendable that you willingly gave up your car keys.” I really didn’t know if he gave them up willingly or not, but I wanted him to think I knew that it had been willingly.

      “I don’t know about that,” he said. “But it was time.”

      “Well, if you thought it was time, then I have to agree.”

      “Getting older is not for the faint of heart,” Grandpa said, tapping his knee with the back of his hand.

      “No, wouldn’t think so. I just hope you feel good enough to move around and do what you want to do.”

      “I do alright,” he said. “Having Tracie here to help out helps. Especially without Sophia or Cameron around.”

      “Just make sure you do your exercises,” I said.

      Grandpa nodded and I got a sense he was merely appeasing me.

      I would have to spend more time with him to really know if he had dementia. Except for the way he talked about Cameron, he seemed to be holding his own.

      I needed to back up and run at it again.

      “When was the last time you saw Cameron?” I asked.

      “Come on,” Grandpa said. “Let’s make something to eat.”
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      The strains of the lively piano music filled the parlor. It had been nearly an hour now.

      I maintained that it was like watching paint dry.

      The guests my aunt and uncle had over were my brother Nathan and his wife, Sophia.

      We rarely saw them, especially now that they had the baby.

      Sophia bounced little Kenzie on her knees. The baby was fussy. Bored, I thought. The baby sounded like I felt.

      Why we had to sit here to listen to my cousin play was beyond me. We could be up, having an actual conversation while Emma played the piano in the background.

      It truly did not seem like too much to ask.

      I’d already nodded off twice. Fortunately I sat in the back, making it hard for anyone to see me.

      Finally, she stopped, stood up, and bowed.

      Everyone clapped. I clapped, too, though I had no heart in it. Reminding myself that I was glad it was over, helped with my appearance of enthusiasm.

      I slipped out the front door, grabbing a long black cloak and a top hat on my way out, and walked along the path leading to the back of the house.

      The bright glow from the full moon spilled over the magnolia bushes in full bloom and the smaller flowers growing among them. Roses. Daffodils.

      Their intoxicating scents blended together smelled like an exotic perfume.

      Out of sight of the house, I stopped and propped one foot on a wooden bench. I pulled a cigar out of my pocket and lit it.

      Inhaling the earthy scent, I closed my eyes.

      This was not my favorite way to spend an evening, but at the end of the day, my family came first.

      I put my family’s needs before my own. If I didn’t, I would have stayed in New Orleans where there was a party going on every evening.

      Clouds shifted over the moon, creating shadows over the garden. A dog howled somewhere in the distance, then a couple of dogs set off in a barking frenzy.

      I blew out a stream of smoke, then kept walking, making a lap through the trees.  As I came back around, walking toward the back of the house, I stopped.

      Emma’s music was already going again. The girl barely took a break from it.

      But. It did not sound like Emma playing. And I would know with as many hours spent listening to her play as I had, I should know.

      Emma always played bright, lively music. This music, however, was somber. I would have sworn it was my sister, Isabella, but she wasn’t here tonight. She and her new husband, Cameron, lived in a two-story townhome in Natchez.

      I didn’t know much about Cameron except that he wrote novels. That and he made her deliriously happy. It was weird that she was married now. Isabella and I had always shared the opinion that marriage was not something we felt pulled toward.

      Drawn to the somber music, I walked slowly up the back steps and cautiously made my way around the veranda to the window where the soft glow of candlelight spilled outside.

      The first thing I noticed was that the room was empty. All the extra chairs had been put away and everyone had left.

      I had not been gone so very long. Just long enough to take a short walk.

      Then I saw the piano. A young lady sitting there, her head bent over the keys.

      Surely it wasn’t Emma. The music did not sound like Emma’s.

      I moved closer, pressing my forehead against the cool glass of the French door, and squinting into the dim light just as she lifted her head giving me a clear view of her profile.

      The girl playing the piano was not Emma.

      Emma always wore her hair pulled back.

      This girl had long hair waving around her shoulders.

      And her features. Mon Dieu. This young lady was the most beautiful woman I had every laid eyes on.

      Even from here I could see her plush lips, slightly parted, her strong jawline, and her perfect nose.

      Yet she carried a sadness about her.

      Whatever it was about her, I felt like a bolt of attraction came down from the heavens and struck me with a magic love potion.

      Even as a man who liked women, this was a foreign sensation to me.

      I knew right then and there that I had to have her.
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      I sat at the piano, letting the music flow through me onto the smooth delicate keys. I hadn’t touched a piano in ages, but it came back to me as easily as riding a bicycle.

      I’d played in college. Even had a professor practically beg me to change my major to music.

      But I’d been dead set on psychology. Then as I went through graduate school, I had less and less time to play.

      Until now, I didn’t even own so much as a keyboard.

      But this old piano had always been my favorite. Built in the 1800s, it reminded me of a smooth wine, aged to perfection. Or maybe even a grand old lady, refined and regal.

      After Grandpa and Tracie had put a frozen pizza in the oven, we’d sat at the kitchen table and watched Jeopardy on television.

      I gave up on trying to get any information from him about Cameron.

      I’d back up and come at him a different way tomorrow.

      Cameron’s fire engine red Maserati sat in the back yard, locked, and I had no idea where to look for a key.

      But I knew that it was best not to press Grandpa too much. There was no point in aggravating him.

      I just needed to see how he was functioning on a day to day basis. To see how he was handling his activities of daily living.

      It helped having Tracie here. I could see that already. So many elderly people resisting having someone around to help, especially way out here where there were no neighbors. I was rather proud of Grandpa. He’d given up his car keys willingly and now he had willingly brought in someone to help him out.

      After cleaning up, Tracie left and Grandpa went up to bed early.

      Left to my own devices, I wandered around for a while. I’d walked around Cameron’s car. Maybe he’d gotten another car. There had to be a logical explanation.

      It wasn’t like there was some kind of vortex that swept people away, never to be seen again. First, my sister Sophia. Now my brother Cameron.

      Even as I told myself this, a chill went up and down my spine.

      After that, I’d followed my nightly routine. Checked my emails, then set both my phone and my iPad aside for one hour. During that hour I had a glass of wine while I read a book. I did not read on my phone or even my iPad. I read actual books that I could hold in my hand.

      I plucked at random from Grandpa’s extensive library collection. I read everything. It didn’t matter what genre. And with every book I learned something about the human psyche. After all, that’s what a book was. One person’s perspective on the world.

      As humans, we shared our collective unconscious through books and movies… Through entertainment.

      As both a professor and a psychologist, I often assigned movies to help people view emotions through a different perspective. I used them to education. I would assign books, but I had quickly learned that people were much more likely to spend two hours watching a movie than they were to invest time in a book.

      After my hour of reading and relaxation, I usually went to bed.

      But not tonight. Tonight I took my unfinished glass of wine with me as I wandered the house again. I traded my glass a wine for bottle of water. Stopped in the foyer to study the tall grandfather clock that stood next to the stairs. It stood silent as it always did. I slash across its face between the six and seven—a badge of honor earned during the Civil War.

      Maybe I would look into having the clock repaired. Someone needed to. It seemed like the house would be complete if it were ticking again… chiming the hour. I’d heard it once when I was a child. It was definitely a part of the house.

      Going into the parlor, I sat at the piano. Since Kit Kat had followed Grandpa upstairs, I was completely alone.

      I lost track of time as I played, letting my emotions run unchecked. I needed to add music back into my life. I resolved to order myself a keyboard.

      I stopped a minute to drink water, then played one of my favorite pieces. It brought to mind a mixture of love and heartbreak. After all, weren’t they intermingled?

      According to my clients, they certainly were. If I were to believe why they told me without saying it outright, I would believe that happily ever after was nothing more than a bedtime story.

      I hadn’t decided what I believed myself. I was reserving judgement.

      But right now as the music flowed through me, I believed it. I believed that love was a special kind of heartbreak that only the brave dared to experience.

      And I was not brave.

      As I neared the end of the piece I lifted my head, blinking back the tears that welled in my eyes.

      I turned toward the window as I played the last notes.

      Though my fingers kept moving, my brain froze.

      There was a man standing at the window. Watching me.

      A tall, dark, and handsome man wearing a long black cloak and a top hat.

      I should have been afraid. Would have been afraid.

      Except that he looked more like an apparition than a dangerous man. He looked like he’d walked out of the past.

      As I ended the song and the strains of the music lingered in the air, I came to a conclusion.

      Grandpa might not be the only one who needed to have a psychological evaluation.

      Perhaps I also needed to be evaluated.
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      As the music drifted through the air, the girl turned and looked in my direction. I saw the surprise as it flashed across her face.

      She blinked, but her fingers continued to fly across the piano keys as she looked at me.

      As the last strains of the music lingered in the air, I reached for the door knob of the French door and turned. It was locked.

      I whirled around and went to the back door. It was locked, also.

      Running a hand through my hair, I went back down the stairs and hurried around to the front of the house.

      The ground was dry beneath my feet and the air had an unfamiliar scent to it. Fetid and earthy.

      In the distance, a pack of dogs bayed at the moon and an owl flew away, seemingly disturbed by my presence.

      The air felt heavy and damp.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance and lightning flashed over the tops of the oak trees, tossing the gray moss about.

      I crossed the front veranda and held my breath as I turned the knob. It opened. I stepped inside and was immediately greeted by my cousin’s happy, lively music mixed with the sound of the clock as it chimed the hour.

      Crossing through the foyer, I stopped at the door to the parlor. Emma was sitting there. Happily playing the piano. My family was seated as they had been before I left them.

      My parents. My brother Nathan and his wife. Their baby still fussing, but on her father’s lap now.

      My older brother, Grant, looking about as happy as I had felt.

      My cousins. My aunt and uncle.

      Everyone who had been here when I’d stepped out for a walk.

      But the beautiful, sad girl was not here.

      Aunt Eloise, seeing me standing there, wearing my cloak and hat, glared at me.

      Mon Dieu.

      I would no doubt incur her wrath.

      Villars, the Becquerel butler, appeared at my elbow.

      “May I take your cloak and hat, Sir?” he asked.

      “Thank you, Villars.” I handed him my hat and slipped out of the cloak. “for coming to the rescue as always.”

      He nodded once, then turned. Always formal, Villars stood tall and straight. He knew everything that went on in this house. And yet I’d never heard him gossip or say an unkind thing about anyone.

      “Villars,” I called, going after him, keeping my voice low. “Did you see a young lady? With long dark hair. Um... Sad looking. Playing a sad song on the piano just now?”

      “No Sir,” Villars said with a glance toward the window.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, knowing that it wasn’t possible. It was as though I’d looked through a window into another place. Perhaps even another time.

      The girl had looked different. Dressed different.

      “It’s a good night for a storm,” Villars said.

      Turning again, he took my attire, leaving me with no choice but to go back into the parlor to watch some more paint dry.

      I did not care that my family looked at me disapprovingly. I didn’t care if my aunt’s wrath rained on my head.

      I had just seen the woman I was going to marry.
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      I stood up from the piano and walked to the French door.

      There was no one out there.

      I pressed a hand against the cool glass and watched the lightning storm as it moved in over the trees.

      I’d been overcome by emotion.

      Playing the piano again had been bittersweet. I’d allowed myself to contemplate for just a moment what my life might have been like if I’d done what my professor had begged me to do.

      If I’d taken something I loved—an art—and pursued it.

      Instead, I’d gone the safe route. My career as a psychologist was something I’d felt I  could control. I had a timeline. I’d had everything mapped out from undergrad forward.

      And I had gotten exactly where I’d set out to go.

      A career in the arts had not been in my plan. It contained a much higher level of chance. And I knew that only a few people were able to succeed to the top. The uncertainty was unmeasurable. Something I had not been prepared for.

      Piano was simply something I did because I loved it. Not to earn a living.

      Only a few people were able to earn a living with it.

      I knew that. I also knew that the only person I could count on was myself.

      As an older teen, I’d watched my mother go through a divorce.

      She’d floundered for a couple of years during that process.

      Momma had never held a job. My father had taken care of her from high school graduation on. They’d married young and my mother had her first child young.

      So she had no marketable skills for the work force.

      Fortunately, she’d met my stepfather and he had set her aright again. I know that she loved my stepfather. I also knew that she was fortunate to meet him before she was lost.

      I did not want to be like that. Ever. I wanted to take care of myself. Not to be reliant on someone else.

      So I’d kept my head down.

      Turning away from the window, I pulled myself back to reality.

      Overcome with the emotion of the music, I’d imagined someone at the door.

      For just a split second, I’d thought it was perhaps Cameron. That had been my gut response when I’d seen the man standing there.

      But the man had definitely not been my brother.

      I loved my brother dearly, but he was not as handsome as this man.

      This man was fiercely handsome. He could have stepped out of a fairly tale. Or the depth’s of a girl’s imagination.

      My imagination.

      But there had been no one there.

      Too restless to sleep, I took my MacBook into the library and settled down at the desk.

      A little metal photograph was propped against the Tiffany desk lamp.

      A photograph of a beautiful young lady, obviously taken in the 1800s… before modern photography.

      Although it was faded a bit, I could see that she was beautiful. And in some ways—maybe it was the way she was dressed—she reminded me of the man I’d seen at the door.

      I logged into my online class. Made a few comments on the student discussion boards.

      As I worked, my thoughts kept straying to the photograph.

      And to the man at the door.

      Tomorrow I would ask Grandpa about this photograph.

      It was kind of an odd thing to leave sitting out like this.

      But then everything about today had been rather odd.
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      I slid off Lightning Bug and walked along the rows of tobacco plants, bending down to touch a leaf or a bloom. Looking for anything that wasn’t right.

      The earth was still damp from last night’s storm and the rain had brought out more blooms overnight.

      The flowers were white and light pink.

      I liked the look of the soil. Rich and moist. Exactly what was required.

      My family thought of me as being irresponsible.

      I was not irresponsible. I did my work.

      As the youngest son, I had fewer expectations. Perhaps they simply saw what they wanted to see.

      Father had granted all three of his sons two acres of land to do with as we pleased. I chose to grow tobacco on mine.

      My brother Grant was offended by being given just two acres. Justifiably so since he had been in charge of a whole section of land at our country home down by New Orleans. Grant was the one who had invested his life in that land.

      Father assured us that more would be coming to us over the next few years. He had not explained his thinking, nor was he required to.

      My other brother, Nathan, had built his own textile mill on his piece of land and was already leaps and bounds ahead of the rest of us, but he’d lived up here longer than we had. He’d chosen to move here.

      My brother and I had moved here out of necessity. Followed our father without question. My sister had been the one to grumble the most. She did not leave New Orleans by choice. Ironically, she’d met Cameron and gotten married.

      Everything happened for a reason, I suppose.

      I spent my days in my little tobacco field. Not exactly what an irresponsible man would do.

      I’d hired a couple of workers to help me out, but I did most of it myself. Even with their help, I oversaw the whole process beginning with the seeds I’d planted back in November.

      My helpers only worked a couple of days a week, so today I had my land to myself.

      As I walked along the rows of young tobacco plants, my thoughts circled back around to last night.

      By the time Emma had completed her piano performance and we had all been allowed to leave the parlor, the thunderstorm was in full force around us.

      Nonetheless, I had gone back out on the veranda into the blowing wind and rain and looked in through the window. All I saw was the empty, dark parlor where Emma had played the piano.

      The beautiful young lady was not there and there was no evidence that she had been.

      It was most perplexing.

      I’d gone back this morning and done the same thing again.

      Looked inside at the parlor through the window.

      But still. No young lady. Just a parlor with no one in it.

      I was determined to find her.

      I know I had not imagined her.

      She was, however, exactly as I would imagine the perfect girl.

      I liked the way she played the piano. She played with heart and feeling. It was different from the way Emma played. Emma played with a gleefulness that would no doubt appeal to many. But in my opinion, Emma needed more practice. Alone.

      Not for an audience.

      I could not tell anyone that, of course. It would be the height of rudeness. As family, we were obligated to be her audience. Especially when Aunt Eloise insisted.

      My sister Isabella had no idea how lucky she was to live in town and not be subjected to my aunt’s whims.

      My trip to Natchez Under the Hill had not only been subverted, it no longer interested me.

      With no more than just one glimpse, the girl whose name I did not even know—and did not know how to find—had turned my world upside down.

      I pulled my knife out of my pocket and sliced off part of a leaf. Sniffed it. It was a little early to tell how it was going to turn out as a finished tobacco product, but it was exciting to see how the tobacco was going to be different up here than it had been down south.

      Looking across the fields toward the house, I wondered for the thousandth time today who the young lady could have been and where could she have gone.

      And again, I resolved to find out.
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      The next morning I stood at the window holding a cup of coffee.

      Since I hadn’t found any yogurt in the refrigerator, I had bread in the toaster.

      It was nearly eight o’clock anyway. Almost too late for breakfast.

      I hadn’t been downstairs long and Grandpa hadn’t come down yet. I knew why I’d slept in. I’d stayed up too late working. My brain had been much too unsettled to sleep. So I’d worn off my energy by working.

      And yet, still, I’d slept fitfully. Having trouble sleeping was unusual for me.

      I tended to fall asleep easily.

      That was helpful since I was a morning person.

      Not today though.

      “Good morning,” Grandpa said, coming into the room.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “You just now getting up?” Grandpa went straight for the coffeepot.

      “Yes,” I said. “I stayed up too late. Working.”

      “I get it,” he said.

      I leaned against the counter and considered.

      After last night, I had a slightly different perspective on things.

      This house had always carried a bit of mysticism. I’d sensed that even as a child.

      I had, however, written that off as a child’s active imagination. Now. Maybe not so much.

      Perhaps I shouldn’t have diagnosed Grandpa with dementia so quickly, at least not without more information.

      “You wanted to talk to me about something,” I said.

      “I did.”

      My toast popped up.

      “Want some toast?” I asked.

      “Sure.” Grandpa went to the refrigerator and pulled out a jar of strawberry jam. Set it on the table.

      I put the toast on two plates and went to the table to sit with him.

      Something slammed against the door.

      I jumped. “What was that?”

      Grandpa laughed. “It’s just the newspaper. The newspaper boy brings it around back for me.” He shrugged. “He seems to think I’m too old to walk out front and get it.”

      “An actual paper newspaper?” I asked, mostly just to give my heart time to settle down.

      Grandpa got up, went to the door and retrieved the newspaper.

      He came back, holding it up. “Remember these?” he asked.

      “Yes. I do actually. But it’s been a long time.”

      “I like the feel of the paper in my hands,” he said, sliding back into his chair and dropping the newspaper out of the plastic sleeve.

      “I’m the same way about books,” I said. “I like the way a paper book feels in my hands.”

      “Ah.” He opened the newspaper and thumbed through the sections. “We’re kindred spirits then.”

      He handed me the lifestyle section.

      I looked at him questioningly.

      “You still like this section?”

      “Sure. I’m just a little surprised that you remember.”

      “Ah, Kitten,” he said. “I’m not so old that I don’t remember things.”

      I hoped I did not look too guilty, since that was exactly what I had been thinking.

      “Grandpa?” I said. “Can we talk about Cameron?”

      “Yes,” he said. “but first I have news about Sophia.”

      “Sophia?” Sophia had gone missing ten years ago. The case had never been closed by the police, but we had all accepted the worst.
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      With the sun dropping over the trees, I poured myself a whiskey and went to sit on the back veranda. I was there to watch the sunset, as least as far as anyone knew.

      If I happened to wander over to the French doors and look inside, well then, that was no one’s business.

      I propped my feet up on the rail and watched a couple of the hound dogs run after a squirrel. They treed it and set up quite a ruckus.

      It was cooler tonight after last night’s storm. Certainly not cold, but bearable.

      In a few weeks, the heat would be oppressive. Fortunately, there was usually a breeze off the river. Not like down south, but there was a breeze.

      The door opened and my Uncle Samuel stepped outside.

      He lit a cigar and leaned against one of the wide white columns.

      “Not going into town tonight?” he asked.

      “Not tonight,” I said.

      “You’re a brave man,” he said.

      “How so?” I looked at him curiously.

      “Your Aunt Eloise might decide we need to listen to Emma playing the piano some more.”

      I laughed out loud before I caught myself, then cleared my throat.

      “I thought she was going to tan my hide last night,” I said.

      Uncle Samuel blew out smoke rings.

      “She’s not so bad. She just worries. And she especially worries about Emma.”

      Since I couldn’t think of anything kind, I didn’t say anything.

      “I’ve been meaning to ride out,” he said. “take a look at your tobacco crop.”

      “It’s coming along okay,” I said, grateful for the change of subject.

      “I knew it would,” he said. “it’s a fine piece of land.” He took in another deep puff.

      “Your father and I are going over the plat,” he said. “Trying to figure out how to best divide up the land for you and your brothers.”

      “Oh,” I said. “I didn’t know that.”

      Grant certainly didn’t know. Grant was ready to have an estate to run. Like he did down south.

      When that house had burned, Grant had lost some good workers. A couple of them had relocated up here with him. But for the most part, they had moved on to the next job.

      He wasn’t optimist about finding good help up here. Not that he had advertised yet.

      “He wants all three of you to have some riverfront property so you can build your houses.”

      I nodded. My brother Nathan had already built his house. And he had riverfront property.

      “Is there enough land to go around?”

      “Absolutely.” Uncle Samuel scoffed. “I thought your father should have told you all about the land, but he was determined that he didn’t need a dowry.”

      “My father was smart, though. He divided the land up between me and your mother. Didn’t even tell anyone. We all thought he’d just given a small part to your mother.”

      “How did you find out?” I asked.

      “He left it in his will. He wanted to make sure all his heirs were taken care of. Not just on my side.”

      “That was very kind of him.”

      “He was a man before his time, that’s for sure.”

      My thoughts wandered back to the girl I’d seen last night.

      Somehow the idea of building a house of my own had gotten tangled up with thoughts of her.

      I’d always figured I’d have a house. And a family. But I could never get a good picture in my head of what that would look like.

      But now I could.

      Now I imagined that girl sitting in the parlor of our house. Children playing at her feet.

      I shook off the thought.

      I was a confirmed bachelor.

      And she was like a siren beckoning me over onto the rocks.
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      An hour later, Grandpa and I sat around the kitchen table. The contents of a cardboard box spread out across the table.

      Grandpa had gone upstairs and brought back a shoe box half full of papers.

      He handed me a letter from Sophia first. It startled me to see her familiar handwriting. I still had handwritten birthday cards from her that I took out once a year on her birthday to look at. Reading things she had written was my own little way of honoring her memory.

      I read the letter twice. The first time for emotion. The second time to analyze the meaning.

      

      Dear Jonathan,

      If you are reading this letter, then you know that I have gone back in time. It worked.

      I so hope you found this letter. It makes me happy that you know I’ve made it to the past safely.

      I didn’t get to say goodbye and I’m sorry for that. But we talked about this and I know you understand. Still I miss you terribly and wish that you were here with me.

      Please tell the rest of the family that I love them.

      Take care of yourself and know that I love you.

      Sophia

      

      Setting the letter back on the table, I looked at Grandpa.

      “What does that mean?” I asked. “It worked?

      “It was behind the window pane.”

      “When did you find it?”

      “It was only a couple of months ago,” he said.

      I looked into Grandpa’s eyes. Trying to find an explanation.

      “I don’t understand,” I said.

      Grandpa sat back. Blew out a breath.

      “Sophia went into the past. It was only a couple of days for her, but when she returned here, it was ten years later.”

      “You knew she went back in time? Ten years ago?”

      He picked up his water bottle and drank deeply.

      I had to be careful not to push him too much. So I waited patiently for him to answer.

      “I suspected, yes,” he said. “She stayed here with me for awhile. We couldn’t tell anyone. The police… they…”

      “They wouldn’t understand?”

      He nodded. “She didn’t want them to put her in the mental hospital.”

      I smiled to myself. “That’s why she didn’t tell me.”

      Grandpa shrugged. “Probably you especially.” He slid another letter in my direction. “Here’s the next one,” he said.

      

      Dear Grandpa,

      Nathan and I are married now and we have three children. Two boys and a girl. We have another on the way. Can you believe it?

      I am so happy. When I’m not caring for the children, I sketch out house plans. I may never use them, but it keeps my mind occupied.

      All my love,

      Sophia

      

      “She’s married now,” I said, after reading this one two times, also.

      It didn’t hurt quite as much to read her words now. The initial shock had worn off some.

      “She went for him,” Grandpa said.

      “So she had a choice?”

      “Not the first time. But the second time. Yes.”

      “Is there another one?” I wanted to just get it over with so I could absorb all this.

      He slid what looked like the last one over to me.

      I took a deep breath and read it. Twice. Then a third time.

      

      Dear Grandpa and Cameron,

      It took me awhile to figure out how to get this information to you. Now it just seems crazily simple.

      I don’t know if this will work to go back in time, but it worked to get me from the past to the future. I was going to try it, but I didn’t have to.

      By the way, Grandma Vaughn is the one who told me this. Here’s what she told me:

      Put the key in the clock. Then in the second between the lightning flash and following thunder, turn the clock back one hour.

      I really, really hope this works. If it does, we’ll see you soon.

      Isabella and I are waiting.

      Love you both,

      Sophia

      

      I took a deep ragged breath and looked up at Grandpa. It hurt to swallow and had to fight to keep the tears from falling.

      “Cameron, too?”

      “Yes, Kitten,” he said. “Cameron, too.”

      I pushed the letter toward him. I hoped to God there were no more of them.

      “Cameron… and Sophia…” he said. “Both of them wanted to go back. Both of them found their soulmates back in time.”

      I wasn’t even sure I believed in soulmates, but I didn’t tell Grandpa that.

      I pulled myself together. I would deal with the emotions later. As a psychologist, I’d become good at tucking my own emotions aside until I was alone.

      “What else?” I asked. “there has to be more.”

      “Your Grandmother Vaughn was born in the 1700’s.”

      “Wait.”

      “Hear me out,” he said. “Her parents died when she was young and she went to live in a convent with nuns. When she was sixteen, they determined that she should be married so they sent her to America to marry a man who lived in Natchez.”

      “They knew this man?”

      “No. But he was a colonist and the King had women in convents sent over to be their wives. The girls were called casket girls.

      “After they arrived in America and made their way north, they were attacked by Indians.”

      I watched Grandpa as he told this story. I could tell that he believed it. Every word.

      “Vaughn was the only one who survived,” he said, staring into space.

      “How? How did she survive, Grandpa?”

      “An old Indian saved her life by making a rip in time. She fell through and landed in the future.”
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      Fortunately for everyone, Aunt Eloise did not require us to listen to Emma play the piano tonight.

      It was a relaxed, informal evening. Mother, Aunt Eloise, and Emma settled into the parlor to work on their needlepoint.

      Father and Uncle Samuel sat on the other end of the veranda, talking business. Grant stood next to me on the veranda and we shared a bottle of whiskey.

      “I hope you have a good tobacco crop,” Grant said.

      “It looks promising,” I said.

      While I chose to plant tobacco, my brother chose to go the traditional route and plant cotton.

      It actually worked well because whatever he planted, he could sell to Nathan for his textile factory.

      “So,” Grant said. “What happened to you last night?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, swirling the whiskey in my glass.

      “You looked like you’d seen a ghost.”

      I stared out at the garden, bathed in moonlight.

      As much as I trusted Grant, I wasn’t ready to tell him about what I’d seen. I wasn’t ready to tell anyone.

      “I’m already,” I said.

      Grant nodded.

      “You know,” he said. “I had my reasons for not wanting to move up here.” He pulled a cigar out of his pocket.

      “I know. You were busy running the estate. You didn’t have time to come up here.”

      “That is true,” Grant said. “But I was also wary of some of the things that I’d heard going on up here.”

      As the youngest son… and the one perceived as being irresponsible, my family did not always tell me everything that was going on.

      I was often, in fact, the last to know things.

      It didn’t bother me though. I figured that if it was something I needed to know, they would tell me. Like when the house burned and we had to sell the townhome to pay some debts. Father told me when I needed to know.

      “What kind of things?” I asked. He couldn’t just say something like that and not explain it.

      A man had to have his limits.

      “I’ll tell you what I know,” he said. “But don’t hate the messenger.”

      “Is it that bad?”

      “It worked out well enough for Nathan and Isabella.”

      I lit the cigar and inhaled deeply. Whatever it was, obviously had something to do with marriage, since both our siblings were married now. Sophia and Cameron were siblings. As were Nathan and Isabella.

      “Alright,” I said.

      “Sophia and Cameron are from a different time.”
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      Time travel was not possible.

      Not possible.

      Not possible.

      I held it together long enough to get out of the house.

      I walked down the dirt road at the front of the house. This was what everyone called the old road since Grandpa had made a new driveway that traveled along what had been the service entrance back in the old days.

      The old oak trees, hundreds of years old, were so huge that their branches dipped down toward the ground. They provided a canopy from the hot mid-day sunshine.

      Silvery gray moss decorated the branches. As I neared the highway, a car with a loud muffler zipped past.

      This old house… the old oak trees… the river… had all been here two hundred years ago. Yet everything was different now. Electricity… cars… cell phones.

      Yet two of my siblings had chosen to go back to another century. A time when there was no electricity… no air conditioning.

      Had they really believed that they had met their soulmates back in another century?

      They had given up everything. My sister, Sophia, had given up a career as an architect. My brother, Nathan, had given up a successful career as a screenwriter.

      Why?

      Time travel was not possible.

      Leaning against an oak tree, I pulled out my phone. Rescheduled my flight to Denver from later today to two days from now.

      I could handle my online classes from here.

      Then I checked my calendar and sent text messages to five clients letting them know that I was unavoidably detained. That I’d reschedule when I knew more. They all knew that I had gone home for a family matter.

      It wasn’t a lie. Finding out that your siblings had traveled back through time definitely qualified as an unavoidable circumstance.

      I needed time to figure this out. If Grandpa was delusional, he was a genius to think all this mess up.

      A grandfather clock. Lightning storms.

      Soulmates.

      He even believed that Vaughn had another husband in the early 1800s and might have even had children with him.

      I could not even imagine what a convoluted family tree that must make.

      Grandpa was a Becquerel and he didn’t carry the spell. So getting right down to it, it was really a Dupre spell, wasn’t it?

      I was putting far too much thought into this.

      If he was right, then everything I’d ever known was just… wrong.

      Up until this point in my life, especially in my career as a psychologist, I’d felt like I had a fairly firm grip on reality. I was good at helping other people sort out what was reality in their lives and what was not.

      If Jonathan had been anyone other than my grandfather, this would have been so much easier. I would have taken him to the hospital and, if necessary, place him under an involuntary hold.

      I was licensed in the state of Colorado, not Mississippi, but most people would do as I asked out of professional courtesy.

      But he was my grandfather and I did not want him to be labeled as mentally ill.

      But even more than that, an even more pressing problem, was that I still needed to know what happened to Cameron. I’d accepted a long time ago that Sophia wasn’t coming back, but to have Cameron disappear from here as well was almost too much to comprehend.

      I needed time to do more exploration before I left here.

      I could leave here with things as they stood.
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      The little white flowering plants sporting big leaves smelled like jasmine.

      I walked among the plants, letting my mind wander.

      The horn of a steamboat traveling along the river filled the air with deep mourning undertones. A flock of birds traveling north cawed as they passed overhead.

      I replayed the conversation I’d had with my brother last night over and over. Linked it with the young lady who had played the piano two nights ago.

      At first I’d thought my brother was daft or maybe even had too much to drink, but I knew Grant. I knew him well. I’d seen him in his cups and last night was not one of those times.

      I also knew that he was quite sane. And very serious. He would never jest about anything, especially not something so serious as accusing both our sister-in-law and our brother-in-law of being from the future.

      He didn’t know details. Claimed he did not want details. But he knew.

      He heard things and saw things.

      Unlike me, Grant had a tendency to stay on the sidelines and people quite frankly forgot he was there.

      Our mother described him as a man of few words.

      I’d heard her say on many occasions that it was a wonder her three boys were so different. One driven to succeed, one fun-loving to a fault, and one serious to a fault. Then there was our sister. I’d always thought she was serious like Grant, but then up and married a man—possibly from the future—and moved to town with him.

      I never would have seen that coming.

      Grant claimed he’d heard there some kind of spell. There was a spell alright. A spell that led our proclaimed independent sister to get married on her own accord.

      Now that I thought about it, both Cameron and Sophia had appeared suddenly without explanation and they both were a little odd.

      I always thought they were probably from up north. People from up north acting different from people down here, after all.

      We had some cousins who lived in Boston and I always envied their independence.

      So I had the conversation with Grant in my head and I had the image of the young lady playing the piano.

      I’d seen her. And I’d heard her.

      I had no doubt about that.

      What I did wonder was whether or not she was from the future.

      If so, how had I seen her?

      If she was like Cameron and Sophia, shouldn’t she have traveled to this time?

      I needed to clear my head. Tonight, I decided, I would go into town. Make a visit to Natchez Under the Hill. Find a willing woman and clear out my head.

      All this talk of time traveling and spells was outside my comfort zone.

      I was a simple man. I liked a strong drink. A good woman. A fast horse.

      Oh. And a good cigar.

      Come this fall, I would have my own tobacco leaves to try out.

      Yes. A simple man.

      With simple needs.
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      I sat at the desk in the study—the desk where Grandpa claimed Cameron had worked.

      His computer was still there. I opened it up, but it was password protected.

      I could not even get into Cameron’s computer to see if there were any clues to his disappearance.

      Crickets chirped and frogs croaked outside the window I’d opened up to let in some fresh air. I believed that keeping a window cracked at night was healthy so I did that, no matter if it was hot or cold.

      There was a storm brewing. I could hear the distant rumble of thunder.

      I took a sip of water and set the bottle on the desk.

      Kit Kat ran into the room like something was after him and leapt onto the desk, knocking over my water bottle. Water went everywhere.

      I hurried into the kitchen, grabbed a towel, and soaked up the water.

      “Kit Kat,” I said. “You are trouble, aren’t you?”

      Kit Kat just sat in the floor, all innocent looking.

      I picked up the computer to soak up the water beneath it. When I did, I found a letter taped to the bottom.

      I looked at Kit Kat. He just blinked at me.

      “You’re smart, too,” I said, sitting back down and carefully removing the envelope from the bottom of the computer.

      The letter inside had Cameron’s computer passwords.

      I opened the computer again.

      My hands shook as I entered his password.

      I didn’t know what I expected to find.

      Some note that he’d moved to Fiji to escape child support of a secret baby. Anything other than something so impossibly elusive as time travel.

      Instead, all I found was copies of things he’d either written or projects he was working on.

      As I scanned his computer files, the storm rolled it, bringing thunder and lightning with it.

      The logical part of my brain told me that I would have to deal with his projects, but right now I just wanted to know where he was.

      In exasperation and not a little bit of fear, I slid the computer aside and, lacing my hands beneath my chin, stared at the photograph of the girl.

      The electricity blinked out on the next bolt of lightning.

      The computer, running on battery, was the only light left in the room.

      With the way it was angled, all I could see was the photograph of the girl, glowing in the light.

      Using my phone as a flash light, I got up and found my way to the foyer.

      I stood in front of the grandfather clock, staring into blank face, ripped across the front between the six and seven.

      The broken grandfather clock that stood silent and had stood silent for over a decade.

      Reaching up, I opened the glass door and put my hand on the key.

      Put the key in the clock.

      I put wrapped my fingers around the key.

      Then in the second between the lightning flash and following thunder, turn the clock back one hour.

      I waited.

      Lightning flashed in through the window.

      Lightly touching the hour hand, I turned the clock back one hour.

      I did not hear the thunder that followed.
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      Once again, my plans were thwarted by Aunt Eloise.

      She insisted it was time to watch paint dry again.

      This time my brother and his wife managed to avoid the entertainment, so it was just me and Grant and the four parents.

      If my life depended on it, I could not say what the purpose was of Emma having an audience, especially not such a small audience.

      I sat and listened to what was supposed to no doubt be happy music, but it just grated on my nerves.

      Mother and Aunt Evelyn sat doing needlepoint. Grant sat on a chair behind us, occupying himself with whittling on a piece of wood.

      Unfortunately, I had not had the forethought to bring anything to occupy my hands. Besides, what would I bring? I didn’t whittle and I didn’t do need needlepoint.

      I went over to the liquor cabinet to refill my glass of whiskey, taking my time. Moonlight spilled over the garden and lightning bugs sparkled as they took flight.

      Except for the blasted music, it could have been a beautiful evening.

      Swirling the liquor in my glass, I leaned back against the window.

      It was too late to make the ride into town. It was just as well since thinking about the girl I’d seen through the window had become my favorite pastime, overshadowing any allure I might have to entertain myself with other ladies.

      I knew Emma’s music well enough to know when she was getting close to winding down.

      As the last strains of the music hovered in the air, I did my obligatory clapping, knowing that Aunt Eloise would look over her shoulder. Which she did. Right on cue.

      Then I slipped out through the French doors, letting the quiet cool night air wash over me.

      Tomorrow, I promised myself, I would leave for town before Aunt Eloise had the opportunity to corner me. I’d just leave the fields and go straight there.

      I should have done that tonight, but I’d come home to clean up first.

      Leaning against one of the wide white columns, I took a sip of my drink, letting it burn all the way down.

      It was good quality, but I just didn’t have the taste for it tonight.

      I was restless.

      I’d planned to go into town, to release some steam, but Mother had asked us to keep the peace while we lived in Aunt Eloise and Uncle Samuel’s house. I understood that.

      But I was a grown man, for God’ sake.

      At the heart of it, none of that was what really bothered me. It was nothing I wasn’t used to enduring.

      Family came first. Even if I was as irresponsible as everyone thought—which I was not—I would still put family first.

      One of the old Becquerel hound dogs—I believe his name was Charlie—came up to the edge of the veranda and started barking at me.

      “What is it, Boy?” I asked.

      The dog turned, took a couple of steps, and barked again, looking back at me.

      What the—?

      I’d never seen a dog act like quite like this.

      It was like he was asking me to follow him.

      When I didn’t move, he turned back facing me, sat on his haunches, and started barking again.

      “Alright,” I said. “I’m coming.”

      I set my glass on the wide wooden railing and went down the steps to the lawn below in the darkness.

      The dog stood up, wagged his tail, and started walking again.

      “Okay,” I said, following the dog to the edge of the woods. “Whatever it is, I’m coming.”
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      Instead of thunder, I heard piano music coming from the parlor.

      I winced as the player’s hands stumbled over a key.

      Then my brain caught up. There was no one in the parlor.

      Grandpa was upstairs taking a nap. There was no one else in the house.

      Then, as I stood there trying to make sense of all this, the grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      It chimed two times.

      The broken grandfather clock.

      As the chimes faded away, the piano player continued to pound on the keys.

      Pounding was an apt description.

      Turning slowly toward the music, I faced the parlor, lit by candlelight.

      A young lady sat at the piano. I counted four other people, a man and woman sitting together on one sofa and another woman sitting on a chair with a man standing behind her, resting his elbows on the back of the chair.

      They were all dressed in antebellum attire. Formal jackets on the men, long full dresses for the women. One of them wore a bright sky blue dress, the other wore one in light green.

      Then I saw a man sitting by himself off to the side, his attention focused on something in his hands.

      None of them saw me.

      I felt like I was looking through a window into the past.

      But there was no window here to look through.

      A hallucination?

      Moving over toward the stairs, I sat down.

      Waited for it to pass.

      What would I tell a client to do?

      I would tell them it was probably a brief psychotic episode. A hallucination mixed with a delusion.

      I took a deep breath.

      It could happen to anyone.

      A missing brother.

      Grandpa talking about time traveling to the past.

      So my brain put it all together to give me hallucinations. Visual and auditory.

      Definitely full blown.

      But it would pass.

      It’s not real.

      It will pass.

      And my brain would reset.

      That was it.

      I needed to lie down. Rest. Take a nap. When I woke, it would be forgotten.

      Simple enough.

      It could happen to anyone.

      I stood up and walked up the familiar stairs. When I reached the landing window, I saw that the storm had passed and moonlight spilled across the lawn.

      A man walked behind a dog toward the oak trees at the edge of the lawn. Another person who wasn’t supposed to be here.

      I continued up to the second floor. Apparently the electricity was still out. I stepped inside the guest bedroom where I slept.

      It looked different. The large four-poster bed, high off the floor, covered with mosquito netting. So high there was a stool to climb up onto it. A large leather trunk at the end of the bed.

      A least my hallucinations and delusions were consistent.

      When I did something, I did it right, I thought as I used the stool to crawl up into the bed covered with an unusually coarse wool blanket.

      A tactile hallucination added to the mix.

      Interesting.

      I pulled the blanket up to my chin and closed my eyes.

      Breathe deeply. Let it out slowly.

      It will pass.
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      Turns out Charlie was a girl dog.

      She led me straight over to a heap of brush just off the path and proudly showed me three newborn puppies.

      “Look at that,” I said, looking down to see what she had. “Charlie. You’re a good girl.”

      Charlie settled down next to the squeaking puppies, looking rather pleased with herself.

      “What do you want me to do?” I asked, kneeling down next to the puppies.

      I patted Charlie on the head. “I’ll bring you some food,” I told her.

      When I stood up to go, Charlie stood up, too, and whimpered.

      She barked once.

      “What?” I ran a hand through my hair, considering. “You want to take them home?”

      She barked once.

      “Okay.” I knelt down again and one by one gathered up the puppies in the crook of my arm. They were so unbelievably tiny and fragile.

      With the glow of the moon guiding my way, I carried the puppies back to the house, Charlie trotting along at my heels.

      With my little group, I went up the steps to the far corner of the veranda and carefully set the puppies down on the floor.

      Charlie barked one time, then settled in next to her babies and nudged them close to nurse.

      I watched in awe at the whole thing. How Charlie was not only such a good mother, but she had led me to the puppies so I could bring them up here close to the house.

      They needed a blanket.

      Stepping in through the back door, I realized I had forgotten all about Emma’s piano recital.

      Her music filled the house. I slipped upstairs to the storage room and found an old quilt that would do just fine.

      Taking it back downstairs, I grabbed some left-over chicken from the dining room, put it on a plate, and carried it outside for Charlie.

      She jumped up and started eating like she hadn’t eaten in weeks.

      I sat there with her, picking up each squeaking puppy, one by one to look them over. They were perfect.

      Eventually the piano music stopped and it was quiet except for the croaking frogs, the chirping crickets, and the coyotes baying in the distance.

      I was of half a mind to take Charlie and the puppies inside the house, but Aunt Eloise’s wrath kept me from following my instinct.

      Satisfied that it was safe to go inside the house now without being confronted on where I’d been, I went back inside.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour as I reached the foyer.

      The legend, I decided, of the time travel was just that. A legend. And nothing more.

      Exhausted, I climbed the stairs again, going straight to my room this time.

      Without even lighting a candle, I slid out of my clothes and climbed into bed.
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      I always slept on my left side on the left side of the bed. It was just a thing I did. Otherwise I could not sleep.

      Sometime in the night, I woke in complete darkness.

      I was warm and comfortable. So comfortable.

      Then my eyes flew open in shock.

      I was not alone in the bed. Instead I was snuggled next to a warm, teddy bear of a man with a hard chest. His arms, wrapped securely around me. He smelled like a swirl of tobacco, something earthy, and… dog?

      I was certain I had gone to bed alone.

      But I was not alone. Not anymore.

      I lay very still. Thinking back through the events of last night.

      The clock. The key. The people in the house.

      My delusional hallucination.

      I had somehow fleshed out a hallucination. Auditory. Visual. And tactile.

      And now the tactile part had most definitely taken on a whole new dimension.

      This was a rare type of schizophrenia.

      One so intricately fleshed out that it seemed real in every way.

      But it’s not real.

      My mind was tricking me.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated on my breathing. It’s what I worked on with my clients. Taught my students.

      It was supposed to work.

      The man shifted, pulling me more tightly against him, my back to his front.

      I was pretty sure he wasn’t wearing any clothes.

      Now I knew how John Nash must have felt.

      The man starting by kissing the curve of my jaw.

      It’s not real. It’s not real.

      I relaxed. Knowing that he was bound to go away soon.

      But he did not go away.

      Instead, he trailed kisses along my jaw all the way to my ear lobe. Then he kissed me across the cheek, stopping just shy of my lips.

      He shifted us so that I was lying on my back with him on his side.

      The clouds drifted, letting in moonlight.

      Opening my eyes, I saw a most handsome man. The perfect jaw. Perfect eyes. Perfect lips.

      And the way he looked at me was spellbinding. He looked at me like I was the most beautiful woman in the entire world.

      It was a magical moment.

      Of course it was. It was my hallucination.

      Everything would be perfect.

      As he ran his knuckles across my cheek, I turned toward him.

      This was my hallucination. And I could do whatever I wanted to in it.

      It had already lasted longer than I expected.

      But I’d wake tomorrow and it would all be over.

      Hopefully…

      I may as well take advantage of the circumstance.

      I turned into him, entwining my fingers in his hair.

      After a moment’s hesitation, he crushed his lips hard against mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            20

          

          
            ANDREW

          

        

      

    

    
      I was having the most wonderful dream.

      It had to be a dream. Either that or I had died and gone to heaven.

      The young lady I had seen through the door. The young lady playing the beautiful music on the piano.

      Was right here in my bed.

      I’d fallen into bed, exhausted, only to wake, finding myself with her wrapped in my arms.

      She smelled like magnolia blooms, vanilla, and sweet lavender all rolled into one heavenly scent.

      I’d woken with my lips pressed against her ear.

      She’d turned into me, soft and warm…and willing.

      If this was heaven, I never wanted to leave.

      I kissed her cheeks, her eyelids, her soft kissable lips.

      As our lips locked together, time ceased to exist.

      I took her hands in mine and held them over her head.

      Then I began to move against her. Slowly at first. Gently.

      Then she did something that I did not expect.

      She wrapped her legs around me and began to move with me.

      How was this happening? She was obviously an accomplished young lady. She played the piano like an angel. Only a well-bred lady could do that.

      With my lips on hers, I moved my hips in little circular movements against her core.

      I forgot to think.

      We said nothing. Neither knowing the other’s name.

      Yet we didn’t need words. We spoke our own language.

      A primal language.

      The one that kept the human race surviving for thousands of years and would continue to do so into eternity.

      When she came against me, I held her close, holding her as she quivered, then trembled, catching her breath as the explosion of passion settled.

      I pulled her close to me, cradling her body against mine, using my hand as a pillow for her cheek.

      I did not need to take my own release. Pleasuring her was satisfying enough.

      It was as though she had dropped out of the heavens just for me.

      How was I such a lucky man?

      Her breathing evened and she went back to sleep.

      I lay there, watching her in the darkness. Catching no more than glimpses of her in the intermittent moonlight.

      It was such a relief to know that I had found her.

      I was just dozing off when I heard Charlie begin howling. The howling was followed by the growling and yapping of another, maybe two other dogs.

      My gut had been right. The veranda was not a safe place for her and her puppies.

      I reluctantly crawled out of bed, tugged on my pants and shirt, and threw on some boots.

      I had to take Charlie to a more secure place to bed up.

      The barn. I would take the little family to the barn.

      Before leaving, I bent over to kiss the girl on the cheek. She stirred, a smile crossing her lips, but did not wake up.

      As much as I hated to leave her side, I felt obligated to take care of Charlie and the puppies.
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      I woke to the sound of birds chirping and a lawn mower running outside.

      I felt… satisfied.

      It took me a minute to figure out exactly why I felt so relaxed.

      Then images of last night came back to me. I had been relaxing. Sleeping off a delusional hallucination.

      It had most definitely been a fully fleshed out tactile hallucination.

      The man had moved against me perfectly. Knowing exactly how I liked it. Rhythmic circular motions. I clearly remembered wrapping my legs around him and letting him take me to climax.

      Why not? He had been my hallucination, after all.

      A good way to wake up, even though I had promptly gone back to sleep right afterwards.

      I pulled the other pillow over and pressed it against my nose. The unexpectedly intoxicating scent of tobacco and dog and something earthy was gone.

      I turned on my back and stared up at the ceiling.

      I’d gotten what I both wanted and expected.

      I’ve woken up with my hallucination gone.

      Now I was back to reality. The boy Grandpa paid to mow his lawn was outside, doing his job.

      Definitely reality.

      Unfortunately, reality was not nearly as interesting as my internal experiences.

      I had a friend who was a nurse practitioner. I’d ask her to send in a prescription for Risperdal. I’d take it for a couple of weeks. Make sure the hallucinations did not return. I was pretty sure they would not.

      I’d been under distress and when the mind was distressed—just like the body being in distress—strange things happened.

      Brief psychotic episodes were usually just that. Brief one-time occurrences. So I was not particularly worried.

      In fact, now I knew what it was like to have a full-blown psychotic break. It could only help me better understand the inner life of my clients who experienced similar things.

      Sitting up, I put my feet on the floor.

      There was only one thing that did particularly bother me.

      I had fallen for a stranger that I had made up in my head.

      As far as hallucinations went, I could not ask for a better one.

      Maybe he would visit me again. tonight. Before I left for Denver.

      I blushed at my own thoughts.

      I was actually wishing for the return of a hallucination.

      “What has gotten into me?” I asked of no one other than the ceiling.

      Tomorrow I would get the prescription for the antipsychotic medication filled at a local pharmacy. Go ahead and start it. It would not do to have an episode on the plane going home.

      I shuddered.

      I still did not know what to do about my brother and his supposed travel to the past.

      Might be best to just leave that alone for now.

      There was still a chance he would show up. Still a chance that Grandpa had forgotten where he had gone.

      Maybe Cameron had called an Uber to take him to the airport and he’d gone overseas to have a rendezvous with someone he met online.

      It could happen. And with my free-spirited brother being like he was, it was actually more than possible.

      I don’t know why I had not thought of that before, but it was quite possible and Grandpa, in the early stages of dementia, had confabulated the whole time-travel story to help him cope.

      He sat out here in this old house all alone, all day long. It should come as no surprise that he would entertain fanciful tales.

      Intricate tales, I mused.

      So intricate that he had somehow pulled me into it, however temporarily.

      And however willingly.
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      The pack of wild dogs ran off when I went outside. I gathered the puppies up once again and carried them, Charlie at my feet, to the barn.

      Fortunately, I’d thought to bring a lantern this time, so I could see well enough to find the puppies and their proud momma a safe place inside the barn.

      I should have brought them here to begin with and we were fortunate that wild dogs had not attacked the puppies.

      That guilt would have been hard to get over.

      I tucked the blanket in a safe spot between two hay bales, then carefully placed the puppies on it. Charlie jumped right in, finding her spot nestled against her babies.

      A good dog, I mused, and a good mother.

      The thought, oddly enough, brought me back to thinking about the young lady.

      In the morning, I would find out who she was and how she came to be here.

      I wasn’t sure I bought into the whole time-travel idea.

      But what I did buy into was finding the one girl who sent my heart racing.

      There was nothing else like that.

      I might be a playboy, but at my core, I was a gentleman.

      And as a result of being a gentleman, I decided I would not return to her room—my room actually. It would only make things awkward.

      So I made myself a place to sleep in the barn, not too far from them. Besides, the puppies needed someone nearby to protect them. They probably were not even a day old yet and little Charlie could only do so much.

      She was certainly no match for a pack of wild dogs. Not with puppies at her feet.

      Before turning in, I took one more walk outside before bed, using the dogs as an excuse.

      In truth, I wanted to look toward my window. To see some evidence that she was there.

      But the window was dark.

      Of course it was.

      She was sleeping.

      I wandered back to the barn and settled in on top of a hay bale.

      I could have gone inside. Slept on one of the sofas. With my family here, all the guest rooms were occupied. Nonetheless, there were other options. Villars would know.

      But I didn’t want to go back inside the house right now.

      I had too much on my mind.

      I’d known a lot of women. Whether ladies or otherwise. But none of them had taken hold of me like this one.

      I didn’t know her name.

      Didn’t know where she came from.

      Had never even spoken to her.

      I replayed my conversation with Grant. The one about the time travel and the spells.

      As a down to earth, realistic man, I didn’t believe in such things.

      But, being from New Orleans—the land of voodoo and other mystical things—I could not simply dismiss it out of hand.

      That would not be smart.

      And despite my reputation, I was pretty damn smart.
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      “I have to go into town.”

      Grandpa looked up from his newspaper.

      “Okay,” he said. “Do you need some company?”

      Looking out the window, I tapped the warm coffee cup I held in my hands. It was a beautiful spring day. Birds were scattered about on the lawn, taking advantage of the freshly mowed grass.

      The lawn boy had the blower out now. A comfortable and familiar background noise.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. It wasn’t like me to lose focus. “What did you ask me?”

      “I asked if you wanted company,” Grandpa said, with a little smile.

      I shook my head. “You can come if you want to. I just have to pick something up at the pharmacy.”

      Grandpa set the newspaper down.

      “What’s on your mind, Kitten?” he asked.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “Just all that talk of time travel and spells.”

      “I understand,” Grandpa said, leaning back in his chair. “Want to talk about it?”

      Grandpa would have made a great psychologist. He had some good innate skills to work with.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      Grandpa waited. Got up. Refilled his coffee cup and sat back down.

      “Last night during the storm,” I said. “I did the thing with the clock. With the key and the hands.”

      He hid his surprise well, but I didn’t miss it.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      I took a deep breath. I was a private person. It was just one of the reasons why I was so good at what I did.

      I was able to put my own thoughts aside and did not feel compelled to share my own experiences. Only on rare occasions did I tell a client anything personal about myself.

      I trust Grandpa. He and my three siblings were the four people in the world that I felt I could tell anyone.

      If I was going to tell anyone, it would be Grandpa.

      But with Sophia disappearing from here ten years ago and his belief that Cameron had also gone back in time, Grandpa did not need any additional stress.

      I was supposed to be helping him, not unburdening my own troubles.

      I shook my head.

      “Just my imagination,” I said.

      I’d never known my imagination was that active. Cameron was the creative one. The writer. My hallucination was something like Cameron could invent on the page.

      But the human mind was an absolutely amazing thing. Mine had taken everything Grandpa had told me and swirled it into a fully fleshed out hallucination.

      Maybe this happened for a reason. Maybe it would allow me to help someone someday who truly had psychosis.

      “Kitten,” Grandpa said, reaching out to pat me on the head.

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t ever forget,” he said. “You carry Becquerel blood.”
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      After shaking the hay off my clothes and checking on the puppies, I made my way back to the house. I needed to bring some more food out for Charlie.

      It was so early that the grass was still covered with dew. A couple of roosters crowed, greeting the morning sunshine as I walked through the garden, the flowers heavy with small drops of moisture.

      At the scent of bacon and biscuits, my stomach grumbled.

      I knocked the dirt off the bottom of my boots and went inside, going straight to the dining room.

      My brother Grant was already there a full plate of eggs, bacon, and potatoes in front of him. As always, Grant was an early riser. Always up with the chickens. That’s how he got so much done, I mused as I made a plate for Biscuit.

      “You’re home late,” Grant said, between forkfuls.

      I looked up at him.

      “Late? It seems early to me.”

      Grant shrugged. “Early. Late. You must have had a busy night.”

      Grant was not a partying kind of guy. Very serious. One of the most serious people I knew, actually.

      “Good morning,” Aunt Evelyn said as she breezed into the room.

      And there was the other most serious person I knew.

      She swept her gaze over my disheveled clothing, landing on the heaping plate of food in my hands.

      “Guess you’re starved after last night,” she said.

      “This isn’t for me,” I said.

      She and Grant both looked at me like I had two heads.

      “You have someone outside?” Aunt Eloise asked.

      “Yes. Her name is Charlie and she had puppies last night.”

      I turned on my heel and left them to it.

      Geez. Must they always assume the worst?

      I walked across the veranda, heading down the stairs to the barn.

      That happened, I supposed. I’d let my reputation get ahead of me.

      If I was going to settle down with the young lady I’d shared a bed with last night, I was going to have to fix my reputation.

      It would not do to have her hearing things about me before she got to know me.

      Whatever she heard about me would have nothing to do with her.

      Nothing at all.

      When a gentleman found the woman he wanted to spend his life with, he got himself reformed.

      When I set the plate of food in front of Charlie, she gobbled it up.

      I sat down and, while Charlie ate, picked up each one of the puppies and held them close. Charlie trusted me with her babies.

      Maybe that indicated a step in the right direction toward reforming my reputation.
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      I shifted impatiently as I waited in line at the pharmacy. The little local pharmacy was busy today. Or slow. Maybe slow and busy.

      Grandpa had ridden into town with me, but he waited in the car.

      I’d ended up asking him to ride in with me. Tracie didn’t come out until tomorrow, so he’d be there alone. Besides, he didn’t drive anymore, so it was good for him to get out some. And since I’d be going home tomorrow, I would feel guilty leaving him home alone.

      Besides, I enjoyed his company. We’d had a nice lunch at a little hamburger restaurant on Main Street.

      Finally, I was next in line.

      My friend, the nurse practitioner, had tried to discourage me from taking the medication. She’d never questioned me when I recommended medication for clients.

      But she’d gone down a list of side effects.

      I didn’t want to tell her about the hallucinations, so I told her I was having acute anxiety.

      She finally relented and gave me enough for two weeks.

      “Picking up for Mackenzie Becquerel,” I told the girl behind the counter.

      “Sure.” The girl tapped on the screen, then went to the back. “The pharmacist needs to talk to you,” she said.

      “That’s okay,” I said. “I’m familiar with the drug.”

      “I’ll let the pharmacist know,” she said. “You can wait over there.”

      So I had wait anyway.

      Ten minutes later, the pharmacist, a stern-looking older man, came up to the counter and, peering at me over his spectacles, went down a list of side-effects for the medications.

      I listened, purposely ignoring the stern way he looked at me, signed the acknowledgement, then escaped to the car.

      “Everything alright?” Grandpa asked as I slid into the driver’s seat.

      “Just a really long line,” I said. “Ready to head home?”

      I navigated the traffic and finally made it to the highway.

      I began to relax as we drove home.

      “Do you like it in Denver?” he asked.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I mostly stay busy and don’t think about where I am.”

      “You have to make the most of wherever you are,” he said.

      “That’s good advice.”

      The road turned to follow along the river. One of the touristy paddle wheelers traveled out in the middle of the Mississippi River.

      “You never talk about dating anyone.”

      “I’m not,” I said. “Not right now.”

      “No need to rush,” he said. “you’ll know when the right person comes along.”

      “Thanks Grandpa,” I said.

      The right one. If there was such a thing. I’d certainly invented the right one for myself last night.

      But that wasn’t something I could talk to Grandpa about.

      We rode in silence until we reached our long driveway.

      “I thought I heard piano music last night,” I blurted. “Have you ever heard it?”

      “I heard you playing the other night.”

      The large trees with silvery gray moss, dancing in the wind, draped over their limbs created a canopy over the driveway. I glanced at the clock. Only five-thirty-seven and already it was getting dark. Another storm?

      “What about last night?”

      “No,” Grandpa shook his head.

      I pulled around behind the house and put the car in park.

      “Cameron heard music,” he said.

      A tendril of something—fear perhaps—traveled along my spine.

      “Piano music?”

      “I think it was orchestra music.”

      “How do you make sense of it?” I asked.

      We’d already talked about it. I guess I hadn’t gotten the answer I wanted yet.

      “I’d say you’re being beckoned through the rip in time.”

      Maybe I wasn’t the only one who needed medication.
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      After spending an hour or so in the barn with Charlie and the puppies, I skipped downstairs altogether and went up by way of the outside stairs to the second floor.

      We rarely used the outside stairs. I wasn’t sure why. It was just one of those things.

      I was beginning to think, though, that using the outside stairs was a good way to avoid Aunt Eloise.

      Maybe it was time to start thinking about getting my own place. Father was building a new house for the family, but Nathan and Sophia had their own place, as did Cameron and Isabella. I’d never given it much thought, but maybe there came a point when a man had to think about striking out on his own.

      Reaching my bedroom door, I hesitated. If the young lady was still here, it would be inappropriate for me to barge in.

      So I straightened my wrinkled shirt and ran a hand through my disheveled hair. With one hand on the door frame, I hesitated. Not exactly how I wanted to meet the woman of my dreams.

      I could go to Grant’s room. Take a bath. Get cleaned up.

      That seemed like a much better option at this point.

      I turned and came face to face with Villars.

      “Good morning, Mister Andrew,” Villars said.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “Can I be of assistance with something?”

      “No…” I said. “I think I’ll go to my brother’s room instead. Take a bath.”

      “I can send up some bath water,” he said.

      “Thank you, Villars,” I said. “You are a good man.”

      Villars beamed. How such a good man worked for Aunt Eloise was a mystery to me. But maybe it was just me she did not like. People usually took to me, but I suppose it happened.

      Villars started to turn, then stopped.

      “Something wrong with your room, Sir?”

      “No. I just…” I shrugged, unable to come up with a response that didn’t sound daft.

      “I understand.” Villars nodded. “It’s a good day for a storm.”

      I just watched Villars walk away without a response. This was the second time Villars had made this same statement to me without any kind of explanation.

      After knocking on my brother’s door and not getting an answer, just as I expected, I went inside and started getting ready for a bath. My brother was in the fields. He was always in the fields any time he had the opportunity.

      If the weather did not permit, he worked on his books. He was by far the most disciplined man I knew. Even more disciplined than Father, whose success was envious.

      I thought about going down and helping bring up water for my bath, but they’d hired two young lads for that job and they didn’t like anyone getting in on their process.

      So I paced around the room.

      Went through Grant’s trunk and picked out something to wear. Grant had some decent clothes, but mine were better. Right now, anything would look better than the clothes I’d slept in all night in the barn.

      I should have just gone back to my bedroom.

      Restless. I was restless.

      And what was it with Villars and his storms?

      There was definitely a storm coming. I could feel it in the air.
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      I sat on the edge of my bed. A four-poster bed with no mosquito netting. Low enough to the floor that I did not need a stool to climb in.

      A white down comforter draped across it. No coarse wool blanket.

      Everything was as it should be.

      I had everything packed and ready to go tomorrow.

      I had mixed feelings about leaving. It was nice here spending time with Grandpa. But I had work. And I’d already gotten so behind with client appointments, it would take me at least a couple of weeks to catch up.

      I held the little bottle of Risperidone in my hands.

      How many times had I recommended this drug to clients? And they had trusted me. They had taken it because I recommended it.

      I poured some of the little pills out into my hand. Then let them fall back into the bottle.

      I recommended this drug to others for less than what I had experienced last night.

      Yet I could not bring myself to take one of them.

      Maybe it was my friend’s reluctance to prescribe them. The pharmacist had looked at me as though something was wrong with me. I had seen the judgement in his eyes.

      But that wasn’t really what was keeping me from taking the medication.

      As hard it was to admit, even to myself, I wanted it to happen again.

      I wanted to see the man again.

      No. I didn’t just want to see him again. I wanted to kiss him again. I wanted to feel his body against mine.

      I wanted to feel what I had felt last night. Again.

      And again.

      Maybe I could see my fantasy man again—one more time—before I went home.

      Then if it happened in Denver, I would figure out what to do about that.

      Was that so bad? To just want to be with him again?

      I fell back on the bed.

      I should take the medicine already.

      How many times had I heard a client say they stopped their medications because they liked their experiences?

      So I was a statistic now. No different from anyone else.

      On sudden inspiration, I put one of the pills in my pocket and put the rest of them away.

      If I found myself in the middle of hallucination, I could just take a pill and I would be okay.

      Satisfied with my compromise, I curled up under the comforter and stared at the ceiling.

      Rain splattered against the window. It was one of those long, soaking rains. Not a storm though.

      I could go down and try turning the hands of the clock back, but without the lightning and thunder, that wouldn’t work. Or at least it wasn’t supposed to work.

      No. I forced myself to close my eyes.

      I was being ridiculous.

      Just go to sleep already.

      The episode had been a one time thing. It happened.

      Just when I had my breathing at a calm, steady rate, the grandfather clock began to chime the hour, resonating all through the house.

      I sat straight up in the bed.

      This was important enough to wake Grandpa up for… to find out if he heard it, I decided, tossing off the cover.

      I froze. My hands on the coarse wool blanket.

      Sitting very still, I looked around me, but all I could see was mosquito netting.
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      About three o’clock a storm sent everyone running for shelter.

      I ended up in the library with Grant.

      “Whiskey?” he asked, holding up a bottle.”

      “Sure,” I said over my shoulder. I stood at one of the windows watching as the rain came down in torrents. A rumble of thunder crashed around us.

      Grant handed me a glass of whiskey.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Is that my shirt?” he asked.

      “Actually, yes,” I said, glancing down.

      Grant looked at me sideways.

      “You ran out of your own clothes?”

      “It’s a long story.” I swirled the liquid in my glass.

      “Guess this weather screws up your trip into town tonight,” he said.

      “I wasn’t going anyway,” I said, letting the whiskey burn all the way down.

      “What?” Grant made himself comfortable in one of the arm chairs. “Don’t tell me you’ve taken a liking to piano music.”

      “Hardly,” I said, with a glance toward the door. As much as I didn’t like being a captive audience, I would never say anything to purposely hurt the girl’s feelings.

      That would just be uncalled for.

      “What then?” he asked. “Lost your taste for the wild side?”

      I laughed. “Maybe.”

      “Has someone caught your interest?”

      I did not know how to answer him. The true answer would have been yes, but if he asked for more information, I would have been at a loss.

      After bathing and getting dressed, I’d gone back to my room and nervous as a schoolboy, knocked on the door.

      When no one answered, I’d slowly opened the door.

      There was no one there and no sign that anyone had been there.

      One of the housekeepers had come in during the day and made the bed.

      I’d gone over to the chair by the window and sat down.

      Now what?

      Having not considered that she might not be here, I had no other plan past that moment.

      “When are you going to have her over for dinner?” Grant asked.

      “I didn’t say there was anyone,” I said, feeling a foul mood coming over me.

      I should not have told Grant a damn thing.

      “You didn’t say there wasn’t.”

      I glared at my brother.

      “As the oldest son, aren’t you supposed to be out there looking for a wife?”

      Grant stood up and walked over to one of the bookcases, his back to me now.

      “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “Everything is planned out. So all in due time.”

      I was about to ask him more questions. His response was much too vague to let go.

      But Aunt Eloise came to the door.

      “Oh good,” she said. “You’re both here.”

      Grant and I share a glance. We knew exactly what this meant.

      “Emma has a new piece she’d like to try out. Don’t worry. It won’t take long and you can go on about your business.” She waved a hand. “Whatever that might be.”

      Knowing it was not worth the fight, we took our glasses with us and followed Aunt Eloise to the parlor.

      “Maybe next time,” Grant said in a whisper. “I’ll go into town with you.”

      “Right.” I laughed.

      Aunt Eloise glanced sternly over her shoulder.

      I wiped the grin off my face.

      What I did not tell my brother was I doubted there would be a next time.
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      Moving very cautiously, I left the bedroom and went down the hallway.

      The ticking of the grandfather clock echoed through the house. Besides that, the only other thing I heard was the occasional murmur of voices coming from downstairs.

      I hesitated outside Grandpa’s door. Since the people in my hallucinations appeared to be quite real, I decided to hold off on that one.

      Instead of Grandpa, I could very easily find someone else behind that door.

      I wasn’t in the mood to explain myself to anyone else or—even worse—for a confrontation with anyone—real or not.

      Besides, I was curious to see what was happening downstairs.

      It was dark, but I didn’t mind moving in the shadows. It felt safer that way.

      When I reached the top of the stairs, I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      It was the piano again. Sounded like the same girl who had been playing last night.

      It’s not real. It’s all in my head.

      Holding my chin up high, I slowly made my way down the stairs.

      Were hallucinations guidable? Like lucid dreaming?

      Maybe I controlled what happened in my hallucinations.

      Reaching the landing, I stopped. And waited.

      The girl was hitting more wrong notes than she had last night.

      I tried to ignore them.

      Curious how long I was going to let this go on, since I might very well be controlling it, I decided to wait it out.

      The girl did not play long.

      Her little audience clapped, maybe a little half-heartedly.

      I smiled to myself. Maybe she was actually playing well for her time period. It wasn’t like people had televisions or computers.

      Besides reading, they had very little entertainment.

      I backed against the wall out of view as they dispersed across the hallway.

      My hallucination. My way.

      With all the people across the hall now, I continued down the stairs.

      Once I reached the first floor, the clock began to chime again. I jumped.

      Hadn’t it just chimed?

      Had a whole hour just passed? That quickly?

      I stood in front of the clock and studied its face.

      There was no rip in the face. No rip and the broken clock steadily ticked away the minutes.

      I opened the glass, but there was no key inside.

      I could not unhear the really bad piano music. I needed to get that out of my head. Really needed to get out of my head.

      Slipping into the parlor, lit by only one lantern, I sat down at the familiar piano.

      Did it look newer or was that my imagination?

      I laid my fingers lightly on the keys.

      Even knowing full well that it was best to not draw attention to myself, I could not stop myself.

      I figured that if I was the one having this hallucination, I may as well do it my way.

      I pressed one key, then another.

      Then I lost myself in the music.

      Closing my eyes, I let it spill through my fingers.

      It felt so good to play again.

      Just as it had the other day. Maybe better this time, now that I’d had a bit of practice now.

      I moved from one song into another. This one a heartbreaking tune. There were no words, but I heard so much sadness in the notes that I had no doubt that it had been written about two lovers pulled apart by something out of their control.

      My heart ached for them. Whoever they were. Even though I knew I was projecting my own thoughts and feelings onto the music.

      As I played the last notes of the song, I opened my eyes.

      A man was standing in the doorway watching me with hooded eyes.

      He wasn’t just any man, he was the man who’d made love to me last night.

      A stranger.

      But a stranger of my own invention.

      I had not taken the medicine.

      If this was any indication of how this worked, maybe I would never take it.
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      Tonight’s paint drying session had not been all that bad, simply because it had been short.

      Maybe one day I would find out why Aunt Eloise was so insistent that Emma play for us.

      It wasn’t like we couldn’t hear her all over the house when she played.

      I was in the library sharing a drink with my brother, Father, and Uncle Samuel when I heard the piano music.

      Not Emma.

      Most definitely not Emma this time.

      It was the girl! The girl I’d seen through the door. And the very same girl I’d shared a bed with last night.

      “Excuse me,” I murmured to no one in particular, setting my glass on an end table, and leaving the room and the other men behind me.

      Mother, Aunt Eloise, and Emma, also hearing the music, came to the door of the lady’s study, but my father and Uncle Samuel both held up a hand indicating they should wait.

      I strode straight to the door of the parlor before stopping.

      I had been right. It was most definitely her.

      She had her eyes closed as she played her heart out.

      A heartbreaking tune.

      One that pulled a man apart at the seams.

      As she neared the end of the song, she opened her eyes and looked right at me.

      It was almost as if she had known I would be standing here. Right here.

      As the song ended, she rested her hands lightly on the keys and looked at me curiously.

      “You play like an angel,” I said.

      A little smile crossed her features as she nodded her head ever so slightly.

      Drawn to her like a moth to a flame, I walked toward her, only stopping when I was standing about three feet in front of her.

      “Allow me to introduce myself,” I said, with a small nod. “My name is Andrew Laurent.”

      “Andrew,” she repeated, still staring at me.

      “Your name?”

      “Mackenzie,” she said. “Mackenzie Becquerel.”

      Her last name caught me completely off guard.

      Had my cousins been hiding her from me all this time?

      “How are you related to my cousins?” I asked, not sure I really wanted to hear the answer. Some people had been known to marry their cousins, but the thought of marrying a first cousin was much too close for my taste.

      “I don’t think I am,” she said.

      “Yet you share their name.” I took another step forward and rested my elbow on the piano.

      “There are a lot of branches,” she said, keeping her eyes—that I could now see were a lovely green—firmly locked onto mine.

      “Then how are you here?” I asked. “You must have some connection to the family.”

      “It would seem likely,” she said.

      I heard someone at the door behind us. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Emma peeking around the corner.

      I heard my mother and Aunt Eloise talking in the foyer.

      This was more than they could tolerate. They had to be in on everything.

      “Would you like to take a walk in the garden?” I asked.

      She tilted her head to one side as she seemed to consider.
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      As the haunting strains of the music faded away, I looked into the eyes of the man who had shared my bed last night.

      He seemed amused by me. That in itself was a little disconcerting. Did he not remember the passion we had shared just last night?

      A man that I created out of my imagination would most definitely have remembered.

      John Nash’s hallucinations remembered him from one incident to the next.

      That was if I could believe the recountings I had read.

      Maybe he was trying to keep things from being awkward.

      Other people gathered at the door, peering at us.

      “The garden.” he asked, holding out a hand. “Come for a walk with me.”

      Taking his hand, I stood up from the piano bench and walked through the French doors leading outside into the moonlight.

      “Will they follow us?” I asked.

      “Not if they want to live,” he said, leading me down the veranda to the gardens.

      The gardens reminded me of how they had looked when Grandpa was younger. When Grandma was still alive and they worked outside together. It was one of the things they had enjoyed doing together.

      The scent of magnolias and daffodils and roses filled the air, so strong it was almost hard to take a deep breath.

      Andrew held my hand firmly as we walked down the path, out of sight of the house.

      We stopped at a little wooden bench.

      “Would you like to sit?” he asked, sweeping his other hand in the direction of the bench.

      “Okay.” I sat down. The bench was cold, reminding me that I was wearing nothing more than thin cotton pajama pants and a t-shirt.

      Andrew, on the other hand, was wearing dress pants and a formal jacket.

      I rubbed my hands over my arms, with a little shiver, mostly because I felt underdressed.

      Andrew, without hesitation, removed his jacket and placed it over my shoulders.

      He smiled at me, with a twinkle in his eyes that nearly took my breath away.

      Inhaling deeply, I forced myself to think.

      When I did something, I did it right.

      Even hallucinations.

      But, I assured myself, it did not matter because he was not real.

      I was curious, though, about just how this delusion would play out.

      “How long have you lived there?” I asked, already knowing what he was going to say. He was going to say his whole life.

      “Only a year,” he said. “This house actually belongs to my cousins.”

      “Oh. Your cousins.”

      “My whole family moved up here after a mishap with our estate.”

      “I’m so sorry that happened to you.” I adjusted his jacket—that smelled like horses and dogs and something earthy—over my shoulders.

      “It’s hard to relocate like that.”

      “We’re still adjusting,” he said, blowing out a breath.

      “You have a big family?” I asked.

      “I have two brothers and one sister.”

      “That is a big family.”

      “Yeah.” I studied his profile as he stared straight ahead. He was even more handsome in the moonlight than he had been in the shadows.

      “In some ways it feels like it’s getting smaller and in some ways it’s getting bigger.”

      “How so?”

      He picked up a rock. Tossed it away.

      “My brother is married and they have a little baby.” He smiled over at me, sideways. “My sister is married, too. She and her husband moved into town so he could write.”

      “Oh.” The smile on my face faltered as his words tripped something in my brain.

      “So he’s a writer?”

      “Yes,” Andrew said, looking over at me. “He used to write plays, but now I think he writes books.”

      I flashed back to an image of Cameron’s computer sitting on the desk in Grandpa’s study.

      This is not real.

      It’s not real.
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      I wasn’t about to fill Mackenzie’s head with all that babble about time travel.

      In truth, I didn’t want to talk about anything but her.

      I didn’t know how she was here, but some things were not meant to be questioned.

      It was a beautiful evening bathed in moonlight.

      The scent of flowers filled the air. The white night-blooming jasmine were my favorites.

      Mackenzie was a lady and deserved to be courted as such.

      I grabbed my knife out of my pocket and, reaching behind me, snipped a pink rose off a bush.

      I put away my knife and presented the rose to Mackenzie.

      Her eyes widened in surprise as she reached for it.

      Our fingers brushed, reminding me of last night and the way our bodies had melded together.

      I’d taken liberties with her last night. If her brother or father found out, they would rightly defend her honor.

      I would, however, happily wed her.

      So in the meantime, I would court her properly. Learn everything I could about her. And woo her to the best of my ability.

      If, perchance, she allowed me to steal another kiss, then I would not object.

      “What do you do here?” she asked.

      “I grow my own tobacco,” I said. “I brought seeds with me from south Louisiana that I’m planting here. I’m curious to see how they turn out here in this northern soil—”

      “Northern?” She bit her lip. “Here?”

      “Why, yes,” I said. “My parents moved to New Orleans shortly after they got married.”

      “But your house burned?”

      “Yes,” I said. “But… how did you know that?”

      “I don’t know.” She looked a bit surprised. “You said there was a mishap with your estate that forced your family to move. A fire is what came to mind. That’s all.” She smiled a little.

      Mackenzie was intelligent. I liked that.

      “Where are your parents?”

      Pressing the flower against her cheek, she made a face.

      “My mother lives in France with my stepfather and my father lives in Washington with his new wife.”

      Mon Dieu.

      She talked of divorce as though it was a normal, everyday occurrence.

      But divorce was scandalous and no one in polite society spoke of it.

      I kept my thoughts to myself.

      “You have brothers?” I asked, deftly moving away from her parents’ marital state.

      A shadow crossed her features, though it could have been a trick of the moonlight.

      “I have one brother. He’s the oldest of the four of us, but…”

      She stopped, not saying anything else.

      Unable to stand seeing the pain etching across her features, I held out my hand for hers.

      Looking at me with a little smile, she placed her hand in mine.

      “Since your father is unavailable,” I said, lightly kissing the back of her fingers. “I’d like to ask your brother’s permission to court you.”
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      My brother’s permission? To court me?

      An owl landed on a tree limb somewhere above us, rustling the leaves as it settled in. I never spent much time outside. Most of my friends and cohorts went mountain skiing and hiking on a regular basis, but I had a tendency to prefer staying inside. Always had.

      Still. It was quite romantic sitting out in the moonlight next to Andrew. The mournful wail of a steamboat whistle in the distance. Beautiful fragrant flowers all around us.

      The light pink rose bud on a long stem, he’d handed me was so beautiful… so delicate… and so unexpected.

      The owl hooted and I jumped, stabbing my finger with one of the thorns and I dropped the rose.

      “Ouch.” I stuck my injured finger in my mouth.

      “What happened,” he asked, bending over to pick up the flower. “A thorn?”

      “I nodded.”

      “Let me see.” He set the rose across his own lap.

      I hesitated.

      “Come on,” he said.

      I held out my hand and he examined it.

      “There’s no blood,” he said. “But it hurts like the devil, doesn’t it?”

      “It does,” I said, trying not to pout. Normally a strong, independent woman, something about Andrew had me feeling like I could be vulnerable if I wanted to be.

      He ran his thumb over the area where the thorn had stuck me, ever so lightly at first, then increased the pressure.

      My finger didn’t hurt anymore, but his touch was waking up all my senses and sending a coil of tension to my core.

      When a dog howled somewhere behind us, Andrew looked up, alarmed.

      “Come with me.” He stood suddenly, bringing me with him.

      “Where?” I asked on a little laugh.

      “I want to show you something.”

      “That’s rather mysterious,” I said, but I followed him to the barn.

      I tried to figure out where my unconscious mind had gotten all this stuff.

      I’d never had a boyfriend lead to the barn to make out and I could not remember ever imagining it, either.

      I was more of a go out to dinner and a movie kind of girl.

      Nonetheless, I was intrigued.

      I had never seen this barn before.

      It was a large two-story wooden building. Weathered wood. A tall steeped roof.

      We stepped inside through one of the large double doors into a large room with about two dozen stalls along either side.

      From what I could see, the stalls had horses in them.

      There was a buckboard wagon. A carriage. And a buggy. Lots of tack along the walls.

      Tall stacks of hay lined the back wall.

      That’s where Andrew led me. Back to the hay.

      I was just about to stop. Surely he wasn’t planning a romp in the hay.

      Then I heard the whimper of puppies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            34

          

          
            ANDREW

          

        

      

    

    
      The howling dog had reminded me of Charlie and the puppies.

      Suddenly compelled to make sure they were safe, I’d brought Mackenzie with me.

      The puppies were making quite a squealing, whimpering racket by the time we got to the hay stacks.

      Stopping at the door, I quickly lit a lantern, then led Mackenzie behind the stacks of hay to the safe little cubby hole where I had left Charlie and family.

      The puppies were there, but Charlie was not.

      Mackenzie looked past me.

      “Puppies,” she said. “ducking under my arm to kneel next to them.

      She scooped up the noisiest one and held him close, gently stroking him until he quieted. Then she did the same to the next one.

      “You have a magic touch,” I said.

      She glanced up at me with a little smile. “Not really,” she said. “I just love animals.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      She looked so vulnerable. So sweet. Holding the third puppy close.

      “Where’s the mother?” she asked.

      “Not sure,” I said. “I need to go to the house and get some food for her.”

      I hesitated. Did I want to leave her here or take her with me?

      “Do you want to go?” I asked. “Or stay here?”

      “I’ll just wait here,” she said. “Keep them calm.”

      “Okay,” I stood up, reluctant to leave her now.

      She was making cooing noises at the puppy.

      Now I didn’t want to leave her.

      She turned and looked up at me with her big eyes.

      “I’ll be okay,” she said.

      “I’ll leave the lantern,” I said, setting it down next to her.

      I left her, walking into the darkness.

      Fortunately, I knew my way through the barn.

      I closed the barn door behind me and hurried toward the back door of the house.

      There would be scraps there for Charlie.

      I stepped in through the back door and nearly ran right into Aunt Eloise.

      “I need to talk to you,” she said.

      “I can’t right now,” I said, going to step around her.

      She moved to block me, so I stopped and crossed my arms.

      “I’m kind of in a hurry,” I said.

      “I don’t even want to know,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “I just need some scraps to feed the dog.”

      “The one with the puppies?”

      “That’s right,” I said, wondering how she knew that.

      “It can wait,” she said, turning toward the library, obviously expecting me to follow.

      So I did.

      Even though I was in a hurry to get back to Mackenzie, I followed Aunt Eloise into the library.

      “Sit,” she said.

      When I didn’t sit, she shot me a look that had me sitting down.

      “I need to talk to you about the girl.”

      “What girl?” I asked.

      Aunt Eloise shook her head.

      “You know perfectly well what girl. What is her name?”

      “If you don’t know—”

      “Her name,” Aunt Eloise said.

      “Mackenzie Becquerel.”

      Aunt Eloise nodded.

      “Has she told you where she’s from?” she asked.

      Had she?

      “I didn’t ask.”

      “It won’t do you any good,” she said. “Mackenzie is from the future.”

      Here we go. Talking about the time travel and the spell again.

      “I don’t care,” I said.

      “Not yet.”

      “What are you saying?”

      She’d dragged me in here. The least I could do was to hear what she had to say.
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      Andrew had been gone too long.

      I didn’t have a clock or a watch or anything of that nature that would tell me what time it was. I’d come out in nothing but my pajamas.

      Fortunately I had Andrew’s jacket to keep the chill off.

      Using light from the glow of the lamp, I watched the puppies sleep. I’d never had puppies so I was no expert, but they seemed restless. Probably missing their mother.

      The horses were quiet, overall, just an occasional neigh or whinny. I leaned back and, after getting stabbed in the back with a needle of hay, decided that leaning back wasn’t such a great idea.

      I tried counting to ten. Six times.

      Another minute had passed.

      I had a pretty ingrained sense of how long fifty minutes lasted.

      My sessions with clients lasted fifty minutes. When I taught face-to-face classes, they last fifty minutes.

      Seemed like my whole work life was broken down into fifty-minute sessions.

      A few minutes longer and I knew I had been waiting for fifty minutes.

      Picking up the lantern and taking it with me, I left the safety of the hay stack.

      The empty barn looked a whole lot different than it had when I’d been with Andrew.

      It looked… lonely.

      I knew I was projecting. The barn wasn’t lonely, I was feeling lonely.

      But since I was alone, that was normal and did not bother me so much.

      What did bother me was that I was outside. Alone. In a world that I really did not understand.

      I didn’t know if I was in the middle of a hallucinatory delusion or if I was in the 1800s. I wasn’t quite sure which one would be better. Or worse.

      Either I had time traveled to the past and met Andrew or I had invented him as part of a hallucinatory delusion.

      Reaching the barn door, I opened it and stepped outside into the darkness.

      The moonlight was behind the clouds now, so I had to rely solely on the meager light from the lantern to find my way back to the house.

      I really did not even know which way to go to find the house.

      I stood still a moment, waiting for inspiration.

      Some people had dead reckoning for finding their way around in the woods, but I did not. If I were in the mall, however, I could have found my way around without any problem.

      That ability to find my way around the mall was doing me absolutely no good at this moment.

      All I could do was to pick a path and follow it.

      I should never have stayed here without Andrew.

      I’d forgotten where I was for a moment. For just a moment, lost in the world of Andrew and the puppies, I’d felt normal.

      He would run to the house, grab some food, and come right back. No big deal.

      But something had happened. Something had happened to detain him.

      Either that or my hallucination had expired and now I was out in the woods. Alone.

      If that were the case, no one knew where I was.

      Grandpa certainly would not know where to find me.

      I could be one of those people who wandered off in the night never to be heard from again.

      I froze.

      Right there on a path to nowhere.

      Just like Sophia.
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      Aunt Eloise went to the little writing desk in the library and opened the top drawer on the right.

      She pulled out a letter and handed it to me.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “It’s a letter.”

      “I have to get back,” I said. “Mackenzie is in the barn. Waiting for me.”

      “She can wait a minute longer,” Aunt Eloise said. “I need you to read this.”

      Aggravated. Worried about leaving Mackenzie alone in the barn, I quickly unfolded the letter and held it close to the nearest candle.

      

      Dear Jonathan,

      

      I looked up from the letter.

      “What is this?” I asked. “I don’t have time for games Aunt Eloise.”

      “It’s not a game,” she said. “Just read it.”

      “No.” I refolded the letter, strode to the desk, and stuffed it back into the top right-hand drawer.

      “When I get back from feeding Charlie,” I said. “When I have Mackenzie safely back here in this house, then I will read the letter.”

      Turning on my heel, I left Aunt Eloise there in the library. I stopped by the dining room, but everything had already been put away for the night.

      This was going to require a trip outside to the detached kitchen.

      But I had no time for that. I would get the dog something to eat after I retrieved Mackenzie from the barn.

      I should never have left her there alone.

      A woman should never be left outside alone, especially not after dark.

      So many things could go wrong. She or even Charlie could knock the lantern over and the barn could catch on fire.

      She could leave the barn and get lost in the woods.

      She could be set upon by wild animals. Mon Dieu. There could be a snake in the barn.

      I’d never been a nervous person. I’d spent my life pretty much not having to worry about anyone or anything other than myself.

      I’d never been responsible for another person.

      But now that I had Mackenzie, I was. I was responsible for her.

      If something happened to her, I would never forgive myself.

      I’d let Aunt Eloise waste too much of my time as it was.

      I dashed out the back door and jogged toward the barn.

      She would be alright. She’d know to stay there. To wait for me. She’d know that it would not be safe to wander around in the night alone.

      She’s from the future. I wanted to block Aunt Eloise’s words from my mind, but they were there and I struggled to push them away.

      She was not from the future. She was a Becquerel.

      A cousin of some sort. A distant relative.

      I did not want her to be too closely related.

      That would not do.

      I liked her too much.

      And if I found that she was my first cousin, I did not know what I would do.

      Reaching the barn, I threw open the door, and stepped inside.

      It seemed so quiet. And I did not see a glow of light coming from the haystack. I left the door open to guide my way.

      Yet when I rounded the corner of the hay stack, and looked at the area where Mackenzie should have been, I knew that she was not there.

      Charlie was there. I couldn’t see her, but she barked once in greeting.

      “Sorry, Girl,” I said. “I don’t have anything to give you right now. I’ll be back.”

      With fear stabbing my heart, I turned around and dashed from the barn.

      Would Mackenzie know which way to go? Would she know how to find the house?

      Of course she would, I assured myself.

      Even my sister, who never went outside after dark, would know that.

      Forcing myself to stay calm, I followed the path back to the house.

      About halfway there, I stopped. If she had come this way, I would have passed her on my way to the barn.

      Damn it.

      I turned around and retraced my steps.

      I would find her.

      If it was the last thing I did, I would find her.
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      Just like Sophia.

      The thought echoed in my head as the house came into view.

      With relief flooding through me that I had found my way back in the darkness, I went up the steps onto the back veranda.

      I dropped into the nearest wooden rocking chair and carefully set the lantern on the floor in front of me.

      It would not do for me to set the house on fire out of carelessness.

      As I sat there, rocking gently, I studied the flames inside the lantern.

      The flames looked real. Leaning forward, I placed a hand flat on the glass of the lantern.

      The heat felt real.

      I’d bet money that they were real.

      I’d bet money, but I would not bet my life.

      At this point, I really did not know anything for sure.

      I may have invented this entire thing.

      I leaned back and continued to rock in the rocking chair.

      My full-blown hallucinations were not uncommon. That’s exactly why I had gotten medication for myself.

      In fact… I felt inside my pocket and wrapped my fingers around the little pill I had tucked into my pocket earlier.

      I should take the medication. That is what I would tell any client going through this.

      Take the medication.

      If I took the medication and Andrew went away, then I would know that he was a delusion and I had invented the whole thing.

      I needed to know that. It would not do to knowingly crush on a hallucination.

      It would also not do to crush on a man from the past.

      Where was Sophia?

      If I was actually in the past—which I was certain I was not—then would I find Sophia here? And perhaps Cameron, too?

      Andrew had told me that his sister married a writer.

      A man who had written plays.

      Cameron was a screenplay writer.

      Telling people from the 1800s that he wrote plays would have been logical. No one would know what a screenwriter was. But they would have known what a playwriter was. It would also follow that Cameron would start writing novels. He’d always talked about it.

      But the screenwriting had always been too lucrative to stop. He’d fallen into it by accident to begin with. Then the money had locked him in.

      But if he were in the past, then writing novels would come natural to him.

      Wishful thinking, that’s what this was.

      I was doing what Grandpa had done.

      I had invented a way to keep them alive in my head.

      If my siblings had gone into the past, then they were still alive.

      It was insanity.

      But that the thing about the brain. It found ways to adapt.

      Finding the back door open, I went inside, found a pitcher of what I hoped was fresh water, and filled a glass.

      Holding the glass of water in one hand, I stared at the pill in my other hand.

      I’d wanted it. I’d believed that it could stop the hallucinations and delusions.

      After a quick shake of the head, I swallowed the pill.

      I’d let this go on too far.

      I went into the library and dropped into an armchair.

      I was supposed to fly out tomorrow. But I was in no condition to fly out like this.

      How was I even supposed to get to the airport if there were no cars in my world?

      Leaning my head back against the chair I closed my eyes and waited for the medication to take effect.

      Yes, I argued with myself. It takes several days or even weeks for the medication to take effect.

      But if determination had anything to do with its effectiveness, it should work shortly.

      I would just sit here for a bit and wait.

      I had a plane to catch tomorrow.
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      The sun was up by the time we gathered back at the barn. We’d started at the barn, so that’s where we’d agreed to meet at seven o’clock.

      They were giving up. Grant, Father, and Uncle Charles. And the half a dozen workers who lived on the property who had been recruited to join the search.

      As the mist began to burn off the river and the flowers opened up to the sunlight, I could see in their eyes that they were giving up.

      I did not blame them. Not really. When I backed up and looked at the situation objectively, I knew I would have thought the same way if I were in their shoes.

      They had given it a valiant effort.

      I could ask for no more.

      “Thank you,” I said. “For helping me search.”

      With that, I turned and walked back toward the house.

      They may be defeated, but I was not.

      I would get a couple hours sleep, then I would start again. The sun, shining brightly, blinded me.

      “Wait,” Uncle Samuel called, catching up with me. “There are other possibilities.”

      I glanced at him, but kept walking. I was not in the mood to hear his theories about time travel or spells or whatever.

      All I knew was that Mackenzie had gone missing. And I could not find her.

      “Andrew.” Uncle Samuel put a hand on my arm. “Your Aunt Eloise has a letter you need to read.”

      “I know.” I kept walking. “She told me.”

      “Read it,” he said. “It might help you find Mackenzie.”

      I stopped and looked at my uncle.

      “Alright,” I said. “Fine. I’ll read it.”

      He let me go then. I stormed through the back door and went straight for the library.

      I’d just read the damn letter. It wouldn’t make any difference though.

      I was in the library before my eyes had time to adjust to the dim light.

      I went straight to the desk and pulled the damn letter from the right-hand drawer.

      As I unfolded it, something to my right caught my attention.

      I turned and gaped.

      Mackenzie sat curled up in the chair. Asleep.

      “Mackenzie,” I said, going to kneel in front of her.

      She slowly opened her eyes, then put her fingertips lightly against my cheek.

      “You’re real,” she said.

      I smiled. “Yes. I am real.”

      She smiled back and my heart melted into a thousand pieces.

      I sat back on my haunches.

      “Have you been here all night?” I asked. “We’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      “Oh.” Confusion crossed her features. “I just thought…” She shook her head. “You do look tired.”

      “A little,” I said. I was exhausted. But overcome with relief that she was safe and well.

      “Can I get some water?” she asked.

      “Sure.” I looked over my shoulder. There was a water pitcher and glasses on the liquor cabinet by the door.

      “Be right back,” I said, taking her hand and kissing the palm.

      I got up and took two steps toward the liquor cabinet.

      “Do you want—?” I asked as I turned back to look at her.

      Whatever I was going to ask her left my brain.

      The chair where she had been sitting was empty.

      Mackenzie was gone.
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      I gripped the arms of the chair and slowly put my feet on the floor.

      The house was quiet. And cool.

      The air felt different. Drier.

      Air conditioning.

      Nathan had been here. He had said something to me.

      Then I had blinked and he was gone.

      Just like that.

      My brother Cameron’s computer sat on the desk. The metal photograph of the girl propped against the lamp.

      When I woke, my mouth had been dry… from the medication.

      I’d sent him for a glass of water.

      And he had disappeared.

      He had searched for me all night.

      How was it that he had missed me? Had I walked right past him?

      It was quite possible that we had somehow crossed paths in the darkness.

      My thinking was a bit fuzzy. Maybe from the medication.

      That was it. I’d taken the medication.

      But… it did not work that fast.

      Not at all.

      It took days at best, usually weeks to work.

      I got up and walked across the hall to the kitchen.

      Grandpa looked up from his newspaper.

      “Good morning, Kitten,” he said.

      “Hi.” I went to the table and dropped into the chair across from Grandpa.

      “You feel okay?” he asked, setting aside the newspaper.

      “I don’t know.” I looked into his kind eyes. Grandpa knew all about time travel and spells and… “Did you ever see Grandma Vaughn disappear?”

      “Yes.” Grandpa’s eyes narrowed. “You went back in time.”

      “Maybe.” I rubbed my eyes with my fingertips. “I don’t know.”

      He pushed his chair back.

      “I need to show you something.” He motioned for me to follow him back into the library.

      Going to one of the shelves, he shoved books aside and pulled out a huge heavy book. A Bible and placed it on the desk with a loud thump.

      “What is this?” I asked, standing next to him.

      “It’s the family Bible.”

      “I haven’t seen this before.”

      “I keep it hidden.” Grandpa opened it up to the middle. “I don’t want someone to just accidentally see it.”

      “Okay.” I shoved my hair back and looked down at where he was pointing.

      The page he showed me was rather messy.

      It had arrows pointing here and there.

      

      Sophia Becquerel. Nathan Laurent.

      Cameron Becquerel. Isabella Laurent.

      Mackenzie Becquerel. Andrew Laurent.

      Victoria Becquerel. Grant Laurent.

      

      “What is this?” I asked, dropping into the chair behind me and looking at up Grandpa.

      “It’s the family tree,” he said. “From the 1850s.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Not only were my siblings’ names there, but my name was listed there. Next to Andrew’s.

      “All four of you,” Grandpa said. “Go back in time.” He looked at me over his glasses.

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

      “Sophia and Cameron have already gone back.”

      “It’s not possible,” I said.

      “It is possible,” Grandpa said, but I wasn’t listening.

      I could barely even think, much less hear him what he was saying.

      Why would my siblings and I all be born in the twenty-first century only to go back in time to spend the rest of our lives?

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said, mostly to myself.

      “It doesn’t have to make sense, “Grandpa said. “It’s destiny.”

      I looked at him then. Looked right at him.

      And the realization sank in that it didn’t have to make sense.
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      I backed up and dropped onto the sofa, my mind numb.

      A rooster crowed outside, reminding me that this day had not even gotten started good.

      The scent of bacon filled the air, making me queasy. The men would be on their way in for breakfast. We’d had coffee a couple of hours ago, but it was time to either go to sleep or start the day over with strong brew.

      The forgotten letter in my left hand crumpled at my side.

      I’d spent all night combing the area looking for Mackenzie only to find her sitting here in the library.

      But then she had disappeared right in front of my eyes. I’d turned my back for an instant and she had vanished.

      How was that possible?

      I picked up the letter that both Aunt Eloise and Uncle Samuel insisted that I read.

      

      Dear Jonathan,

      There’s something you need to know.

      I’m not the only one who travels through time.

      As you know, the spell is in my blood and in the blood of our children.

      I don’t know if you will ever read this letter, but if you do, you have to be prepared.

      Our grandchildren, Sophia, Cameron, Mackenzie, and Victoria all travel back in time from the twenty-first century to the early 1800s.

      They make their lives here. What to you is the past.

      

      The words blurred and I didn’t read the rest of the letter. I couldn’t.

      I sat there. Stunned.

      They were right. Aunt Eloise and Uncle Samuel. Father.

      I needed to talk to my brother. Not Grant, but Nathan.

      I looked at the letter again.

      Sophia.

      Nathan’s wife was from the future.

      Folding the paper and stuffing it in my pocket as I walked, I headed out to Nathan and Sophia’s house.

      I made the walk to their house in ten minutes. It normally took thirty.

      Both of them, Nathan and Sophia, were sitting outside on a blanket watching their baby crawl from one to the other.

      I knelt down at the edge of the blanket.

      “Crawl to Uncle Andrew,” Nathan said.

      “I don’t think he’s here on a social visit,” Sophia said, looking at me.

      “I need to talk to you,” I said, absently picking up the baby. I didn’t know if I was talking to Nathan or Sophia. Hell, I might be talking to the baby for all I knew.

      “What happened?” Nathan asked. “You look like the devil.”

      “I feel like the devil,” I said. “Guess you managed to miss out.”

      “Miss out on what?” Sophia asked.

      “We spent the whole night searching for her.” I looked at Sophia. Knew that what I was going to say was going to rock her world. But there was no right way to say it.

      “For who?” she asked, holding out her arms for the baby.

      “For Mackenzie.”

      As I put the baby in her hands, I watched the disbelief cross her features. She held her baby against her like a shield.

      “Sit,” Nathan said.

      I sat on the blanket and pulled the letter from my pocket. Handed it to Sophia.
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      I made it as far as the end of the driveway.

      With the car blinker rhythmically ticking, I put the car in park and got out, leaving the door open.

      I looked down the oak tree alley toward Grandpa’s house.

      Destiny.

      Grandpa said it was destiny.

      So I packed up my bags, loaded my car, and said my goodbyes to Grandpa.

      Destiny meant I had no say in the matter.

      I’d made my own way my whole life.

      I’d chosen my career. Made my way to where I am by making my own choices.

      Having choices made for me—already decided—was not something I was willing to sit by and let happen.

      I believed in free will. That people could change. And all that.

      It was what I taught. Students and clients alike.

      You always have a choice.

      But destiny meant there were no free choices.

      If I was going to fall in love and go back in time, then I wanted it to be my own choice.

      Not predetermined.

      The wind of a storm coming in tossed my hair, across my face.

      I shoved it back and put a hand over my eyes.

      Time.

      What was it?

      My sister Sophia and my brother Cameron had gone back to the 1800s. It slid off the tongue as easy as saying Sophia and Cameron went to New Orleans.

      As though it was as normal as simply taking a trip.

      I paced to the nearest oak tree. Placed a hand against the rough bark.

      Was it?

      Was it as simple as taking a trip?

      How was it that my parents’ four children had been born in the wrong century? That they would all go back in time and marry four siblings?

      Was that a thing? Four siblings marrying four siblings?

      I pulled out my phone to look it up. A habit.

      But I set my phone aside with a sigh. I didn’t really need to know.

      That wasn’t the point.

      The point was that Grandpa believed it had happened.

      And everything I’d seen pointed in that direction.

      It was quite possible that I had been back in time.

      I had not seen Cameron or Sophia.

      But I had met Andrew Laurent.

      And my name had been written right there next to his.

      There could have been another Mackenzie Becquerel.

      But my name and Andrew’s name were right there in a list with my siblings.

      The chances of that happening too astronomical to compute. If my mother had been a history buff, then maybe she could have looked up names in the family tree to use for her own children.

      But the thought of my mother doing such a thing made me laugh.

      She had no interest in history or being out in the country. That was why we so rarely visited Grandpa and Grandma.

      She’d cheated us on that one.

      A pickup truck passing by on the road in front of me slowed, the driver rolling down his window.

      “Need some help?” he asked.

      “I’m good. Thank you though.” I waved him off.

      “I can call someone,” he said.

      I held up my cell phone.

      He nodded and took off.

      I couldn’t just stand here next to the road. I got back in the car and closed the door.

      The air conditioning blew in my face as the blinker continued to blink.

      I pictured the day I had before me.

      Drive three hours. Board a plane. Fly three hours.

      Get up tomorrow and go back to my jobs.

      Helping people. Teaching people.

      But after forcing myself to go through that mental map of what amounted to my life, I kept seeing Andrew.

      The way he looked at me.

      I’d never had a man look at me that way.

      The first night had been a night of passion. Gentlemanly passion.

      The next time we’d been together had been different.

      He’d been courting me.

      And wanted to ask my brother for permission to court me.

      I knew what courting meant. It was an old-fashioned way of saying dating.

      But I looked it up. So help me, I unlocked my phone and looked it up.

      To engage in social activities leading to engagement and marriage.

      I leaned back against the car seat, squeezing the steering wheel.

      Damn it.

      Andrew wanted to marry me.

      The strong handsome man from the 1850s who had stolen my heart wanted to marry me.

      And Grandpa believed it was destiny.

      I could drive away from here.

      Go back to work.

      Help other people.

      But who was going to help me?

      Who was going to help me get through day after day of thinking about Andrew? About the way his lips felt on mine. The way his body felt against mine.

      The way I’d come against him and he’d asked for nothing in return.

      He’d spent his whole night looking for me. When I’d been right there in the library… sleeping in the chair.

      As I sat watching dark clouds coming in from the southwest, I realized something.

      Something so counterintuitive that it made me laugh at myself.

      I had a choice.

      In this moment. I have a choice.
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      I spent the rest of the day with Nathan and Sophia.

      They were so obviously in love, it was almost hard to watch at times, especially knowing that I had come so very close to having something similar with Mackenzie.

      Sophia had not said much about the letter.

      I think it caught her so very off guard that she did not have much to say about it.

      She’d taken her baby inside and, although I could not see what she was doing, I would bet money that she was taking time to digest it all.

      When she came back outside a bit later, her eyes were red.

      Nathan took the baby and handed her to me, then pulled his wife into his arms.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      She shrugged and attempted a smile.

      “Not really,” I heard her tell Nathan.

      “I need to talk to Andrew.”

      So I handed the baby to Nathan and went for a walk with my sister-in-law.

      We walked along the river, the mournful sound of a paddle wheeler filling the air.

      “You’ve spent some time with Mackenzie?” she asked, lifting the hem of her skirt to avoid a mud puddle as we walked past.

      “Yes,” I said. “A little.”

      She looked at me sideways.

      “A little?”

      “Enough,” I said with a little smile.

      “You want to court her?” she asked.

      “You know I do.”

      She nodded. “That’s why you showed me that letter.”

      She already knew the answer to that.

      The paddle wheeler disappeared over the horizon leaving the river empty. A rare sight on the busy Mississippi.

      “You don’t know her,” she said.

      I could tell by the way she said it that she knew she’d just made an irrelevant observation.

      “I know what I need to know,” I said.

      “Right.” Looking away, she nodded. I couldn’t read her expression. But I knew I needed to tread carefully. I was talking about her sister. I could hardly tell her that I had been in her bed… or rather, technically, she had been in my bed.

      Either way. My intentions were honorable if she would have me, I would marry her.

      Turning toward me, she put a hand on my arm. Searched my eyes.

      “Andrew,” she said. “your reputation…” She cleared her throat. “I’ll just ask it straight out. What are your intentions toward my sister?”

      “You can rest assured.” I smiled slowly. I could see the resemblance to Mackenzie in Sophia’s eyes. “My intentions toward your sister are entirely honorable. If she’ll have me…”

      Sophia turned and started walking again.

      “I know my sister,” she said. “Mackenzie doesn’t believe in fate. But…” She stopped again and gazed across the river.

      The blood pounded in my ears. If Mackenzie did not believe in fate… then what did that mean?

      “If she comes back to you… if she finds a way.” Mackenzie paused. “Then she’s yours.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Maybe,” she said. “How certain are you? About her?”

      “I’ve never been more certain about anything.”

      “Okay.” Sophia said. “You can get a message to her.”
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      Grandpa sat at the kitchen table. His newspaper carefully folded and set aside.

      I paced the kitchen. Stopped and leaned against the sink to look outside.

      He had not looked surprised to see me.

      On the contrary. He’s simply opened the door and I’d followed him back to the kitchen.

      Wind whipped at the silvery gray moss. This place was a like a vortex for storms.

      Coalescing right here. A rip in time, according to the legend. A rip in time would attract storm, I suppose.

      Turning, I faced Grandpa.

      How could he look so calm? Maybe he was like me. Even when there was a storm on the inside, I kept my expression impassive. In fact, the more emotion I felt, the more I kept it to myself.

      A psychologist must remain in control at all times.

      We were the lifeline for others. The lifeboat. If the lifeboat sank, everyone sank.

      It was who I was. I could not change that.

      But on the inside I was as human as the rest.

      “Besides the notes in the Bible?” I asked. “Is there any other way to know? To know how Andrew feels? Now that he’s met me.”

      Grandpa sat back. Ran a hand across his balding head.

      I wondered how much stress all this had put his through. So many people he had loved had gone back in time.

      Everyone in fact that he loved. Lost to time.

      How did he do it?

      Had he ever wished to go back in time?

      “Maybe,” Grandpa said, pushing back in his chair. “There is one other place to look.”

      I followed him down the hall, through the foyer past the silent grandfather clock, up the stairs. To the guest room.

      He grabbed a pry bar from the closet and went to kneel in front of the window. The casing on the left was different. Newer wood. The other three sides were old, weathered, probably original wood.

      “What are we doing?” I asked.

      He turned and grinned at me as he slid the pry bar beneath the newer casing.

      “We’re checking the mail,” he said.

      The mail.

      I sat back on my heels and watched as a rolled-up letter fell out as he loosened the casing.

      “We’ve got mail,” he said, picking up the letter and sitting back on a little stool.

      A letter.

      He carefully unrolled the letter. Glanced at it.

      “It’s from your sister,” he said. “It’s for you.”

      My hands shook as I took the letter he held out to me.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, searching his eyes.

      “Sophia and I worked this out a long time ago,” he said. “She writes letters and puts them here. In the past. And since this is… was… an original window casing, I can find them here in our time.”

      I ran a hand along the paper. It didn’t feel old.

      “It’s alkaline paper,” he said. “She took it with her. It’s supposed to last hundreds of years.”

      I swallowed, my throat dry and tried to focus on the words.

      

      Dear Grandpa and Mackenzie,

      

      I looked up at Grandpa. “How did she know?”

      “She’s been at this for a long time.” He shrugged.

      I kept reading.

      

      I have a letter here for Mackenzie from Andrew.

      Love you both,

      Sophia

      

      Dear Mackenzie,

      Not sure how… or if… this works, but if it does, then I figure you’re trying to make a choice.

      I fell in love with you the moment I saw you. At the piano. You play the piano like an angel.

      If you’re trying to decide what to do, then I hope this letter helps.

      The decision is yours.

      But I will wait for you. Forever.

      Just know that.

      I’m here. Waiting for you.

      I love you.

      Please come back to me.

      Andrew

      

      My eyes moist, I turned and looked at Grandpa. Handed the letter to him.

      It didn’t matter that it was written to me. This wasn’t something I could process alone.

      Grandpa read the letter, then handed it back to me.

      “The ball’s in your court, Kitten,” he said.
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      Sophia tapped the window casing back into place and sat back on her heels.

      “What now?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “We wait.”

      We wait.

      I’d said I’d wait forever.

      Forever was a long time.

      I got up and went to the window.

      So, the way I understood it… we wrote a letter on some kind of special paper that was supposed to last centuries. Hid it behind the window casing.

      Then Sophia and Mackenzie’s Grandpa would look behind this very same window casing centuries later. And it would still be there.

      It was incomprehensible.

      And fascinating.

      She assured me that it could work. She’d written her brother, Cameron, and he had gotten the letter.

      “How long?” I asked, unable to help myself.

      She smiled.

      “On our end it could be a minute or twenty years.”

      I turned back to look out the window.

      The old oak trees planted a hundred years ago by the Frenchman who had claimed this land for himself stood tall and strong.

      Did they still stand hundreds of years in the future? It was something I had never even thought about until this moment.

      If this house still stood, then surely the trees did. They would be bigger, of course.

      “Andrew,” Sophia said, interrupting my musings. “Time isn’t linear like you’d think. It could be ten years for her and overnight for us.”

      “Okay.” I did not understand any of what she was telling me.

      “I’m saying you have to be prepared.”

      “Prepared for what?”

      “It’s possible she could be older.”

      “I don’t care,” I said, realizing that I actually did not care.

      I’d fallen head over heels for Mackenzie. It was a new and wonderful experience.

      “Please bring her to see me when she gets here, okay?” Sophia said.

      “Of course.” I held out a hand to help her up. “You should get back to Nathan and your baby.”

      She would come back.

      She had to.

      In the meantime, I would not be sitting idle.

      I had things I had to do.

      First I needed to talk to Father and Uncle Samuel about some land.

      Now that I had my patch of tobacco growing, it was time to break ground on a house.

      Mine and Mackenzie’s.
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      “Our time is up, Paul,” I said, closing my notepad and setting it aside.

      The last of the evening sunshine cast shadows through the west facing window opened to catch the soft fall breeze.

      My chairs were positioned so that I could see the peaks of the Rocky Mountains from here. It was by design. What could I say? My days were long and sometimes I just needed to rest my eyes.

      “I know,” he said. “Are you sure I’m ready to go it on my own?”

      Paul had been one of my first clients. I was about as reluctant to let him go as he was to let me go. But it was time.

      He had a good job. A fiancé. His scores on the Depression Inventory had been consistently low over the past six months.

      His eyes were moist, but it wasn’t from depression. It was because it was time to say goodbye.

      I felt the same way.

      A professional relationship was still at its heart a relationship. Paul had been a good client. He’d spilled his deepest darkest secrets to me and he’d been willing to try anything I threw at him.

      And as an experienced psychologist, I’m sure that had been interesting at times.

      “You’re going to be just fine,” I said.

      “Can I have a hug?” he asked, tentatively.

      “Of course.” Breaking one of my own rules as I gave him a quick hug.

      “Now go,” I said. “Have a good life.”

      That got a laugh out of Paul and he headed out.

      I sat down at my little computer desk and blew out a breath.

      Picked up a bottle of water while the program loaded up.

      I typed in Paul’s confidential notes, then entered the insurance information and submitted that.

      Done. A chapter closed.

      Cleared out for the next one.

      I unlocked my phone and ordered from my favorite to go restaurant. I’d pick it up on the way home.

      Do some reading while I ate.

      Then I needed to call my sister, Victoria.

      I had a lot to tell her.

      A LOT to tell her.

      I had a couple of other calls to make, too, but I could do those on the drive home.

      I stuffed my computer in my computer bag along with my charging cords.

      Pushed the chair up to the desk and plumped the back pillow on the armchair where I had spent countless hours listening to people tell me their innermost thoughts.

      Helped them make difficult life choices and work through troubles.

      I’d learned a lot about myself by helping them.

      To be perfectly honest, I’d probably learned more about myself than my clients had learned about themselves.

      But that was the way of it. Teachers learned more than students. Psychologists learned more than clients.

      Squaring my shoulders, I stepped out of the office, locked the door, and slipped the key in my bag.

      We have to do something different if we want things to change.

      It was time for a change.
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      Balancing on top of the roof—my roof—I hammered nails into another of the wood shingles.

      The sun was warm on the top of my head in contrast to the coolness of the breeze coming off the river.

      I’d taken my time on the house. Father and Grant had helped some. Even Uncle Samuel had hammered a few nails.

      But today I was alone. But whether alone or not, I enjoyed the process. I was building something special for someone special.

      It had been a year and some months since I’d seen Mackenzie, but I thought about her every day. She was the first thing I thought about when I woke in the morning. The last thing I thought about when I went to sleep at night.

      As the days flew past, I did not give up. She was worth waiting for.

      I’d wait my whole life if I had to.

      A steamboat floated past, blowing its mournful whistle. I couldn’t imagine the river without the steamboat horns.

      The sun was starting its nightly dip behind the trees. It was quitting time.

      Time for me to gather up my tools for the night and go to the main house for a drink and probably some entertainment if things went as expected.

      I couldn’t say that Emma had gotten any better at playing the piano, but I could say that I had perhaps lowered my expectations such that I could tolerate her music a bit better.

      I’d taken to leaning against the wall, closing my eyes, and using the quiet time to think about Mackenzie. It was time when no one expected me to have a conversation.

      A time when no one hinted that I should consider courting one of the fine young ladies in the area.

      And so, in an odd way, I’d rather come to appreciate Emma’s piano music.

      After tossing my tools down, I climbed down the ladder.

      There were dark clouds coming in tonight. But I didn’t hear any thunder, so it was probably just going to be one of those ever so calm soaking rains that lasted for days.

      It was odd, really, how I had come to prefer stormy nights.

      During any thunderstorm, I could be found sitting on the steps overlooking the foyer in the main house.

      Listening to the grandfather clock as it tolled the hour, the lightning crashing all around us.

      I watched every movement. Every shadow.

      One day Mackenzie would come back to me.

      I believed it with every cell in my body.

      I lived it. Breathed it.

      As I headed back to the house, Charlie and her three puppies raced up to escort me home.

      Soon, I mused, with puppies tumbling over each other at my feet, this would be home.

      I didn’t like the idea of living here alone without the woman I was building it for, but it was time to get out of my uncle’s house.

      Father as dragging his feet on his own house. I think that as the adult children left home, getting places of their own, he was questioning building a house just for him and Mother.

      Nobody knew what Grant was going to do. He held his cards close to his chest. I halfway expected him to up and announce one day that he was going back to New Orleans.

      I went in through the back door, poured myself a glass of whiskey, and headed upstairs to get cleaned up for the evening.
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      I leaned against the balcony railing looking out over the gardens below.

      Grandpa had enlisted Tracie’s help to get the flower garden back in shape. Of course, now that it was Fall, they would have to plants some fall flowers.

      The scent of daffodils, roses, and magnolias filled the air.

      Tracie was here all the time now. They’d negotiated room and board as part of her pay.

      After I got past the guilt of not having the time to give to be here for him myself, I was pleased that he had Tracie.

      She seemed to be good for him. And had turned out to be trustworthy.

      She had a lot of good qualities that were hard to find.

      I’d set up my financials so that Grandpa would get everything I had. Between his and mine, he would never be short on money.

      I had three weather apps on my phone. There were others, but I didn’t see any reason to over do it.

      Since it was the trailing end of hurricane season, there was no way to predict when the next storm would hit.

      But I was ready.

      For now, the weather was quiet. Clear and beautiful.

      I was wearing my favorite pajama bottoms—the ones with the teddy bears on them and a plain gray t-shirt.

      Feeling restless, I grabbed a sweatshirt, tossed it over my head, and headed downstairs.

      Grandpa and Tracie were playing cards at the kitchen table.

      “Want to pull up a chair?” Grandpa asked.

      “No, No.” I said, grabbing a bottle of water. “Don’t let me disturb you.”

      They assured me I was welcome, but I was too restless to sit and play a game.

      I made my way toward the foyer, stopping to look up at the grandfather clock. The key was there, just inside the glass door.

      The key that held the secret to the time travel.

      Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it wasn’t necessary for the time travel to happen.

      It was not an exact science.

      Sort of like psychology, I mused.

      There were theories and things that worked sometimes, but not always. Depended on the situation.

      Yep. Just like psychology.

      I wandered into the parlor and paced to the window. The night was clear. The moon bright.

      Feeling disappointed, I went to the piano and sat down. Rested my fingers on the keys.

      I didn’t want to disturb anyone, but Grandpa and Tracie were playing cards.

      There was no reason not to play.

      I pressed one key. Let the note hold in the air. Then I pressed another one. And they blended together.

      My fingers took off then on the keys, almost as though of their own accord.

      I always wondered if maybe I should have pursued music instead of psychology.

      The melancholy music that poured out through my fingers had me thinking about regrets.

      I did not want to have any more regrets.

      It had not taken me long after returning to Denver to know that I did not want to play out my life there, doing the same thing day after day, over and over.

      It wasn’t me anymore.

      My heart belonged to someone in the past.

      And without sharing a heart, what purpose was there, really?

      It was like music.

      I could go the safe route and choose to stay here in my safe time.

      Closing my eyes, I let the music spill over me, letting it blur my thoughts, taking the edge off my nerves.

      It was nice to just stop thinking for a minute.

      To just let my mind go blank.
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      I was lured back downstairs by the music.

      Not Emma’s music.

      The melancholy music that I knew could only come from Mackenzie.

      As I went down the stairs, I kept my hands in my pockets to keep them from shaking.

      She was here then.

      Or was it like before when either I was there or we were nowhere?

      I’d had a lot of time to think. And I’d spent a lot of time talking to Sophia and Nathan.

      I would have talked to my sister’s husband, Cameron, but they lived in town and he spent all his time working. Writing books.

      It was actually impressive how well he was doing.

      But right now, after all this time, she was here.

      My feet touched the first floor and I walked slowly past the grandfather clock.

      The music faltered when the clock began to chime. It was just for a moment, but I heard that.

      That told me that Mackenzie heard it, too.

      But she kept playing.

      Mon Dieu. She had an unparalleled way with the piano.

      Reaching the door to the parlor, I stopped and just watched her.

      Sophia had warned me that Mackenzie might be older now, but she was as young and beautiful as she had been before.

      I slowly moved around so that I was standing in front of her.

      She played with her eyes closed.

      Obviously she had no need to see the notes on the sheet music.

      How was it that she could play like this out of her head?

      Sophia hadn’t said anything to me about Mackenzie being a pianist. She’d told me that Mackenzie was a physician of the mind.

      I did not understand that, but anything was possible in the future.

      I looked forward to learning more about Mackenzie and the world where she had come from.

      Finally, as the rain splashed against the windows, her music slowed and she sat with her fingers resting on the keys.

      A tremor of concern chased down my spine when she did not open her eyes.

      She sat very still like a statue.

      I took a step forward.

      Then she opened her eyes and looked at me.

      “Are you real?” she asked, so softly I could barely hear her.

      “Yes,” I said.

      Then she was up, off the bench, and in my arms.

      I had my arms full of Mackenzie Becquerel.

      “How do I keep you here?” I asked, cupping her face with my hands.

      She shook her head and kissed me.

      Then she pulled back to gaze into my eyes.

      “Faith,” she said. “We have to have faith.”

      “I have faith,” I said. “I built you a house.”

      “A house?” She searched my eyes for answers. “How?”

      “Your sister drew the plans.”

      Mackenzie took a step back, her hands over her mouth.

      “Sophia?”

      “Yes.” I grinned. “She made me promise to bring you by her home.”

      “Oh,” Mackenzie said. “She really has a home.”

      I put my arms around her waist and twirled her around. She laughed.

      “You will marry me, right?” I asked, setting her on her feet and kissing her cheeks.

      “Well,” she shrugged. “I did come all this way. So….”

      I took a deep breath and forced myself to take a step back.

      I was going to marry this woman. I had just one time to get it right.

      This was not the time to rush.

      But I just wanted to be with her. To have her bound to me so that not even time could pull us apart again.
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      I’d known Andrew was there before I even opened my eyes.

      Maybe it was the rain pounding against the windows. Rain on a perfectly clear night with not a drop of rain in the forecast.

      He was so beautiful. So handsome.

      Maybe even more than I remembered.

      He wanted me to marry him.

      And I wanted to marry him.

      I really had come all this way.

      He took a step back and went down on one knee.

      Holding both my hands, he looked up into my eyes.

      “Mackenzie,” he said. “Since I couldn’t ask your father or your grandfather for your hand, I asked your sister.”

      Sophia… I was having a little trouble following what he was saying.

      I never had trouble following people. It was what I did for a living.

      The blood rushing through my veins, pounding through my system, had me off balance.

      “Mackenzie,” he said. “Will you do me the honor of being my wife?”

      “Yes,” I said, barely able to get the word out.

      To say that I was overcome with emotion was an understatement.

      I couldn’t catch my breath.

      Then Andrew put his hands on either side of my face and kissed me ever so lightly.

      His lips against mine centered me.

      Brought me back to my senses and I could breathe again.

      “You built us a house?” I asked, against his lips.

      “Yes… Well… I’m building a house. It’s not finished.”

      “When can I see it?”

      “Tomorrow,” he said. “weather permitting.”

      “I can’t wait to see it.”

      “It’s not far,” he said. “And it’s close to Sophia’s.”

      “Wait…” I said. I wanted to ask, but I was afraid of the answer. “My brother… Cameron?”

      “He lives in town with his wife, Isabella.” Andrew smiled.

      I let out a sigh of relief. “He’s okay, then?”

      “He is more than okay. He is happily married. To my sister.”

      “Right. Your sister.”

      It seemed so wrong yet so right at the same time. Brothers and sisters marrying brothers and sisters.

      Somehow me and my siblings had been born in the wrong century.

      There was our other sister, Victoria, but I’d worry about her later.

      Right now all I wanted to do was to kiss Andrew.

      Apparently, he had the same idea. He reached down and picking me up, carried me to the bottom of the stairs.

      “You have to put me down now,” I said.

      “I can carry you up the stairs,” he said, but let me slide to my feet.

      “Only if you’re Clark Gable,” I said, kissing him on the jaw.

      “I don’t know who that is, but it sounds like we have a lot to talk about.”

      “More than you can imagine,” I said.

      We walked upstairs, hand in hand.

      Then he picked me up again and carried to the door of his… my… our… room.

      But this time, he didn’t set me down. This time he carried me over the threshold and laid me on the bed.

      The steady rain came down outside, splashing against the window, enveloping us in a safe, dry cocoon.

      It was real. It was so unbelievably real.

      I felt like I’d been working my whole life to get right here. To this moment.

      To this this place and this time.

      Destiny.

      It wasn’t such a bad thing after all.
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        Two weeks later

      

      

      

      We married quickly. Not because we had to, but because we wanted to.

      Andrew and I both agreed that marriage may well be the thing that not only bound us together, but the thing that locked me into this time.

      We weren’t willing to rule anything out.

      The Becquerel house was overflowing with people. Inside and outside. It was one of those lovely fall evenings when the weather was perfect.

      And tonight I did not mind the perfect weather.

      The Becquerels had invited everyone to the reception following our small family-only wedding ceremony.

      But the six of us had slipped off into the library after just one dance. Considering that three of us were desperately unskilled at waltzing, it made perfect sense.

      I don’t know why we closed the inside door. The French doors were open letting lively orchestra music spill inside.

      Guests were waltzing… drinking punch—spiked… and gossip abounded.

      I sat on the little sofa next to Andrew, my wedding dress spilling over his lap with enough material to make twenty regular dresses. He had one arm around me and toyed with his top hat he had borrowed from Cameron with the other. There was something significant about that, but I didn’t question it. I’d find out later.

      My sister Sophia sat in an armchair across from us. Nathan stood behind her leaning against the chair. An old married couple now with a child.

      Our brother Cameron sat on the other armchair, his wife Isabella, in his lap. Happily married for over a year, but still acting like newlyweds. Isabella’s reputation for being serious had evaporated under my brother’s influence.

      “It’s so strange how we all ended up together,” Sophia said. “in the same place and time, but in a different century from where we started.”

      “Don’t think about it too hard,” Cameron said. “It’ll make your head hurt.”

      “What do you think, Mackenzie?” Sophia asked, and everyone looked at me.

      “I’m just listening,” I said.

      “Oh no,” Cameron said. “You don’t get to pull that psychologist stuff on us.”

      “Well,” I said, looking into Andrew’s eyes. “I thought I was having hallucinations.”

      Sophia and Cameron laughed. They understood.

      “She kept asking me if I was real,” Andrew said, pulling me against him.

      “I sort of stopped caring,” I said with a little shrug.

      Andrew kissed me on the cheek. “You’d rather be with me than in reality.”

      “Yes,” I said, kissing him on the lips.

      “Don’t you all have another sister?” Nathan asked, distracting us.

      Everyone knew we did.

      “Victoria,” Sophia said.

      “Do you think Victoria will be coming?” Andrew asked. He asked it as though she would just be stopping by.

      “Victoria will not set foot on this property.” Cameron scoffed. “So no. It’s not possible.”

      “It’s on the paper,” I said, softly.

      Cameron shook his head. “She won’t do it.”

      “Why won’t she come here?” Nathan asked as he went over to the liquor cabinet. Put six glasses and a bottle of champagne on a tray.

      His question was met with silence.

      “Nobody wants to talk about that,” Sophia said as he put the tray on the coffee table and sat down on the arm of the chair.

      “Another family secret,” he said as he filled the first glass with champagne. Handed it to me.

      Then handed another to Andrew.

      I grinned at Andrew over the bubbles.

      “Don’t drink too much,” he whispered for my ears only. “I have plans for you tonight.”

      I laughed.

      “Hey,” Cameron said. “Get a room.”

      Andrew and I looked at each other and shrugged.

      “To happy time travel and forever marriages,” he said, raising a glass.

      We all raised our glasses in a toast.

      Except for Sophia. Sophia slowly set her glass down.

      “Sophia?”

      She looked at Nathan and grinned.

      “We’re having a baby.” Nathan pulled her close and kissed her on the mouth.

      Right about then, the door opened and Uncle Samuel stuck his head inside. We all sat quietly, holding our glasses.

      “There you are,” he said. “Everyone is looking for the newlyweds.”

      “Might as well go,” Nathan said. “Or there will be no hearing the end of it.”

      “That’s God’s honest truth,” Andrew said, standing up and pulling me to my feet.

      Three couples, the women all dressed in bright colorful dresses, on the arms of their handsome formally dressed men, spilled out of the library and headed toward the foyer.

      The grandfather clock began tolling the hour, the loud chimes mingling in with the music.

      Andrew pulled my hand, making sure we hung back as the others went into the foyer.

      “Come on,” he said, tugging my hand and pulling me toward the stairs.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he said.

      “But the reception is—”

      He shot me a look.

      “Do you want to hang out with strangers or do you want get started on your wedding night?”

      “Well…” I said. “When you put it like that.”

      Our hands tightly linked, he led us straight up the stairs.

      We reached the second floor just as the clock chimed the twelfth hour.

      Midnight.

      This time Cinderella was running away from the ball WITH the prince.

      And there would be no turning into a pumpkin.

      This time it was for real.
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      It was a given that a fifteen-year-old boy left to his own devices in the country would get into trouble.

      Grant Laurent was no exception.

      Today it was hot as the devil, so he had done what any reasonable teen would do. He had gone down to the murky, smelly Mississippi River bank to hunt frogs.

      He’d been successful, too. He had a big son-of-a-bitching bull frog in his burlap bag. It kicked and squeaked, but he’d let it out soon enough. He wasn’t cruel. He had good plans for it, though, before he set it free.

      Hell, his cousins would probably want to eat it. Northerners—and yes, Natchez was the north compared to New Orleans—were strange people.

      Walking along the road leading away from the river toward the house, he slung the sack over his shoulder and whistled a nonsensible tune.

      He was the only one outside. Everyone else was inside, avoiding the hottest part of the sunny day. But not Grant. Grant was a man with a purpose. And today’s purpose was to send his sister squealing.

      A flock of blue birds fluttered from one of the old oak trees, taking flight into the cloudless sky.

      That was definitely one of the benefits—few as they were—to spending summers up here in the country. There was far more to get into.

      His parents packed up the whole family and traveled here every year for the three or four hottest months of the summer.

      Mother was deathly afraid of contracting the yellow fever. Father’s parents had both died from it before Grant was even born, but it left a lasting impression on Mother.

      Following the bend in the road, he could see the house up ahead. A huge three-story house with tall white columns from ground to roof. He personally preferred his town home in New Orleans with the courtyard right in the middle, but this was the style out here in the country.

      A cool breeze swept through the trees, sending the moss flying like silver flags on a pirate ship.

      He shivered. This was full on June. There should be no cool spells. Maybe a little cool in the mornings, but that burned off quick enough.

      There were some dark clouds banking in the southwest. If they were in New Orleans, he’d say there was a hurricane coming in. But they were much too far inland for that.

      He shrugged it off and kept walking.

      It made no difference to him. He had his frog and he was happy.

      As he rounded another bend, he noticed that there was a layer of mist coming in. The kind of mist that sometimes lingered over the Mississippi River early in the mornings.

      Now that was weird.

      He stopped and looked behind him, but the mist was everywhere. And he was alone.

      He took another step, but something invisible seemed to push back, keeping him from going any further.

      He would have expected something like this in New Orleans, but it was the first time he’d encountered anything other than the mundane up here.

      Intrigued, but like most fifteen-year-old boys, not afraid of anything, he turned around again to see what he could see behind him.

      He couldn’t see anything other than the mist, but it was what he didn’t see… didn’t hear… that was most interesting.

      He didn’t hear anything at all. No steamboat whistle. No dogs braying at squirrels. No birds.

      He slowly turned back around, ready to get on to the house now.

      Enough was enough already.

      His feet froze to the ground, this time of their own accord.

      A girl, about his age, stood not more than three feet in front of him.

      The wind whipped at her long black hair. She stood perfectly still, not bothering to sweep it out of her eyes.

      She was wearing nothing but a pair of short blue pants that left her legs scandalously bear all the way down to a pair of white shoes. Her top was equally risqué. A tight light blue material that left her arms bare. The scooped neck accented her bosom.

      He took in all of this with a split-second glance, but it was her eyes that enchanted him.

      Big green eyes framed with thick dark lashes. Her skin was white as snow and her lips red and plush.

      She was frowning at him from that beautiful face.

      He just grinned in response. Confronted with such beauty looking at him with adorable consternation, there was nothing else he could do.

      The mist swirled at their feet, but they were alone in a cocoon of silence.

      Then the wind stopped blowing her hair. It just stopped.

      The moss in the trees around us still blew in the wind, but within their little bubble, there was no sound. No wind. Nothing but mist swirling at their feet.

      They tried again to take a step forward. Managed one step.

      He swallowed the emotion that overwhelmed him and took another step forward.

      If she was really there, he wanted to touch her. To feel her.

      She, too, took a step forward and now they were standing merely inches apart.

      She looked up at me with her beautiful green eyes, framed with long thick lashes, her mouth parted ever so slightly. Her breathing was shallow as though she had just run a long distance. And he felt much the same way.

      “I can’t…” He held up a hand, palm out, unable to get his thoughts formed into words. “Are you real?”

      She held her own hand up, her palm facing, but not touching, his.

      “I’m real,” she said.

      They stood there with our hands held up as though they stood on two sides of a window, able to see each other, but unable to actually touch.

      But it wasn’t enough. Would never be enough.

      He wanted to actually touch her.

      To know that she was real.

      “As am I,” he said, searching her eyes.

      Then unable to stop himself, he pressed his hand forward, clasping her fingers in his.

      She was real. She was so very real.

      Now that he had touched her, he couldn’t get enough.

      He lifted his other hand, with every intent of taking her other hand, too, but that did not happen.

      She began to fade.

      Her fingers slipped out of his. He leaned forward, trying to keep his grip on her.

      But the girl quite simply faded away.

      The mist receded along with the wind and the cool breeze. A steamboat blew its familiar horn on the river behind him and a dog brayed.

      His burlap sack had fallen to the ground and the frog escaped.

      But he no longer cared.

      All he cared about was the girl who had just vanished in front of his eyes.
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      I was only here to get the cat.

      And take care of a few of Grandpa Jonathan’s financials.

      The house was clean, but it just smelled… well… old. Musty really.

      I was used to the antiseptic scent of the hospital where I worked. So much so that anything else smelled dirty.

      The furry white cat jumped on top of the breakfast table as I pulled the lid on a can of cat food and set it there in front of him. I didn’t care if he ate on the table.

      But he just sat there and blinked at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      The cat meowed.

      “Oh. Alright.” It took me a minute to find a saucer to dump the cat food into it. I slid it over. The cat dove in, like he hadn’t eaten in days.

      Kit Kat. That was his name. Kit Kat sounded like a girl’s name to me, but who was I to judge.

      As the cat lapped up his food, I put my hands on my hips and looked around the kitchen, trying to decide what else needed to be done.

      I had vowed to never set foot here again.

      But my siblings were unreachable.

      My sister, Sophia, had disappeared eleven years ago, never to be found.

      Just another reason for me to hate this place.

      And now my other two siblings, Cameron and Mackenzie, wouldn’t answer their phones. Straight to voice mail. Both of them.

      What if it was important?

      It was important.

      Grandpa would be spending a month in rehab.

      His assistant… caregiver… Tracie… had called me in tears.

      Grandpa had left specific instructions that I was the one to be called in case of emergency.

      Maybe because I was a doctor. Maybe because the other ones couldn’t be reached and Grandpa knew it.

      I’d asked Tracie to take the cat, but she said no. And no, she didn’t know anyone else who could take care of him.

      That’s what happened when a person lived thirty minutes out of town.

      You had no friends. And if you did have friends, they weren’t going to spend half a day driving out to feed a cat everyday.

      For an entire month.

      Out of options, I’d driven here from Atlanta just to get the cat.

      Just because I didn’t want to be here was no reason for the cat to starve while Grandpa was in rehab.

      I needed to try to see Grandpa, but what I really needed to do was to get back to Atlanta.

      So I had a couple of other things to do, then I was going to throw the cat in his carrier and head out of here.

      I had my reasons for not wanting to be here at the Becquerel estate. It had nothing to do with my family. Nothing to do with Grandpa.

      And it had everything to do with an experience I’d had when I was just fifteen years old.

      An experience I’d had in the mist.

      I’d never told a single soul.

      But I’d never forgotten it.

      And never would.
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      The soil up here in the northern part of the state was good. I couldn’t complain about that.

      The little cotton plants were just now starting to peek up through the soil. Seeing that was my favorite part of the whole planting process. To me it was magical how the little seeds knew how to find their way out of the dirt so they could start growing into big productive plants.

      Also, here in mid-March, the weather was still bearable. Pleasant even. I removed my hat to run a hand through my hair, the warm sun beating down on my head.

      My horse, Fair Flax, shifted beneath me crinkling the leather of my saddle.

      He shook his head at the mournful wail of a steamboat’s horn as it passed. He’d heard the sound his entire life. Even down south. Maybe it was his way of greeting the boat.

      I waved.

      Didn’t know if they could see me or not, but I waved anyway. It was the neighborly thing to do.

      Somehow I’d gotten the reputation of being standoffish.

      I couldn’t figure out what was wrong about a man wanting to keep his head down and doing his work.

      I didn’t gamble or drink much or visit Natchez Under the Hill.

      And I didn’t dance with every marriageable girl in the county.

      In fact, when I did attend a ball or picnic out of family obligation, I rarely danced at all.

      Contrary to common belief, not every eligible bachelor was in need of a wife.

      Now. What I could complain about was only having two acres for my cotton fields.

      How exactly was a man supposed to make a success of himself with only two measly acres?

      But since I did not want to be an ingrate, I kept my mouth shut about it and had been asking around to see if there was some nearby land I could purchase.

      Waiting around to see what my father was going to do as far as dividing up his property between himself and his three sons was one thing. But I was not getting any younger.

      The other thing I could complain about was being up here in north Mississippi to begin with.

      Our plantation home outside of New Orleans had burned to the ground. Father’s property to be technical. So he’d sold the land and the townhome to pay some debts.

      There was supposed to be enough money left over to build a house on my mother’s dowry land up here.

      But Father, it seemed, at least to me, had all but decided to just live with Uncle Samuel and his wife.

      Made since though, because my brother Nathan had built a home of his own for his wife and family. My other brother Andrew was doing the same. In the meantime, they lived here in the main house, but that wouldn’t last for long.

      My sister had a husband to take care of her and they lived in town.

      That just left me.

      I was accustomed to managing thousands of acres. Now I was down to two. Two acres.

      Next year was going to be different.

      I would figure something out.

      I had not always been the serious one, I mused, as I turned Fair Flax around to head for home.

      I’d actually been the mischievous one until that day long ago.

      That had been the last summer I’d spent here until now.

      That was the summer I’d seen the girl in the mist.

      It had changed the way I saw the world.

      It had changed everything about me.

      And I had never told a living soul.
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      I had everything ready to go.

      I was ready to go.

      I’d found a cat carrier in the back of Grandpa’s closet and it sat out in the foyer ready for me to stick Kit Kat in there and go.

      After Kit Kate finished eating, he’d disappeared, so unfortunately, I could not go until I found him.

      Since he didn’t go outside, it shouldn’t be a problem.

      “Kit Kat,” I called. “Time to go.”

      No answer, of course.

      I called him like I would call a dog. Tapped my lap and called “Here Kitty Kitty.”

      The cat could be anywhere. This was, after all, a three-story house.

      We’d never had pets to speak of when we were growing up. Had a hound dog outside one time, but never had a cat.

      I pulled out my phone. Checked the time.

      If I didn’t get on the road soon, I would hit rush hour traffic.

      Might as well eat something now so I wouldn’t have to stop later on.

      Grandpa had a well-stocked refrigerator. Guess we had Tracie to thank for that.

      If only she could accommodate a cat, she’d have been my new favorite person.

      I pulled out a bag of ready-made salad mix and tossed it into a bowl. Sliced a tomato and a cucumber. There. Instant salad. Even easier since I didn’t eat salad dressing.

      I sat down at the table to eat.

      Kit Kat stopped in the doorway. Licked his front paws.

      “About time you showed up,” I said. “Ready to go?”

      While I finished my salad, the cat finished his bath.

      Ready to go now, I washed my bowl and put it away.

      Then I went in search of Kit Kat. I searched for thirty minutes, then gave up and went to sit on the sofa in the parlor.

      The whole point of driving over here was to get the cat. I couldn’t very well leave without him.

      Maybe I could get him to come out by feeding him again.

      I went back into the kitchen and opened another can of food.

      Even emptied it out onto a saucer.

      But no cat. Not this time.

      Apparently Kit Kat was only interested in food on his terms.

      I put my hands on my hips and waited for five minutes.

      Checked the time again.

      There was no way I was going to get back to Atlanta at a decent time tonight.

      Sitting on the couch again, I made some calls. Asked my assistant to reschedule everything for tomorrow.

      Tomorrow I would start again.

      Taking my phone and my phone charger, I went upstairs to what looked like the guest room.

      The house was eerie and quiet without Grandpa here.

      Without anyone here.

      It was too big and too creepy.

      I didn’t like it.

      I put on my pajamas, t-shirt, and some UGGs slippers.

      But before settling in, I went back downstairs to check all the doors again. This old house had far too many doors for my blood.

      One door in front and one in back would have plenty for me.

      Finally satisfied that everything was secure, I went back upstairs.

      Kit Kat sat in the middle of the bed.

      “We’re leaving tomorrow,” I told him. “Don’t think we’re not.”

      He just blinked at me.

      I had time to figure out a new plan of attack to get this cat in his carrier.

      I even thought about putting him in his carrier now. While he was sitting right here, but I couldn’t do that to the little guy.

      He was probably wondering where Grandpa was.

      Right about now, I was wondering where Cameron and Mackenzie were.

      I pulled out my phone and dialed their numbers again. One, then the other, while I absently rubbed the cat’s ears. He rolled over on his back and purred.

      Both went straight to voicemail.

      Tomorrow, since I was still here, I’d go see Grandpa. Find out what he knew.

      Surely he knew where the hell they were.

      They stayed in touch with him, so he would know.

      I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the old house creak and groan.

      As I wondered if it would ever go to sleep, I wondered the same thing about me.

      Kit Kat, on the other hand, curled up right next to me and went to sleep.

      I sighed.

      Damn it.

      The little cat was stealing my heart.

      And my heart had only been stolen one other time.

      A memory that I did a pretty good job at keeping buried deep in my brain, but being here brought back the memories.

      Just more evidence that I needed to get out of here as soon as possible.
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      The library was probably my favorite room in the house. Quiet and in shadows, it smelled like old leather and good tobacco.

      As I poured myself a glass of whiskey and tossed it back, I realized I had forgotten that tonight the parents were hosting some friends from over east.

      Currently in two of the guest rooms, they would be staying several days. I had actually met them once before. A middle-aged couple with three daughters. The daughters would be married now. Surely.

      Taking a second glass of whiskey, this one to be savored, it settled into one of the armchairs.

      The grandfather clock chimed the hour. It wouldn’t be long before dinner. I was pretty sure there would be chicken on the menu tonight. I could smell it all the way from the detached kitchen.

      Andrew and Mackenzie were already here and Mackenzie would be playing the piano after dinner. She was already warming up a bit. Her warming up was better than most people’s actual playing.

      Emma, my aunt and uncle’s daughter, had been sent to finishing school for the year. Thank God.

      For some unknown reason, Aunt Eloise had seen fit to have her daughter play the piano for us several nights a week. The girl had zero skill and listening to her overly happy music was torture. As my brother so aptly put it, sitting there listening to her play was like watching paint dry.

      But my sister-in-law, Mackenzie played like an angel. She could have played professionally if she had wanted to. There was more to that story than I wanted to think about right now. But I could honestly say that I was looking forward to hearing Mackenzie play tonight. Her music was like balm for a troubled soul.

      I would not say that my soul was troubled. I was just feeling a bit restless tonight.

      Maybe it was the weather. I could feel the electricity from the storm moving in.

      Strange things had been known to happen around here when there were storms.

      Even when no one admitted it, I knew. I listened.

      One of the advantages to keeping one’s mouth closed, I had learned a long time ago, was that one learned things.

      Andrew came to the door and interrupted my musings.

      “Ready for dinner?” he asked. “The guests aren’t coming down until later, so it’s just us.”

      “Sure thing,” I said, setting my empty glass aside. Even better. With the guests having dinner in their rooms, I would not be forced to socialize with anyone other than family.

      With the echo of the grandfather clock lingering in the air, I followed my youngest brother into the dining room.

      It was just seven of us. My parents. My aunt and uncle. My brother and his wife.

      Normally it did not bother me to be the odd man out. To not have anyone to share private glances with or to touch hands with beneath the table.

      Sitting back with my arm over the empty table where my wife would sit—if I had one, I wondered if perhaps it might be time for me to begin looking for a wife.

      When I took the basket of biscuits Mackenzie handed me, I bobbled them, spilling them all over the floor.

      “I am so sorry,” I said, dropping to the floor to gather up the spilled biscuits that had scattered everywhere, I took a moment to steady myself.

      What had come over me?

      I had never once found myself thinking that I should be looking for a wife.
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      After what seemed like hours, I finally exhausted myself into a restless sleep.

      But some time in the night, I woke in utter darkness.

      I always kept the windows open in my high rise apartment in Atlanta, so I never woke in complete darkness. Ever.

      Then I remembered that I wasn’t in Atlanta. I was in the country.

      And in the country, it got dark.

      No street lights. Not even light from the moon.

      I reached over for Kit Kat, but he’d left me.

      Then, with my other hand, I reached over for my phone, but it wasn’t there either. Maybe the cat knocked it off.

      I wondered how long it had been since the sheets had been washed. They hadn’t been so bad when I’d first climbed in to go to sleep. Maybe I just hadn’t noticed. But now they smelled different. Like they had been outside.

      Probably some new dryer sheet scent.

      Personally, I didn’t use them. Too many chemicals.

      I closed my eyes, but it was too dark for me to sleep. Dark and quiet.

      I jumped when a crash of thunder rumbled overhead. Ok. Maybe not so quiet.

      Opening my eyes, I watched a lightning show shooting in through the window.

      Thunder and lightning. And rain. Hitting the floor.

      The window was open?

      I got up and, unable to find my slippers, padded across the floor to the window.

      Blowing rain was coming through the open window.

      How the hell had the window been open?

      I slammed it closed, then moved away from it. Back to the bed.

      I felt around for my phone again, but couldn’t find it.

      I looked up just as a flash of lightning lit the room and saw myself in the mirror across the room.

      I put my hands over my mouth to keep from screaming.

      There was no reason to scream. There was no one here to hear me.

      But I looked like a ghost. Just for an instant. I looked like a ghost and it sent my pulse racing out of control.

      I needed to get out of here.

      Giving up on finding my phone or my shoes, I crossed the room in my bare feet and opened the door.

      And blinked against the light. Not bright overhead lights like I was used to, but dim candle light. But light nonetheless.

      And there was music. Piano music.

      What the—?

      I stood with my hand on the doorknob and went through the possibilities.

      It didn’t sound like a break in. But could be kids out here using the house to party.

      I shifted, trying to decide what to do.

      Didn’t sound like kids. Kids did not play piano music. Kids played loud, incomprehensible music that did not sound like music to my thirty-year-old ears.

      I took a deep breath and pulled the door closed behind me.

      Maybe Cameron was here? Or Mackenzie?

      They wouldn’t know that I was here.

      That was it then. Either Cameron or Mackenzie was here and, from the sounds of it, they had some friends over.

      No matter which one of my siblings it was, they were going to get an earful for not answering their phone.

      What was the point in having a phone if you weren’t going to answer it?

      Sometimes people just did not make any sense.

      I slowly made my way down the hallway toward the stairs.

      The storm wasn’t so bad here in the hallway.

      I reached the top of the stairs and looked down.

      Something about the music tickled the back of my memory.

      Then the music changed and I knew.

      It was Mackenzie. My sister was here and she was playing her favorite melancholy song on the piano.

      Well. That just figured. And here I’d been worried sick about her.

      I quickly reached the bottom of the stairs and stopped. I had a clear view into the parlor.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      But Mackenzie sat there at the piano. But not the Mackenzie I knew. This Mackenzie was wearing a long ballgown and had her hair pulled up on top of her head, leaving it to fall around her shoulders.

      A man, dressed in some kind of tuxedo, leaned against the piano watching her every move.

      A formal party. My sister was having a formal party here.

      And not only was Grandpa in the rehab hospital, she had left me to deal with the whole mess by myself while she’d planned a formal party around me.

      My first impulse was to march in there and give her a piece of my mind.

      But that was not the way to solve problems.

      Instead, I took a deep breath and counted to ten.

      I would figure out how to deal with in a civilized fashion.
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      Mackenzie was at the top of her form tonight.

      Andrew had sent for a piano for her. Although I hadn’t heard, it must have arrived. I’d have to ask them, because she playing even better than she had last month when I’d heard her play.

      The elderly couple, Mr. and Mrs. Barnes had come down in a timely manner. I understood that they wanted to eat alone in their room tonight. They had had a long, tiring trip. I appreciated that they came down to hear Mackenzie play, especially since she had made a special trip over here tonight, precisely for their entertainment.

      But from what I heard, their three daughters were still getting ready. Mon Dieu. By the time they finished getting ready, it would be time for Mackenzie to go home. Seemed to me like the height of rudeness and I lost some respect for Mr. and Mrs. Barnes behind it.

      If I had daughters, I would make sure they had more polite social skills.

      There I went again. And this time I’d added having my own children to the mix that had started with the wayward thought about taking a wife.

      That was the last thing I needed, for God’s sake.

      Finally, about halfway through Mackenzie’s first song, one of the daughters swept into the room and took a seat in the chair next to mine.

      She smiled at me, but I pretended not to see her.

      The girl was thin as a beanpole and had a nose like a hawk. And even if I got past my first impression of her unattractive appearance, I most certainly did not like the way she chose to sit next to me when she could have chosen any of the empty chairs in the room.

      In fact, there were three chairs lines up, specifically for the Barnes girls. No one ever sat in the chair next to mine except for Andrew. Andrew who just happened to be standing next to his wife as she played the piano.

      I kept my gaze straight ahead, hoping that the girl would realize she was sitting in the wrong place and move on.

      The second girl, a bit younger than the first, came in a few minutes later and sat in the middle of the three chairs that were there for them.

      At least she had some basic social skills.

      “My name’s Ava,” the girl sitting next to me said.

      I grimaced, but pretended not to hear.

      But apparently Ava did not take hints very well.

      “She plays pretty good,” Ava said.

      I had to bite my tongue so much so that I swear I tasted blood.

      Mackenzie was not pretty good. Mackenzie played like an angel. I knew of no one who could match her skill.

      I wanted to tell the offensive Ava that she wouldn’t know talent if it knocked her over the head, but if I did, my momma would skin me alive and I could not have that.

      Ava was not worth that. Not even a little bit. I reminded myself that the girl simply did not know any better and it wasn’t her fault she was ignorant.

      I’d heard Mackenzie play often enough to know that she would play three songs, then take a break, and play three more. Sometimes, if we were lucky, she would play a fourth, usually something she was learning.

      That last song was usually raw and unperfect, unlike her other songs.

      As Mackenzie lit into her third song, I stood up and slipped around the back, unnoticed.

      I had to get away from Ava before the break if I wanted to avoid being forced into conversation with her.

      She’d obviously zeroed in on me simply because I was the only male sitting alone.

      I went straight into the library and stood at the window, watching the storm outside.

      I’d all but forgotten about the storm between listening to Mackenzie’s songs and avoiding Ava’s attentions.

      But here in the darkness of the library, where the curtains had been left open, it would have been impossible to miss.

      I’d just stay here until Mackenzie started playing again. Then I’d go back into the parlor and find a place where I could be left alone with my own thoughts. I’d stand up if I had to.
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      I stepped back, out of sight, in order to give myself time to think.

      The house smelled different. Sounded different and smelled different.

      It smelled like magnolias. And it sounded… alive. With the music playing and the clock ticking and just normal sounds of having people around.

      A tall black man, impressively dressed all in black, approached me. Although he had an imposing demeanor, he did not look the least bit threatening.

      “Good evening, Miss,” he said. “My name is Villars. Might I be of assistance?”

      “Yes,” I said, looking up into his clear brown eyes. “That girl, playing the piano is my sister.”

      I had to give the man credit. Whatever part he was playing, he did it well. He barely blinked an eye.

      “That’s Miss Mackenzie,” he said with obvious pride.

      “Yes. Mackenzie. I’ve been… I’ve been looking for her.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He looked at me with obvious consternation. “She doesn’t know you’re here, does she?”

      “No.” I attempted to look around him, but I couldn’t see inside the parlor from here. “How long has she been here?”

      “Oh,” Villars said. “I don’t rightly know.”

      “I see.” I had a feeling there might be something he wasn’t telling me, but it didn’t seem important at the time.”

      “If you’ll come with me,” he said. “I’ll show you where to get something fitting to wear.”

      Something fitting to wear.

      This must be some kind of formal dinner party.

      I was beginning to think that it was a good thing I hadn’t barged in only to make a fool of myself.

      If nothing else, I needed to show my sister professional courtesy. She was a psychologist and these people were probably her colleagues.

      If I knew my sister, she would have had this planned long before Grandpa had to suddenly go into rehab. I had no reason to be mad at her about it.

      “Yes,” I said. “That would be very kind of you.”

      “We have some things upstairs in the guest room that might suit you.”

      Upstairs. I had just come from there, but I followed the man right back up the stairs. He took a lantern off a table and brought it with us.

      I stepped into the room after he opened it and had to press a hand against the door frame to brace myself.

      I’d been mistaken. This was not the room where I had spent the night. This was more of a storage room/guest room.

      There was a really big double wardrobe on one side.

      Villars went straight there and opened the door on the right.

      “I’ll leave you to it, Miss,” he said. “You can wear whatever you like.”

      I walked over to stand next to him and looked at the shelves and rods crammed full of different colored material.

      “I don’t know where to begin,” I said. Looking at all this was more overwhelming than med school.

      “I can send someone in to help you,” he said, uncertainly, “but I’m thinking you want to keep a low profile.”

      “Yes,” I said, with a hand on my forehead. “Don’t worry. I’ll figure something out.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “just ring the bell cord if you need anything.”

      “Uh huh,” I said, barely noticing that he left me alone with the lantern.

      So many brightly colored dressed. I flipped through a few. This was not my area of expertise.

      Either of my sisters would have been much more suited to this task.

      My hardest decision on clothing was figuring out what color scrubs to wear.

      So I reverted to what I knew. I pulled out a black dress and slipped into it. then rummaged around for a pair of boots that would fit me.

      This would do, I decided as I looked at myself in the mirror. This was temporary, anyway.

      I’d see what was up with my sister, find Kit Kat, and get out of here first thing in the morning.

      My sister could have the house for whatever it was she needed it for.

      I did not care. I just wanted to get back to Atlanta.
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      The minute Mackenzie started playing again, I left the library and headed back to the parlor. I did what I had planned.

      I stood next to the fireplace. The girl, Ava, had moved up to sit with her two sisters. Apparently, the third one had decided to come downstairs as well.

      Left to my own devices, I allowed myself to get lost in the music.

      I was glad my brother had married Mackenzie if for no other reason than her skill at the piano. She had a lot of other good qualities, too, but this one was definitely a bonus, at least for me.

      Maybe it was because I’d spent a year listening to Emma peck away at the keys. Perhaps she’d learn to actually play while she was in finishing school. There was always hope.

      I had not realized the Barnes had four daughters, but a fourth young lady had just stepped inside the parlor.

      Like me, she hung back against the wall instead of taking a seat.

      I quickly decided that this particular girl was not actually related to the Barnes. A friend, perhaps who had traveled with them.

      She had nothing of their features. No hawk nose and was not as thin as a rail. This girl had wide eyes framed with dark lashes and plump bow shaped lips that quite simply beckoned to be kissed. Her heart-shaped face was framed by hair smooth, coffee-colored hair with choppily cut sun-kissed ends that ended just below her shoulders.

      Not only had I never seen hair like that, her features were perfect.

      Besides that, she held herself differently.

      I took all this in about her before it registered in my besotted brain that she was dressed all in black.

      Then my heart went out to her.

      This young lady was in mourning. It explained her serious and aloof demeanor.

      It also told me to keep my distance.

      Yet, as the music ebbed and flowed around us, I could not stop looking at her.

      I couldn’t shake the sense that there was something vaguely familiar about her.

      Something I couldn’t quite grasp.

      I forced myself to ignore the feeling. It was just the soft glow of candlelight in the room. The melancholy music. The rain storm outside.

      Mackenzie had only played two songs, when she looked and saw the young lady in black.

      Her fingers continued to move over the keys for a moment longer, then stopped.

      She just stopped. Right in mid-strain.

      I looked from one girl to the other.

      Mackenzie obviously recognized the young lady in black.

      They knew each other.

      Holy crap. They could almost be sisters.

      Mackenzie and Sophia had another sister. But… she was not supposed to be here.

      “What’s wrong?” Andrew asked as Mackenzie pushed back from the piano bench.

      She merely shook her head without answering.

      She reached the girl in black in about half a second and taking her hands in hers, pulled her from the room.

      I wanted to follow.

      But this was obvious a personal matter, so I held my ground. Waited to see what would happen next.

      Unfortunately, Ava caught sight of me and headed my way.

      I ducked out into the foyer again.

      I didn’t see the two girls, so I retreated back to the library.

      It was doubtful they would go there. Uncle Samuel had a desk in there and it had somehow become a men’s retreat. They would probably go to the lady’s parlor. Or maybe even the kitchen.

      Not my business.
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      Mackenzie led me across the hall into the other parlor. This room smelled like cinnamon. A nice break from the musty smell of the rest of the house.

      “What are you doing here?” She asked, turning me to face her, her unpainted nails digging into my hand.

      Alarm crossed her features as her gaze swept over my gown. She was used to seeing me in scrubs, so I paid it no mind.

      “Grandpa,” I said.

      Mackenzie put a hand over her eyes and turned away, obviously in distress.

      “No,” she said, turning back with tears spilling from her eyes. “When did it happen?”

      I suppose she was asking when he went into rehab.

      “Two days ago,” I said.

      “I should go,” she said. “I don’t know if I can, but I should go.”

      “Yes,” I said, warming to the topic now. “You most definitely should go. You weren’t there for him when he needed you. So, yes, you should go.”

      Mackenzie looked at me as though I had slapped her, then dropped onto a sofa.

      I bit my lip. I was being too hard on her. Taking my resentment at being pulled away from my busy life to take care of Grandpa without any help.

      She lowered her head and burst into tears.

      Great. Now I’d done it. I could not stand tears. Not in someone I cared about. Other people, I could deal with, but not my family.

      “It’s okay,” I said, going to sit next to her and putting my hands on her shoulders. “You couldn’t have known. Don’t blame yourself.”

      The man who had been standing next to her at the piano walked in and knelt in front of her.

      He looked up at me accusingly.

      “Who are you? What have you done?”

      Mackenzie put a hand on his arm. “It’s okay,” she said. “This is my sister, Victoria.” She took a breath. “Victoria, this is my husband, Andrew.”

      “Husband.” I couldn’t get out any more words. I was speechless.

      When the hell had Mackenzie gotten married? No wonder I hadn’t been able to get in touch with her. Was she in some kind of cult?

      “Oh,” Andrew said. “Well then. What have you done to Mackenzie?”

      “Nothing,” I said. The question was more what have you done to her.

      Mackenzie looked at her husband. “She’s come here with bad news.”

      “Bad news?” Andrew looked at her with obvious concern. Then he seemed to understand. “Your grandpa?”

      “Yes,” Mackenzie nodded.

      I felt like I should do something to alleviate Mackenzie’s obvious distress.

      “It’s not that bad,” I said. “You can go. You can see him.” I looked at Andrew. “You can both go.”

      “Andrew can’t go,” Mackenzie said, dismissively. “And I wouldn’t let him anyway. It’s too dangerous.”

      I sat down on an armchair across from them.

      “I think we might be talking about two different things,” I said. “I don’t know what those two things are, but I do not think we’re on the same page.

      “You’re right,” Mackenzie said. “We should talk.”

      I nodded.

      “So it happened two days ago?” She asked, her bottom lip quivering despite obviously trying to keep her composure.

      I nodded.

      “How?”

      “I’m not sure. I didn’t ask. I think he was doing something in the garden.”

      “He always loved that garden.” Mackenzie gripped Andrew’s arms and the tears started again.

      I didn’t say anything. Mackenzie had never been one for theatrics. She was a psychologist, for God’s sake. Maybe she was drunk.

      “So you came to get me?” she asked, meeting my gaze again. “That’s… wow. That’s very… thoughtful.”

      “Actually,” I said. “I just came to get the cat.”
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      I had to admit that curiosity got the best of me. I poured myself another whiskey, but didn’t drink it right away. Instead I took it with me when I left the library.

      I was drawn to voices coming from the lady’s parlor. I immediately recognized one of them as my brother Andrew’s.

      Since the door wasn’t closed, it figured it wasn’t any overly private conversation. I learned against the door frame and looked inside, trying to make sense of the situation.

      Mackenzie, obviously in distress was sitting on the sofa, the woman in black sitting next to her, looking a bit helpless. Andrew knelt at Mackenzie’s feet.

      The older brother in me was compelled to step up. To try to help. It’s what I did.

      I went up to them, put a hand on my brother’s shoulder and pressed the whiskey into his hands.

      “Give her this,” I said.

      Andrew absently took the glass, but he handed it to his wife.

      Mackenzie grabbed hold of it like a lifeline and downed it. I forced myself to close my mouth as Mackenzie drank the whiskey like a man.

      She then took a deep breath and turned back to the girl in black. Took her hands in both of hers.

      “I knew it had to happen eventually,” she said. “He’s in a better place. Right?”

      “I guess so,” the girl said, then she seemed to see me standing there.

      A streak of lightning flashed across the room as our gazes met and my heart rate went through the roof.

      Mon Dieu.

      Even in the dim lantern light, I felt like I had just tumbled right over into her bright green eyes.

      The grandfather clock ticked off the seconds as our gazes held.

      Andrew had Mackenzie in his arms to console her, so neither of them noticed.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour and I pulled myself out of my besotted haze.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met,” I said, breaking the spell.

      “I’m Victoria,” she said.

      “Victoria,” I said. I had been right then. “You’re Mackenzie’s sister.”

      “Yes,” she said, turning her attention back to her sister.

      “How are you here?” I asked.

      Mackenzie looked up at me now, with obvious pain in her eyes.

      “She’s come to tell me that our grandfather has died.”

      Victoria gasped.

      “What? No.” She shifted to better face her sister. “He’s in the rehab hospital.”

      Mackenzie closed her eyes as relief swept through her.

      “Why did you think that?” Victoria asked. “If you’d answer your phone, then you’d know these things.”

      Mackenzie looked blankly at Victoria.

      “My phone…” She shook her head. “You’re wearing black.”

      Victoria shrugged. “So?”

      Mackenzie closed her eyes again. “It’s okay. Just. Just give me a minute. Okay.”

      Victoria shrugged and looked back up at me.

      “Do you have more of that whiskey?” she asked.
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      I paced to the window, but seeing nothing more than rain pelting against the window and darkness beyond, I turned and went back to the other side of the room. Away from the lightning storm.

      My plain black dress, that at first had seemed overdressed, now seemed underdressed.  But I didn’t think it was bad enough to cause my sister as much distress as it did.

      The whole situation was more than I could comprehend.

      The man, Grant, pressed a glass of whiskey in my hand, but unlike my sister, I only took a sip. It was strong. Strong drinks were not my forte, but I held onto it anyway.

      Grant was looking at me as though he was trying to figure something out.

      He wasn’t the only one who was utterly confused.

      I took another sip of the whiskey and looked at him again.

      He looked like someone I should know. But I didn’t know anyone here. I had not been here since I was fifteen and I didn’t know any of my sister’s friends.

      Married. My sister had gotten married.

      Maybe this some kind of role play.

      “How long has my sister been married?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Grant answered absently, “a few months maybe.”

      “I didn’t know,” I said.

      “I would think not,” he said. “since you weren’t here.”

      Since the statement made no sense to me, I chose not to answer. It didn’t sound accusatory. Just matter-of-fact.

      Instead, I searched for something some other thread of conversation.

      “How do you know my sister?” I asked.

      “She’s married to my brother,” he said.

      “Andrew is your brother?”

      He nodded.

      “I wouldn’t have known.” I didn’t tell him, but they looked nothing alike.

      Andrew looked like a kind man with an easy smile. Grant, however, looked like a brooding hero from a Victorian novel.

      I studied him over the rim of my whiskey glass.

      He was a handsome man with chiseled features. Strong was the one word that came to mind. A strong, handsome man.

      “Would you like to sit down?” he asked.

      And a gentleman. I could tell he was a gentleman. Thoughtful. Probably the older brother, too.

      “I would, but I think my sister is looking for me,” I said.

      “Good luck,” he said as I walked off.

      “Thanks,” I said, turning around as I walked off.

      I had a flash back to that day fifteen years ago.

      That day when I’d taken a walk and had come face to face with a boy.

      Nonsense. Being here. In this house. It was natural that I would have flashbacks to that event that had left me shaken to the core.

      I shook it off and went to sit next to my sister.

      Andrew joined Grant across the room and spoke in hushed tones.

      “Sit,” Mackenzie said. “I think there’s something you need to know.”

      I sat and Mackenzie took my hands.

      “How are you?” she asked.

      “I’m okay. I’m supposed to be at work, but…” I scowled at her. “Where have you been? You and Cameron both. Why don’t you answer your phones?”

      “We can’t,” she said.

      How was she being so calm?

      “Have you joined a cult?” I asked, leaning forward so only she could hear me.

      That’s what it had to be.

      “No,” she laughed. “It’s nothing that easy.”

      I didn’t see how a cult was easy, but I needed to give her time to settle from the shock of thinking Grandpa had passed away and tell me what was going here.

      I looked over my shoulder at Grant.

      And he was looking at me.
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      “They said she would never come here,” Andrew said. “to the past.”

      I pulled my gaze away from Victoria’s back to my brother’s.

      Victoria was trouble. I knew it in my bones.

      “I think it was an accident,” I said.

      “How could that happen when she never comes here to this house?”

      “Think about it,” I said, taking my brother’s arm. “Let’s step out onto the veranda.”

      The rain was slow and steady now that the storm had passed. The breeze was nice and cool. A nice change from being inside.

      “Three of her siblings have vanished,” I said. “The grandfather knows about the time travel, but did they tell Victoria?”

      “I don’t think so,” Andrew said, watching his wife through the window.

      “I don’t either,” I said, taking a cigar out of my pocket.

      “Is that one of mine?” Andrew asked.

      “No.” I looked down at the cigar.

      “Here,” Andrew reached into his pocket and took out two cigars. “Try this.”

      I sniffed the cigar. “Not bad,” I said, mostly to annoy my brother.

      But he wasn’t really listening to me. He was busy watching Mackenzie.

      “She doesn’t know she’s in the past.”

      That got Andrew’s attention.

      “Good God,” Andrew said, looking at me now. “What are we going to do about that?”

      “We?” I looked through the window at the sisters. “Not we. Her sister will take of it.”

      “Then there’s Cameron and Sophia,” he said.

      “She’s going to be in for quite a shock.” I said, with a nod, trying to resist my natural instinct to take responsibility for her. “She has a niece, too.”

      “And two on the way.”

      “Two? What the—?” I looked questioningly at Andrew. “Sophia… and…”

      “Yes.” He smiled sheepishly.

      I grinned and clapped my brother on the back.

      “Congratulations,” I said, holding up my cigar. “We should light these things in celebration.”

      “Absolutely,” he said.

      Ava stepped outside the front door, saw me, and smiled.

      I groaned, turning my back to her. “I need to disappear.”

      Andrew laughed.

      “I’m glad you find humor in my misery.”

      “I know how to fix it,” Andrew said.

      “How?” I asked. “Anything that doesn’t involve Fair Flax?”

      “Absolutely,” he said with a glance toward the sisters sitting inside on the sofa.

      “Her?” I asked with my gaze on Victoria. “No way.” But even as I said the words, I knew that deep in my heart I rather liked the idea.

      And besides, desperate times called for desperate measures.
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      I barely even tasted the whiskey, but it burned all the way down… and up… making my eyes burn.

      Mackenzie set her empty glass aside and leaned toward me.

      “Alright,” she said. “I have a LOT to tell you.”

      “Seems like it,” I said.

      Seeming to consider where to start, she tapped her fingers on the skirt of her light blue dress. She seemed to be wearing it so naturally. As though she wore dresses like this all the time.

      “I think I’ll just jump in and cut to the chase,” she said. “Then we’ll work backwards.”

      I braced myself.

      “I think you’re gonna want another one of those.” She nodded toward my empty glass.

      “I’m good,” I said, but before I could get the words out good, Victoria was motioning toward her husband.

      Her husband.

      Good God.

      Had I really been that deep into work?

      I stayed in touch with my siblings… didn’t I?

      Obviously not so much.

      Andrew and Grant stood in front of us. Grant watched me.

      Mackenzie held up her glass and, taking mine, held it up, too.

      “We’re going to need more of this,” she said.

      “We’ll be right back,” Andrew said, starting to turn.

      When Grant didn’t move, Andrew grabbed him by the arm and pulled him along, too.

      Mackenzie leaned forward again.

      “This is 1854,” she said.

      I looked blankly at her. Then looked around the room.

      It could be. The way the house looked. The ticking of the grandfather clock drifting through the house. The way everyone was dressed.

      But… no.

      I shook my head.

      “I know you don’t believe me,” she said, but let me back up and start from the beginning.

      Andrew and Grant were back with drinks.

      Andrew handed Mackenzie hers and Grant handed me my glass. Our fingers brushed ever so slightly, but that light touch sent tremors all through me.

      And I had a clear image of that day I’d seen the boy standing in the mist.

      I jerked my hand back, nearly spilling the whiskey, but Grant kept it steady.

      As I gazed into his blue eyes, I could barely catch my breath.

      A skinny girl with a hawkish nose walked by.

      “Do you mind if I sit with you?” Grant asked.

      “Looks like you could use protecting,” I said, with a little smile.

      “You have no idea.”

      He slid a chair over and sat down next to me. Andrew did the same to sit next to Mackenzie.

      After the skinny girl left the room, Andrew got up and closed the door, leaving the four of us alone.

      “Cameron should be here to tell you this,” Mackenzie said. “He’s much better at telling a story than I am.”

      Sitting here like this reminded me of my childhood. When Cameron used to tell us creepy bedtime stories when we were all supposed to be sleeping.

      “It started in the 1700s,” Mackenzie said, pulling my attention back to her. “1714 to be exact.”
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      I sat next to Victoria. Close enough that when she sat back, I could smell the faint scent of magnolia in her hair.

      I knew most of the story about Vaughn Dupree and the time travel, but every time someone recounted it, I heard something different. Something I hadn’t heard before. Or something put another way that filled in a gap.

      No matter what she said, Mackenzie’s voice was mesmerizing as she told her sister the story.

      It was shocking to me that two of Victoria’s sisters and her brother and her grandmother had all traveled through time, yet she knew nothing about it.

      “Because our grandmother Vaughn’s parents were killed when Vaughn was very young, she was raised by nuns in a convent. But she could not stay there forever.

      “Americans began requesting wholesome girls who would make good wives. They were called casket girls. We would call them mail order brides.

      “So Vaughn traveled to America to marry a man she had never met. She was almost to her destination—Natchez—when her traveling party was attacked.

      “Everyone, even her best friend Mary, was killed by hostile Indians.”

      As Mackenzie took a moment to take a sip of whiskey, a rumble of thunder echoed over us. We sat in silence. Waiting for Mackenzie to continue.

      “Fortunately, there was a kind old Indian who saved her life. He cast a spell that made a rip in time. She went through that rip in time and landed in the 1800s.

      “There was one major problem though. And the old Indian even warned her about it.”

      She paused for effect. None of us moved a muscle.

      “The rip in time never healed. Not only did Vaughn continue to travel back and forth through time during her lifetime, but so did… do… those of her blood.”

      “What does that mean?” Victoria asked.

      Mackenzie blinked at her sister. “It means that we...” She motioned between them. “Also travel through time because we’re her descendants.”

      “So all the Becquerels?” Victoria asked.

      Mackenzie nodded and took a small sip of whiskey.

      “What about Grandpa? He’s a Becquerel.”

      “He’s not one of Vaughn’s descendants,” Mackenzie said, looking at her sister blankly.

      “Don’t try to think about it too hard,” Andrew said. “It’ll give you a headache.”

      Mackenzie shot him a scathing glance.

      “What?” he asked. “It’s true. You told me that yourself on more than one occasion.”

      Victoria looked at me. I got the sense she was searching for something. Maybe looking for my reaction to all this.

      I wanted to reach out to her. To take her hand. But after the tremors that had shot through me after our hands just barely touched a few minutes ago, I was reluctant to do so.

      “Do you believe her?” Victoria asked me.

      This was the first time anyone had asked me that and the question caught me off-guard.

      It actually took me a second to know how to answer her.

      I’d seen so much. Heard so much.

      “Yes,” I said. “I do believe her.”

      I believed every word of it, especially looking into Victoria’s eyes.

      She was like no one I had ever met. It was easy for me to know that she was not of this time. No one in this time had skin as smooth as her. Hair as beautiful.

      Her sisters did. But no one else.

      I did believe in time travel.
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      As I listened to Mackenzie’s story—a story she and the two men sitting with us obviously believed was the truth, I found myself distracted by Grant.

      The dark brooding man carried a large presence and he smelled like a mixture of whiskey, horses, and something I couldn’t readily identify.

      I could not shake the feeling that he was somehow familiar to me. That I should know him. Or that, at the least, I had seen him before. Maybe I had even heard his voice.

      But I was being fanciful.

      This house. The storm. Finding my sister here in a time that she adamantly claimed was 1854. My sister was the most logical person I knew. Even more logical than I was. She worked with crazy people all day long.

      I couldn’t help but wonder how she had come around to accepting such a far-fetched notion as time travel.

      Mackenzie told me that Cameron was here, too. That he was married and lived in town with his wife. Sophia lived here, too, in her own house with her husband and child.

      The knowledge that I was an aunt was almost more disconcerting than the whole notion that we had all traveled through time.

      “Does Grandpa know about this?” I asked, interrupting whatever Mackenzie was saying.

      “Yes,” she said. “He helped us. All of us.”

      “Why didn’t someone tell me about it?”

      “We were going to,” she said. “Cameron especially was going to. Do you remember when he asked all of us to come out to Grandpa’s house? But we were too busy to make it.”

      “Vaguely,” I said, though I really didn’t. I stayed busy morning and night.

      I hadn’t even tried to hide my annoyance when Tracie had called to tell me that Grandpa was in the rehab hospital.

      The storm had passed and the rain had turned to little more than a mist.

      I must have been thinking about all this too much because my head hurt.

      Well, Andrew had warned me, hadn’t he?

      “I need to take a walk,” I said, standing up.

      Both Grant and Andrew stood up also. I looked at Mackenzie, but she just shrugged.

      “Welcome to the nineteenth century,” she said.

      “I’ll go with you,” Grant said as I stepped past them.

      “There’s no need,” I said with a little smile. “I’m sure I’ll be perfectly safe.”

      Mackenzie and Andrew exchanged a glance.

      “What?” I asked. “I’ve done everything by myself. Travel—”

      “Victoria,” Mackenzie interrupted. “This is 1854. There are dangers you have never had to be aware of.”

      “Like what?” I asked, crossing my arms.

      “Well… Indians.”

      I felt the blood drain from my face.

      “Indians?” Surely this was some kind of joke. But no one looked the least bit amused.

      “Fine,” I said, sweeping past them in what I hoped was an elegant manner. But it was doubtful considering I had never worn a dress like this, much less swept past anyone.

      Drake was beside me in an instant.

      As we stepped outside the door, he held out an arm.

      “It’s customary for a lady to take a gentleman’s arm,” he said in response to my blank glance.

      Knowing it was not a good idea, I put my arm in the crook of his elbow.

      There was no tremor like there had been when I’d touched his bare hand, but it was trouble.

      And I knew it just as sure as I knew how to set a broken arm.
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      Victoria wasn’t the only one who could use some fresh air.

      The ground was moist after the rain and the moon shone bright and big over the tops of the oak trees.

      “Would you like to sit?” I asked, with a nod toward the porch swing.

      “Is it customary?” she asked with a smile playing about her lips.

      “Very much,” I grinned. I liked this girl.

      After she removed her hand from my arm, I held the swing while she sat down. Then I sat down next to her.

      “This world must be fraught with dangers,” she said. “for a girl to need so much hovering.”

      “I don’t think it’s that, so much,” I said. “as it is being a gentleman.”

      “How so?”

      I scratched my cheek, considering.

      “Which would you rather?” I asked. “Have me here paying attention to you, even if it is by using the excuse of holding the swing for you. Or would you rather me go stand over there and look out at the moon?”

      “I see your point,” she said. “If you’re just going to stand there, you may as well go back inside.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “And what would you think of me.” I’m not sure if I intended that to be a question or a statement, but it came out as a statement.

      She didn’t answer, but she did smile to herself as she wrapped her fingers around the rope that held the swing in the air.

      “What’s customarily next?” she asked.

      “Good question.” I leaned back in the swing. “I don’t court.”

      “What?” she asked, turning to face me. “You mean you don’t date?”

      I shook my head, assuming I knew what she was asking me.

      She turned away to look at the moon, but I could see that she was thinking.

      “Are we courting?” she asked. I heard a faint trace of amusement in her voice. Since I didn’t know what that meant, I chose to ignore it.

      “Maybe,” I said.

      She nodded.

      An owl flew onto a nearby oak tree limb and asked our identity while frogs called for more rain. The storm had passed and things were back to normal.

      “But you have brothers and a sister. So you know what’s involved in courtship.”

      “I don’t have to have brothers and sisters to know that one.”

      “Good to know.” She was definitely smiling now. “So tell me, Grant. Why don’t you court? As the oldest, shouldn’t you be married?”

      “How did you know I was the oldest?” I asked, looking at her sideways.

      “A girl needs to know things about a man before she goes out into the night with him.”

      “Good point,” I said.

      “But you didn’t answer my question. Why don’t you court?”

      “I had things to do first. I want to be successful in my own right. Not just ride on my father’s coattails.”

      “What does that have to with courting?” she persisted. “Are you—do you prefer the company of men?”

      “I’m beginning to worry about the future of this country.” I glanced over at her. “But no. I do not prefer the company of men. I figure when I find the woman for me, I’ll just marry her. No need courting a woman I already know doesn’t suit me.”

      She was smiling again.

      And I would have loved to know what she was thinking right about now.
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      I had not intended to enjoy this evening so much. Not at all, really.

      I’d come here to this house. Simply to pick up Grandpa’s cat.

      But. Oh my. I had found so much more.

      I had found my sister and if what she told me was true, I now knew why she did not answer her phone.

      Apparently, my brother was also here. Somewhere in this time.

      Mackenzie almost talked about this time like it was a place. A place without cell phone service. Like driving up into the mountains.

      Her response to something happening to Grandpa was to go to him.

      There were many things unanswered.

      Was she saying she had a choice? That she had chosen to be here in the past?

      She’d also said that Grandpa had helped them get here.

      So my logical conclusion was that, yes, she and Cameron and even Sophia were in the past because they chose to be here.

      Perhaps Mackenzie could tell me how to get home. Back to my own time.

      They may have chosen to live in the past… and in the country… but I couldn’t see that ever being my choice.

      I was a city girl. A high rise condo in Atlanta. Computers. Cell phones. Everything technological and modern.

      But I could take an evening. An evening to enjoy the company of a man that I found entertaining.

      Part of what I found entertaining was, of course, the novelty of him being a man of 1854. Supposedly.

      I had not boarded this train with both feet. I reserved the option to decide that this was, actually, a cult of some kind.

      “So my assessment of you being the strong silent type was accurate,” I said.

      “Is there something wrong with those qualities in your time?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Not at all. But it’s not so common in the future as it is now.”

      “I wonder why,” he said.

      “I could tell you,” I said. “but I don’t think you would get it.”

      “I’m smarter than I look,” he said, sitting up and straightening his jacket.

      I laughed.

      “Okay,” I said. “Well for one thing, we’re taught that it’s best to be balanced.”

      He looked at me sideways.

      “Men are taught to open up and show their feminine side while women are taught to be more masculine.” I explained.

      He was frowning now.

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “It’s supposed to be healthy for men to show their feelings. That’s their feminine side. And on the flip side, it’s good for men and women to be strong and independent.”

      “You’re wrong,” he said.

      I nodded. I’d expected as much. Our cultures were too different.

      “I do get it,” he said.

      “You get it?” I wasn’t quite sure I believed him.

      “Who do you think runs these massive households? The women. And who writes all the sad songs? The men.”

      Well hell. Maybe our cultures weren’t as different as I’d assumed.
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      I honestly hadn’t expected to have anything to talk about with a woman from the future. It had baffled me how my siblings had fallen in love with a person from another century.

      Just like that. What could they possibly have found to talk about? What common ground had they found? Had it all been physical?

      And yet Victoria and I had found so much to talk about. We hadn’t had a single moment of awkward silence.

      She was hands down the most intelligent woman I had ever had a conversation with. I couldn’t see how we would ever run out of things to talk about.

      Unfortunately, Victoria’s sister had other ideas.

      “Hey,” she said, coming to the door. “We’re about to head upstairs. Get some rest. But first I need to find you a room.”

      “I’m good,” Victoria said. “I have a room. The guest room.”

      Mackenzie stood her ground. Glanced at me.

      “You should know that it’s customary for men and women to have chaperones when spending time together.”

      “Oh,” Victoria said. “I see.”

      She looked at me, but I just shrugged. I couldn’t deny it.

      “I guess I’ll say goodnight then,” she said.

      Before she stood up, she leaned over and lowered her voice.

      “How is it customary for us to say goodnight?” she asked.

      I stood up and held out my hand to help her up from the swing.

      Smiling, she put a hand in mine and stood up.

      With our hands linked, everything else faded away and I flashbacked to that day in the road beneath the oak trees. That day in the mist. The day I decided I would never come back here.

      She was no longer smiling either. Instead she was looking at me as though she had seen a ghost.

      Now that she was standing, I released her hand. I had to.

      I was far too overcome with those emotions she thought I wouldn’t feel simply because I was a man.

      Since she appeared to be frozen to the floor, I offered my elbow for her to put her hand  and led her to the door where I handed her off to her sister.

      Then I bowed low. “Good night,” I said.

      “Good night,” she repeated softly, her eyes moist.

      “There’s more to the custom, but I think it can wait until tomorrow,” I said.

      “Good idea.” Then she turned around and followed her sister inside, across the parlor to the foyer.

      I stood where I was.

      When things kept repeating themselves, they could no longer be considered coincidence.

      Two times I’d touched her hand and two times I’d flashed back to that day in the mist.

      It was as though we had made a silent promise to each other.

      A promise that had been made fifteen years ago.
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      “Are you sure you’re alright?” Mackenzie asked as we went up the stairs.

      The grandfather clock’s chimes echoed through the whole house.

      I shivered. No. I’m not alright.

      “Yes,” I said. “of course.” I looked over at her. “Considering that I’ve gone back in time several hundred years.”

      Mackenzie took my explanation at face value as she left me at the door to my bedroom.

      “Are you sure you don’t need anything?” she asked.

      “I’m sure,” I lied. “Thank you.” Then I hugged her. I wasn’t sure how long it had been since I’d seen my sister, but it had been too long.

      Then I turned away quickly and went into my room, closing the door behind me.

      Truth was. I needed a lot of things.

      Electricity would be a good start.

      A bathroom with running water.

      I went over and looked out the window at the full moon hovering over the oak trees. Oak trees that were not nearly as big as they had been.

      I backed away from the window.

      That realization nearly took me to my knees.

      I dropped into the armchair that fortunately wasn’t far away.

      Here, right in front of me, was irrefutable proof that I had indeed gone back in time.

      No one could reduce the size of trees. Not even a cult.

      With a glance around the room, I saw other things that weren’t as they should be. The room was bigger because there was no bathroom. No closet. Just a wardrobe on one wall.

      It could all be an illusion, I thought, desperate to grasp onto a logical explanation. Smaller trees. Larger bedroom. Something in my drink, perhaps.

      But I had no more symptoms of being drugged.

      Just some illusions.

      Maybe seeing my sister was an illusion, too.

      No. That did not seem likely.

      I tucked the idea of illusions away to think about another time.

      There was something else even more concerning.

      Each time I touched Grant’s hand, I had a flashback to that day in the mist.

      The day I had vowed to never return here. Something was far too inexplicable. I preferred cold hard science.

      That was the day I’d seen a boy in the mist. Touched his hand.

      Everything around us had vanished. No wind. No sounds. It had been like floating in a vortex.

      Then he had vanished.

      And everything had gone back to normal.

      Except it hadn’t.

      I had regular dreams. Not nightmares. Just disconcerting dreams. I could still see the boy clearly… the mist swirling around us.

      He had been but a boy.

      Yet… I could see the boy’s features in Grant. But was it merely my imagination? It had been so long ago that it was hard to know.

      Fifteen years was a long time ago.

      I sighed. Perhaps things would look different in the light of day.
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      I got up early the next morning, saddled Fair Flax, and rode out to my two acres.

      Today would be a good day to go into town. Meet with the attorney I had hired to assist me in making inquiries about expanding my property. A man could not make a success with just two acres of cotton.

      My next oldest brother had started his own business venture a couple of years ago. He was that much further ahead. He’d not only built his own house where he lived with his wife and child, but was also in the process of building a textile mill on the riverbank. A mill where he could weave raw cotton into cloth. It was brilliant, really. What was the point of sending our cotton north, having it turned into cloth, then shipped back to us?

      That whole process handicapped the south. We grew our own cotton. It made no sense to have to pay to have cloth made from that very same cotton shipped back to us.

      My youngest brother Andrew was content experimenting with his tobacco plants. He had plans to expand also, but he did not seem so concerned about rushing into building his own house.

      Perhaps it was because I was the oldest. Living in my uncle’s home… with my parents… was not enough for me.

      Things had been going well when we’d lived down south. I’d had hundreds of acres to manage. Then the house had burned and everything had turned upside down.

      I could have stayed in New Orleans, sure.

      But I put family above all else. And my family had needed me.

      Without family, we had nothing.

      The ground was soft from last night storm and Fair Flax kicked up little clumps of mud as I rode toward my plot of land.

      I rode straight up to a little knoll where I could look over my two acres. My father had done us right when he’d given us land that bordered the Mississippi River. It was a piece of starter property.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate it.

      It was just that I harbored quiet ambitions. Some men boasted about what they were going to do. Not me. I kept my mouth shut and my head down.

      I was a doer. Not a talker.

      The thought brought a smile to my face.

      Victoria had called me the strong silent type. She’d hit that nail right on the head.

      That was a most accurate description for me. And it was interesting that it had come from someone I had just met.

      I nudged Fair Flax down the hill to walk among the plants. They had practically doubled in size with last night’s rain.

      A miracle of nature.

      This was good land. I could make a home here.

      I could build a house here that overlooked the river. It was too high up to flood.

      Sophia, my brother’s wife from the future, could design it for me. Even with a baby to take care of, she still dabbled in architectural designs. It was something she had done in the future. Something she was good at.

      Meeting Victoria had changed my perspective. Almost like it had shaken something loose in my head. Something I had been shoving down for years now.

      And it all started with an unspoken promise in the mist.
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      I woke with sunlight across my face. It took about a tenth of a second for the events of last night to coming rushing back.

      I was used to odd sleeping hours and even grabbing a quick nap on a bed somewhere in the back of a hospital where waking up and quickly getting oriented was second nature.

      But this was not a hospital. Instead of an antiseptic scent, it smelled like magnolias.

      A rooster crowed outside my open window. Certainly not a sound I ever heard waking up in my Atlanta high rise.

      Then I heard a sound that sent a chill down my spine. The mourning horn of a steamboat. Long and deep, echoing off the water. The sound reminded me of that day.

      My sisters were taking a nap and my brother was somewhere else. I couldn’t remember where.

      But since I hadn’t been sleepy, I’d wanted to go outside and see things. I had just been able to catch a glimpse of the Mississippi River from the upstairs balcony, but I’d wanted to see it up close. Wanted to see the steamboats packed with tourists as they floated past.

      Such was the logic of an adventurous fifteen-year-old girl.

      I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. I was here. I’d had no choice but to come back to Grandpa’s house.

      Hadn’t I closed that window?

      I was not in Grandpa’s house. At least as I knew it.

      I was still in the alternate reality that my sister insisted was 1854.

      The air felt different. Definitely not climate controlled. And one glance outside at the trees, confirmed it.

      I was in the past.

      My next thought was of Grant.

      Good heavens. I was crushing on a man from the nineteenth century.

      This could not be healthy.

      And the worst part. Mackenzie was a psychologist.

      My sister—the psychologist—had put me in this situation. I needed to have a talk with her.

      But first I needed to get up and get dressed. I’d slept in my own pajama bottoms and t-shirt, but I needed something to wear for the day.

      I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to go into the storage closet to find something to wear or not. I rather liked my black dress, even though it was indicative of mourning in this time.

      I could see the progression of how that had changed. Black went from the color representing mourning to the color representing formality. Since mourning was formal.

      Made sense.

      I pulled off my pajamas and put on the hoop skirt, then pulled the dress over my head. After getting dressed, I sat down at the vanity and brushed my hair.

      I took my time, reflecting on what I was supposed to do.

      I had no answer. There was no definitive plan. No right answer.

      All I could do was talk to my sister. See if she had some method that would send me back to the future.

      Perhaps I could see my brother, Cameron, before I left. And my sister Sophia.

      Geez.

      Now I was thinking about this time as a place to visit.

      It was not a place to visit.

      It was another dimension.

      A forgotten time.
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      Back at the barn, I unsaddled Fair Flax and brushed him down, taking my time.

      Andrew came in to saddle up his own horse. He was heading out as I headed in.

      He tossed a blanket over his horse.

      “What did you think about Victoria?” he asked.

      “I don’t know what to think.” I picked up one his hooves and brushed out the dirt. “Mackenzie must have been really surprised to see her.”

      “Yeah,” Andrew said. “She’s worried about her grandfather. They got really close before she came here.”

      I let the horse put his foot down. Leaned over him to look at Andrew.

      “Do you ever find it strange?” I asked. “That three siblings traveled to the past to marry three people who are also siblings?”

      “Sometimes,” Andrew said, putting a saddle over his horse, named Lightning Bug. Our sister had named the horse years ago and it stuck. “But mostly I’m just grateful that I found Mackenzie. She’s everything to me.”

      “I know.” I went back to brushing Fair Flax.

      The leather saddle creaked as Andrew tightened the straps.

      “That just leaves you,” he said.

      I looked up, not bothering to hide the scowl on my face.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

      Andrew, never daunted by my moods, just grinned.

      “Well, think about it. Three out of four siblings travel from the future to the past where they marry three of out four siblings. That just leaves Victoria. And you. A match made in heaven.”

      “You’re talking nonsense,” I said. “It doesn’t work that way.”

      But hadn’t I just been thinking the exact same thing?

      “Some things are just destined,” Andrew shrugged.

      Thinking it and hearing it out loud were entirely two different things.

      And I wasn’t ready to hear it out loud. I was still becoming accustomed to thinking about it in my head.

      Just because Victoria was the most beautiful and interesting woman I had ever met, didn’t mean I was to announce to the world that I wanted to marry her.

      Andrew grabbed his reins and started out, Lightning Bug in tow.

      “Victoria and Mackenzie are in the parlor,” he said over his shoulder. “I think they’re sending for Cameron and Sophia. For dinner tonight. It’ll be the whole family.”

      I grumbled something at my brother’s back.

      This had nothing to do with me.

      I’d just stay away from the parlor until I got my head straightened out.

      There was a way for Victoria to return to the future. And between the four of them, they would figure it out. They were all bright, intelligent people.

      As soon as Victoria finished with her family reunion, she’d be ready to go back to her own time.

      I’d heard someone say that she was a doctor in her time. She would definitely be ready to get back to her own life.

      And she would want nothing to do with a simple farmer who lived in the past.
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      I sat in the kitchen at the breakfast table with Mackenzie. The other women were in the parlor doing needlepoint. I think they were just giving Mackenzie and me some privacy. A kind gesture.

      Mrs. Laurent, Grant’s mother, had brought us a plate of scones and left it on the table.

      I couldn’t stop glancing toward the door, hoping to catch a glimpse of Grant.

      If Mackenzie noticed… which I’m sure she did... Nothing got past her. She didn’t say anything.

      I forced myself to focus on what she was saying.

      “There is a way,” she said. “but you can’t do it.”

      “Why not?” I asked. No. No. She said there was a way back. There had to be a way back.

      “Because you don’t have the key.”

      “I have to get back,” I said, fear running up and down my spine. “Kit Kat is there by himself. No food. No water. No one to take care of him.”

      Mackenzie was looking at me with her most concerned expression. Like I was a distressed client. Maybe I was.

      “Surely someone will go by,” she said. “feed him.”

      I shook my head, taking a deep breath. I looked outside at the oak trees that weren’t as tall as they should be.

      “So if I had the key, what would I do?”

      Mackenzie just looked at me.

      “It can’t hurt to tell me,” I said. After all, knowledge was power. And who knows when I might need to know.

      Mackenzie leaned forward. Her hair falling forward across her cheeks.

      She looked really, really good. This time suited her. The dress and the hair made her look so much more feminine.

      “Okay. I’m going to quote it exactly,” she said. “Put the key in the clock. Then in the second between the lightning flash and following thunder, turn the clock back one hour.”

      I looked blankly at her.

      Mackenzie shook her head. “I told you it wouldn’t mean anything.”

      “No,” I said. “It could. All I need is the key.”

      “The key is in the clock. In the future.” She picked up a scone and bit off the end of it.

      “How do you know this?”

      “Because…” she said, looking me point blank in the eyes. “I left it there.”

      “Why?”

      “Because when it came right down to it, I didn’t need it. Love brought us together.”

      The back door opened and I heard footsteps coming this way. Heavy, male footsteps.

      I looked right at the door.

      Grant stepped through the doorway, his gaze down as he pulled off his leather work gloves, not seeing me at first.

      I knew the moment he looked up and saw me.

      He stopped, his feet frozen to the floor. Our gazes locked and my breath came in shallow gasps.

      My heart rate was high, much too high.

      “Good morning,” he said.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      Mackenzie sat quietly, not saying anything.

      “Did you sleep well?” he asked.

      “I did actually,” I said, instinctively pressing a finger against my wrist to check my pulse.

      Counting my heart beats gave me something to focus on and was actually calming.

      Grant went to the stove and filled a cup with what passed for coffee.

      My own cup sat on the table in front of me, barely touched. One little sip and I was done with it. Unless it was a skinny macchiato with extra caramel, I had no use for it. Not going to drink what I imagined motor oil tasted like.

      Maybe later, when I needed a caffeine hit, I’d give it another go. Surely there was some cane sugar around here somewhere to sweeten the taste.

      Mackenzie was drinking some kind of tea.

      “Do you find it a lot different from sleeping in the future?” he asked, leaning against the counter.

      It was as though we were alone, just the two of us having a conversation.

      “I didn’t notice,” I said. “Until I woke up this morning. There are no roosters where I lived.”

      Mackenzie laughed. “That’s an understatement.”

      Grant and I both looked at her. She cleared her throat.

      “She lives… in the city… and not on the first floor.”

      I was impressed with Mackenzie’s diplomacy. She had obviously done well adapting what she knew about to future into language that people in the past could understand.

      I started to elaborate, but smiled instead. There would be plenty of time to elaborate… if I stayed here after tonight.

      Grant bobbled his cup as I smiled at him, but quickly recovered.

      I liked the way he was looking at me.

      As though I was the only woman he’d ever been attracted to.

      And ever would be.

      I worked around male doctors all day long and I knew the different ways a man could look at a woman.

      The way he was looking at me was something I didn’t see very often.

      Trouble.

      Grant was trouble.
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      So much for my plan to stay away from Victoria.

      Now that I had seen her again, I didn’t want to leave her.

      When she’d smiled, I’d nearly come undone. It would have been most humiliating to spill coffee all over myself just because a girl smiled at me.

      Her smile that held so many secrets. Secrets I wanted to discover.

      But I knew enough about women to know that discovering her secrets would take time. A lot of time. Especially since she was from the future.

      She was like Sophia and Mackenzie. I never expected to understand them. But they were my brother’s wives, so I didn’t have to. Shouldn’t, in fact. It wouldn’t be fitting.

      Neither of the girls thought to invite me to sit with them. Something I’d discovered about women from the future. They were informal and didn’t think about such things as invitations to have a seat.

      So I pulled out a chair and sat down—without an invitation.

      “I heard you’re having your whole family over tonight,” I said, taking a sip of what passed as coffee.

      That was one thing about New Orleans. The coffee was better. And the food was better. Up here in the north, people didn’t seem to know how to make food taste good. It was baffling really.

      “That’s the plan,” Victoria said, tapping a finger on one of the letters sitting on the table.

      “Someone has to deliver the message to my brother in town.”

      “Is there no one available?” I asked.

      “A messenger boy,” Mackenzie said. “Took one over to Sophia. When he gets back, he can run this one into town for Cameron.”

      I pulled out my pocket watch and checked the time.

      “It’ll be late,” I said. “The sooner he and Isabella get the message, the more likely they are to make it.”

      Victoria just looked at me, but Mackenzie nodded. “I know.”

      “Nathan would have taken it,” Victoria said. “but he had a meeting of some sort.”

      “I can take it,” I said, draining my coffee.

      “I couldn’t ask you to do that,” Victoria said.

      “I don’t mind,” I said. “I have to pick up a couple of things in town anyway.”

      “That’s very kind of you.” Mackenzie, ignoring her sister’s glance, slid the letter in my direction.

      I took the letter and put it in my pocket.

      Then I turned my attention back to Victoria.

      “Do you ride?” I asked.

      “Ride?”

      “Horseback.”

      “No.” She shook her head.

      “Then we can take the buggy,” I said. “If you want to go with me.”

      I think she was going to say yes, but then seemed to think better of it.

      “Isn’t that against one of the rules?” she asked, looking at her sister. “Being alone with a man?”

      “I think it’ll be okay,” Mackenzie said. “It’s daylight.”

      “I don’t understand these rules,” she murmured, mostly to herself.

      “They’re there to protect your reputation,” Mackenzie told her.

      I looked at Mackenzie with a raised eyebrow. Surely she did not think I would put her sister’s reputation at risk.

      I wouldn’t want to be forced into a duel with anyone.

      She would be perfectly safe.

      And Mackenzie knew it.
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      Although I didn’t say it out loud, I did not plan to be here long enough to establish a reputation, good or bad.

      I pushed the motor oil coffee aside and looked at Grant.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’ll go with you.” That way I could see Cameron sooner. Without having to wait until tonight.

      “You can’t wear that,” Mackenzie said, with a glance at my black dress.

      “Why not? I like this dress.”

      “She’ll be okay,” Grant said. “In fact, the black dress will keep people from gossiping so much about us being together.”

      “I should just go with you both,” Mackenzie said.

      “No.”

      “Not necessary.”

      Grant and I answered at the same time.

      “Fine,” Mackenzie sat back, holding up her hands. “I can see when I’m not wanted.” She pretended to be offended, but I saw the smile playing about her lips.

      Surely she understood that I wanted to spend some extra time with Cameron.

      “But that is not a riding dress and I can’t in good conscience allow you to wear it into town.”

      “Whatever,” I said. “Fine.”

      “I’ll go get the horse and buggy ready,” Grant said. “Then I’ll come back here for you.”

      “Sounds good,” I said, moving to stand up. Grant stood up, too. “Guess we’re headed to the clothing closet then.”

      “It won’t take long to change,” Mackenzie said, standing up, too.

      I watched Grant as he walked purposely from the room.

      “He’s a good man,” Mackenzie said.

      “I can see that,” I said.

      “Don’t mess with his emotions,” she said.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      We left the kitchen and started toward the stairs.

      The grandfather clock was already tolling the hour. Though it was still creepy, I was getting used to it.

      “I know you aren’t planning on staying here,” Mackenzie said. “Don’t let him get too attached to you.”

      “And how, exactly, do I prevent that from happening?”

      Mackenzie just rolled her eyes.

      “I know you’re a serial dater,” she said.

      “I am not.” I said, aghast that she would say such a thing.

      Mackenzie stopped at the foot of the stairs and glared at me with her hands on her hips.

      “When is the last time you had a boyfriend who lasted more than one season?”

      I had to stop and think. First of all, what did she mean by one season?

      “My point exactly,” Mackenzie said.

      “You really like this family,” I said, hoping I did a decent job of hiding my jealousy that Mackenzie had found her family.

      Besides, I liked them, too.

      “Of course, I do,” she said, pulling up her long skirt enough that she didn’t trip over it. “I’m married to Grant’s brother and we’re going to have a baby.”

      “Wait,” I said. “you’re pregnant?”

      She nodded.

      “When were you going to tell me this?”

      “I wanted to make sure.”

      I reached out. Put a hand over hers.

      “I saw you drinking whiskey.”

      “Not whiskey. Tea. It looks like whiskey though.”

      “Why?”

      “Keeps people from asking too many questions. They would notice and I didn’t want to answer.”

      We walked in silence the rest of the way up the stairs.

      It seemed like a lot of time was spent worrying about how others would perceive people of this time and what they did.

      I didn’t say anything though. It was important for my sister to be happy. And I could tell she was doing what she needed to do in order to adapt to this world. This way of life.

      I just knew that I wouldn’t be able to do it.

      As we reached the landing window, Mackenzie had moved ahead. I slowed to look out the window.

      Just as I was turning the corner, Grant passed by below. Slowing, he gazed up at me. He tipped his hat and grinned.

      My heartrate shot into overdrive again.

      My sister was worried about me messing with Grant’s emotions.

      I was beginning to think that it might be just the opposite.
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      I had the buggy hitched up and ready to go in no time. Actually the stable boy did most of it, shooing me away, claiming I was trying to take his job away.

      I just wanted to get going. To get Victoria away from here. To spend time alone with her without having to worry about what other people thought. Without her sister watching our every move.

      Without having to worry about the whole time travel dilemma.

      I didn’t care if she was from the future or the county next door. I just liked spending time with her. Looking at her. Talking with her

      I might as well give up on fooling myself about that. I wanted to court her.

      It might take a minute for me to get around the fact that my siblings had married her siblings, but I would work my way around it.

      The more time I spent with her, the easier it was to not think about all that, much less worry about it.

      I jumped down from the buggy and secured the horse to the hitching post before dashing up the steps toward the front door. Victoria should be ready to go by now.

      Villars opened the door as I reached for the knob.

      “Good day,” Villars said with a nod.

      “Good morning, Villars.” I stepped inside and Villars closed the door behind me.

      “Has Victoria come down yet?” I asked, straightening my cravat. Villars was acting like I didn’t live here. Maybe he was becoming a bit addled with age.

      “Not yet, I’m afraid,” he said. “Would you like to wait in the parlor or the library?”

      “I can just wait here,” I said. Surely she would be down shortly and we could get going.

      “Very well,” Villars said, turning to go about his business. But then he stopped.

      “It’s a good day for a storm,” he said over his shoulder, then kept walking.

      It was an odd thing to say. It should have meant nothing. Just an addled old man rambling about the weather. Maybe his joints hurt.

      But it chilled me to the core.

      The storms had something to do with time travel. The time travel almost always seemed to happen when there was a storm.

      I stepped into the parlor, in spite of my insistence that I wait in the foyer, and shoved the green velvet curtains aside to look out. It was a perfectly beautiful day. I saw no sign of a storm.

      I thought seriously about following Villars. Demanding an explanation.

      But that would put me in a desperate light. One I did not care to be in.

      I paced back to the foyer. Stared at the clock for a few minutes.

      Reminded myself that women took a long time to get ready to go anywhere. It was a universal truth that I doubted changed even over hundreds of years.

      In fact, if it did change… if women stopped caring about their appearance, then I was grateful that I lived in the time period I was in.

      I watched the steady ticking of the grandfather clock. Listened to the day-to-day activities of the house.

      Aunt Eloise was back in the kitchen talking with someone. I couldn’t understand her words, but she didn’t sound happy. Nothing unusual. I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard her sound happy.

      The clang of metal from the blacksmith drifted through the open window along with the mournful wail of the steamboat horn.

      I walked back to the parlor. Stood in front of the piano, silent now. When I tapped one of the keys, the light sound hung in the air for all to hear.

      I stepped away from the piano, feeling like I’d intruded on something I shouldn’t have and walked back to the foyer.

      Mackenzie appeared at the top of the stairs, worry gathered at her brow.

      “Is Victoria down here?” she asked.

      “No.” I stepped forward. “She isn’t up there?”

      Mackenzie shook her head.

      I took the steps two at the time, quickly reaching the second floor.

      “You looked in her room?”

      “Of course,” she said, keeping up with me as I raced down the hallway.

      I threw open Victoria’s door and a quick glance confirmed what Mackenzie had already told me.

      I turned and faced Mackenzie.

      “You didn’t see… anything?”

      Mackenzie lowered her gaze and shook her head.

      “I went into my room to get some ribbons.” She held up a ball of blue ribbons I hadn’t noticed until now.

      “What do you think?” I asked, going to the balcony door and looking outside even though I already knew she wasn’t out there.

      Mackenzie looked at me with moisture in her eyes.

      “She went home.”

      I stepped past her. Paced over to the vanity.

      I bent over and picked up one white satin shoe.
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      I stood at the top of the stairs. Lightning and thunder swirled all around me.

      The house smelled stale replacing the clean scent of magnolias.

      And it was quiet. Just the distant steady hum of the central air conditioning behind the

      blowing rain and the deafening thunder.

      No people to give it life. No music.

      No clock ticking.

      I took a step, surprised by the swishing of my dress.

      Mackenzie had picked out a light blue dress with some splashes of green and pink for me to wear. It was a beautiful dress held out by wide bell-shaped hoops.

      But even more, I realized I was only wearing one shoe.

      Holding onto the banister, I pulled the shoe off my foot. One white satin shoe.

      Just like Cinderella.

      I lifted the skirts ever so elegantly and started down the stairs.

      It was quiet in the house. So lonely.

      The house was dark, lit only by the flash of lightning.

      As I went down stairs, I ran everything I needed to do through my head.

      Check my phone messages.

      I froze three steps from the first floor.

      Kit Kat.

      Still holding the shoe, I hit the first floor and ran toward the kitchen. The empty food bowl sat next to a water bowl with barely any water. But no cat.

      For someone who was always so calm in the face of emergency, I felt panicky.

      How long had I been gone?

      With lightning flashing and thunder rumbling all around me, I went back toward the foyer.

      Kit Kat had to be here somewhere. He just had to be.

      I went into the parlor and looked around.

      Then I saw him.

      Curled up on the sofa.

      He lifted his head and looked at me.

      He backed up as I ran toward him and knelt down, dropping the shoe.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “It’s me. I’m so sorry.”

      I gathered him up into my arms. He was so fragile.

      How long had he been without food?

      I carried him back to the kitchen and sat him on the floor.

      Relief washed through me when he stood up and looked at me.

      When he walked to the empty food bowl and looked back up at me, my heart broke.

      I grabbed the bag of cat food and filled his bowl. While I was still pouring the kibbles, he stuck his head into the bowl and started to eat.

      I felt his stomach, but he didn’t seem noticeably thin.

      Taking a can of food from the pantry, I poured it out on a saucer and set it down next to him. He moved from the dry kibbles to eat the canned food.

      I filled the water bowl and knelt next to him while he ate.

      I sat back on my heels, the blue dress spilling all around me and wiped the moisture from my eyes.
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      For the next four days after Victoria vanished, presumably back to her own time, I paced the house like an angry caged bear.

      Everyone stopped speaking to me. I barely ate. I drank too much.

      After two days, I was sick of whiskey and only ate what Villars left at my door.

      What I did manage to eat, I didn’t taste.

      This morning I sat outside on the balcony, holding the little white slipper.

      No one could explain to me why this had happened.

      Not Sophia. Not Mackenzie. Not even Cameron who had shown up on his own accord. Maybe he had sensed something going on with his sister because no one had gotten a message to him that Victoria was here. I certainly hadn’t.

      The beautiful white magnolias in the garden below tormented me with their sweet scent that reminded me of Victoria.

      Everything reminded me of her.

      Four days had passed and not once had I ridden out to look over the plants in my field.

      It was time.

      It was time to pull myself together and get back to business.

      Victoria was gone, leaving nothing but her memory and a white shoe to torment me.

      With a muttered oath, I got up and went inside. Tossed the shoe onto the bed.

      I changed into my riding clothes and went outside to saddle up Fair Flax.

      Even the horse seemed surprised to see me.

      As I rode out to my measly two acres of land, I wondered how I had gotten here.

      I’d gone from wanting very little to do with ladies to being tormented and lovestruck.

      That’s what I was. Lovestruck.

      Damn it.

      It’s what I deserved for not courting a variety of women like a normal man.

      No. I had to wait for that perfect girl.

      Too bad that perfect girl had to be from another time.

      It was fitting, though, I mused, since my siblings had all married Becquerels from the future.

      I would have married Victoria if she’d stayed.

      Sophia and Mackenzie had tried to tell me that she would come back. If she could. Then they would look at each other and I knew that they did not believe their own words. The words they were saying to ease my pain.

      I’d heard them talking about how Victoria was firmly grounded in her world. A doctor with a busy life. They could not see her ever giving that up.

      She had not visited her Grandpa since she was fifteen.

      Fifteen. The same age I had been when I’d seen Victoria in the mist.

      Although I had no grounds to base my belief, I knew it had been her.

      My heart told me it had been her.

      That I had waited for her all these years.

      Sitting at the top of the knoll overlooking the river—the same spot I’d thought to build a house for me and Victoria—I watched a steamboat make its way up the Mississippi River. Listened to its mournful horn. And knew that I would never stop waiting for her.

      Even if it meant waiting the rest of my life.
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      I stood in front of the grandfather clock, staring at the silent dial, the little glass door open.

      I cautiously placed a finger on the key.

      The key that could though not necessarily would send a person through time.

      I had a good memory. I remembered exactly what Mackenzie had told me.

      Put the key in the clock. Then in the second between the lightning flash and following thunder, turn the clock back one hour.

      It was a formula. I was good at formulas.

      I had the clock. I had the key.

      What I did not have was the storm.

      According to my phone, I had been in the past for three days. That told me that the time travel was not linear. Time spent in the past did not correspond with time in the present.

      After changing into blue jeans and a long-sleeve t-shirt, I’d gotten a lot done today. The first thing I had done was to send Tracie a text asking her to please come out to check on Kit Kat in two days unless she heard from me. I’d put out all the food he had, filling up three large bowls and I’d ordered some more to be delivered tomorrow. I’d also filled up three large bowls with water.

      I’d called to check on Grandpa. His rehab had gone well and he was scheduled to be released early.

      The way I figured it, even if Tracie did not come out, Kit Kat could survive until Grandpa got home.

      If something happened to me.

      And, it seemed, I was preparing for that possibility.

      I called my hospital and cancelled all my appointments until further notice.

      I wasn’t leaving here until I seriously got some things figured out.

      After closing the glass door on the clock, I went outside and sat in a rocking chair on the veranda.

      The swing where I had sat with Grant was gone. And although I looked, I saw no sign of where it had been. The ceiling boards must have replaced. Repainted. Over the last couple hundred years.

      As I rocked gently in the chair, I studied the oak trees.

      The magnificently large moss-covered oak trees with branches that dipped down so low they nearly touched the ground.

      And I sat there watching blue birds searching for food on the overgrown lawn, I made the definitive decision that I had indeed gone back into the past.

      There was no other explanation.

      I sat there, something I had not done since I was fifteen years old and did nothing except watch the sun set.

      After that day, at age fifteen, when I had taken an aimless walk beneath the oak trees and encountered a boy in the mist, I had kept myself busy. That fall I started taking college classes in addition to my regular classes. Then college. Then medical school. Then work.

      I kept my head down and never dealt with what I had seen that day.

      Cars with loud mufflers passed by on the road. Barges traveled up and down the river. Everything went on as usual.

      Life went on as usual.

      But my life had changed.

      My life would never be the same.

      As darkness settled in, I went inside, locked the door, and turned on the Weather Channel.

      Kit Kat jumped onto the sofa and, curling up against me, went to sleep.

      I opened a box of letters that Grandpa had saved and read late into the night.
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      Two weeks later I rode Fair Flax along the river road on my way home from town. Today had been a good day. Today I had finalized an investment in a twenty-acre tract of land not far from the two-acre property my father had deeded to me.

      After the paperwork was complete, the attorney had asked me to go to his house. To meet his wife and have a drink with him to celebrate. His father was friends with my uncle, so I guess he wanted to establish a friendship with me.

      It probably would have been a good business move. If I was going to live here and be successful, I needed friends. People I could trust both personally and in business.

      But I’d come up with an excuse. Something about my uncle needing me. Really I just wanted to get home.

      I was something of a recluse by nature anyway, but since Victoria had come here, disrupted my life, then disappeared, I was even more reclusive than before.

      I would have to do something about that. I knew it.

      But what I really wanted to do was to wait. To wait until I had Victoria with me.

      With her by my side, I wouldn’t mind social engagements. In fact, I would probably enjoy them.

      Still. Today I had made a big step. I was always thinking forward. Preparing for the day when Victoria returned.

      When—I refused to think if—she returned, the first thing I would have to do was to convince her to let me court her.

      I had little experience in actual courtship. Most of what I knew about courtship came from watching my brothers. And some of the things they had done over the years was just plain stupid.

      I was no saint, by any means, but out of all my brothers, I was the serious one. I didn’t mind that reputation. It reflected my natural inclinations.

      There was a storm brewing off in the south, so I nudged Fair Flax into a gallop.

      I went straight to the barn, slid off his back, and went to work on brushing him down.

      Andrew rode in a few minutes later.

      “There you are,” he said. “Where have you been?”

      “I had some business in town,” I said, glancing up at my brother. “Looks like we both barely missed getting caught in the storm.”

      “Yeah, well.” Andrew slid off the horse. “I was actually out looking for you.”

      “For me?” My hands froze and I looked at my brother. “Why? What’s happened?”

      “Nothing really serious,” he said. “At least not for us. More curious actually.”

      I ran the brush down Fair Flax’s neck and Andrew picked up a brush of his own.

      We worked in silence for a few minutes.

      “Are you going to tell me?” I asked him.

      “Trying to decide.”

      “Somehow this isn’t making me feel any better. Is someone hurt or sick?”

      Andrew stopped and looked in the general direction of the house.

      “Emma is back.”

      Emma was Uncle Samuel and Aunt Eloise’s daughter. She’d been gone to boarding school for several months now.

      “Okay,” I said. “What’s curious about that?”

      “She just showed up,” he said.

      “I’m still not seeing a problem. Unless it’s going to involve piano recitals.”

      “Good God. I hope not.” Andrew shuddered. “But I will confess that it’s the first thing I thought of, too, when I saw her.”

      Aunt Eloise had notoriously forced anyone who happened to be around to sit for hours listening to her daughter play the piano.

      Andrew and I had both had our fair share of that torture. Unfortunately, Emma had no talent and very little skill at the piano. Andrew referred to those sessions as watching paint drying.

      “I don’t think you understand,” Andrew said. “No one went to town to pick her up and no one saw her arrive.”

      “What are you saying?” I asked. This was not what I was hoping for. I was hoping for Victoria to arrive out of the blue. Not Emma.

      Andrew lowered his voice. “We—Mackenzie and I—think she’s come from another time.”

      “What the—”

      Andrew shrugged. “I guess Uncle Samuel carries the blood of the spell. She could have… acquired it through him.”

      “I guess,” I said. “So. She wasn’t at boarding school.”

      “No one’s talking,” Andrew shrugged.

      “Well hell.”

      What was wrong with the fates of time? Victoria should be the one traveling here.

      I just hoped there wasn’t a limit on time travel tickets.
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      I woke to the crash of thunder and the flash of lightning.

      I’d fallen asleep on the sofa.

      Sitting up, I worked on orienting myself.

      There had been no storm in the forecast. I’d had the Weather Channel on all evening. In fact, it was still on. And there it was. A band of storms coming right through.

      I needed to think.

      I hadn’t decided for sure what I wanted to do.

      But now was the time.

      Now was the moment I needed to have a decision made and ready to implement.

      I wasn’t dressed for the past. I was wearing jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt. I had a perfectly good dress upstairs in my room, but it would take time to go upstairs and change.

      It didn’t matter anyway. Everyone in the past knew I was from the future.

      I picked up Kit Kat. Held him close to me as a bolt of lightning shot through the window followed by a crash of thunder.

      “What do I do Kit Kat?”

      As the storm raged all around me, it occurred to me that I had already decided.

      Why else would I still be here? Why else would I have cancelled all my appointments until further notice?

      This was the longest I had gone without working. Ever.

      I blew out a breath.

      And I knew. I had already decided.

      I set Kit Kat aside.

      With the storm raging all around, this was it.

      It was time.

      I went to the foyer to stand in front of the clock.

      My hand shook as I opened the little glass door.

      Kit Kat wound his way around my legs. I didn’t have to worry about him. He had plenty of food and water. Tracie would be coming out to feed him again in two days.

      Lighting flashed through the landing window. Was that close enough?

      Kit Kat stood up, putting his front paws on my legs, startling me.

      The thunder rumbled before I could touch the clock’s minute hand.

      Kit Kat meowed, standing up on his hind legs, patting my right knee.

      “What?” I reached down an picked him up. He was purring now.

      A bolt of lightning flashed through the front door.

      I gasped.

      My hands trembling, I pressed a finger against the minute hand and carefully twirled it back one hour.

      Then thunder shook the house itself and the electricity went out.

      I steadied myself against the clock, my fingers grasping at anything.

      I stood perfectly still, my ears ringing from the thunder. Then I heard the faint, but steady ticking of the clock.

      I jumped when it began to toll the hour.

      The broken clock tolling the hour!

      Then I heard piano music.

      Very bad piano music.
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      Wherever Emma had been, she had not learned to play the piano any better. In fact, if anything, she had gotten worse.

      Perhaps Aunt Eloise should have given her some time to rest before insisting that she sit at the piano.

      Fortunately, Aunt Eloise had not required us to sit in the parlor while she played.

      The women were in there working on their needlepoint, but Andrew and I stood outside on the veranda, polluting the fresh air with cigars.

      “This is a good one,” I said. “You did well.”

      “I agree.” Andrew took a puff and blew out a trio of smoke rings. I never had mastered that dubious skill. I wasn’t that interested in tobacco and I rarely smoked, but this was a big deal to Andrew. He was investing his future fortune into it.

      “Have you made any more progress on your house?” I asked.

      “It’s slowed down,” he said. “I’m spending a lot of time with Mackenzie.”

      “As you should,” I said, determined to keep any trace of envy out of my voice.

      And I wasn’t really envious. I was just impatient to get my own family started.

      “How did you stand the waiting?” I asked. “For Mackenzie?” I remembered he had waited over a year.

      Andrew blew out a breath and shook his head.

      “I didn’t stand it.”

      I understood. He merely tolerated it.

      “I threw myself into building our house. Just bided my time.”

      Just bided his time.

      “I need a whiskey,” I said, pushing away from the railing. “You want one?”

      “Absolutely,” he said.

      “Wait here,” I said. “I’ll get it.”

      I looked for a place to set my cigar, then just gave up and handed it to Andrew.

      He chuckled and took it from me.

      “Don’t get lost,” he said. “I need something to dull Emma’s music.”

      “She needs to take a break and let Mackenzie play,” I said, over my shoulder.

      “You go ahead and tell Aunt Eloise that,” he said.

      I laughed and went inside the house.

      Just as I stepped inside, the music stopped abruptly, leaving a discordant echo in the air.

      Emma never ended a song like that.

      Following my instinct, I bypassed the library where the best whiskey was kept and kept walking to the foyer.

      A young lady with long brunette hair stood facing the grandfather clock as it chimed the hour.

      It was Victoria.

      She was dressed in pants and she was holding something.

      A cat.

      Victoria was holding a cat.
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      The echo of the clock’s chimes hung in the air, along with the discordant jumble of piano keys after whoever had been played dropped their hands on the keys.

      Growing up with Mackenzie playing the piano ALL the time, I was well familiar with all possible piano sounds.

      Clutching Kit Kat to my chest, I turned slowly toward the sounds of the piano.

      “Victoria!” Mackenzie, wearing an emerald dress with a long, full skirt, was rushing toward me. She hugged me, then backed up.

      “Oh my God,” she said. “Kit Kat.”

      I just stood there, stunned as she took the cat out of my arms.

      I had just traveled back in time. AND I had brought Kit Kat with me.

      “You brought Grandpa’s cat?!”

      I shook my head.

      My ears were buzzing and I felt a little bit off-balance. But I looked past her. Looking… Looking for Grant.

      “How did this happen?” Mackenzie asked, searching my eyes as she hugged the cat.

      “I don’t know.” I put a hand on my forehead. But I did know. “It worked,” I said, looking back at her.

      “What worked?”

      “The formula,” I said. “I used the formula and it worked.”

      “Come,” she said, tugging my arm. “Come sit down.”

      She led me into the parlor and guided me to the sofa.

      The girl who’d been playing the piano, sat watching us, her chin on her hands. She was probably late teens. Sixteen years old maybe. She wore a pale-yellow dress that complimented her long blonde hair. She was quite pretty. It was unfortunate that she had no skill in playing the piano.

      There was no one else in the room.

      “How did this happen?” Mackenzie said, nodding at the cat, then sitting next to me and arranging her skirts around her.

      My head was starting to clear a bit.

      “I think he wanted to come with me,” I said.

      “Is Grandpa still in the hospital?” Mackenzie asked, looking a bit perplexed and ignoring my statement.

      “Yes,” I said, looking around again for Grant. “But—” Then I saw him standing at the parlor door, wearing an unreadable expression.

      My heart rate shot into overdrive.

      Grant was the reason I had come back here.

      I’d wanted to be close to my siblings, sure, but I wouldn’t have given up everything in my life without Grant being a factor.

      The girl started playing the piano again. She was still playing badly, but I tuned it out. All I could focus on right now was Grant.

      He walked straight to me, without hesitation, and knelt in front of me, causing my heart to do summersaults.

      He took both my hands in his.

      “Hi,” he said, the corners of his lips turned up in a smile that reached his eyes.

      “Hi,” I said, my voice barely audible to my own ears.

      He kissed the back of my fingertips.

      “Welcome home,” he said.

      Home.

      That’s where I was.

      “Looks like you brought a friend,” he said.

      I looked over at Kit Kat. The cat just blinked at me, kneading his paws and, I swear, he was smiling.

      “I guess I did.”
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      I didn’t even care right now that Emma was playing the piano, hitting wrong notes that were painful to listen to.

      All I cared about was that I had Victoria back, her hands in mind.

      “Is Grandpa, okay?” Mackenzie asked.

      I didn’t even care that I had to share her with Mackenzie, at least for the moment.

      “Yes,” Victoria said, shifting her gaze to her sister. “He’s doing well and looks like he’ll be going home early.”

      “That’s wonderful news.”

      Kit Kat left Mackenzie’s lap and stumbled over to snuggle up in Victoria’s.

      “Did you mean to bring Grandpa’s cat?” Mackenzie asked.

      “No,” she said, her gaze back on mine again. “It was Kit Kat’s idea.”

      Mackenzie didn’t ask for further explanation.

      “We have to get a message to him,” Mackenzie said. “So he won’t worry about Kit Kat.”

      “A message? How are we going to do that?”

      Andrew came to the door and took in the situation.

      “You’re back,” he said, coming to sit on the arm of the chair next to Mackenzie.

      “Hello Andrew,” Victoria said.

      The music was starting to wear on me now. I was so used to hearing Mackenzie play that it was painful listening to someone who had little skill.

      “Can we go outside?” I asked. “I think some fresh air would do us good.”

      “Yes,” Victoria said, handing the cat back to Mackenzie.

      I helped Victoria to her feet, tucked her hand in the crook of my elbow, and led her outside into the cool fresh air.

      I held the swing while she sat down, then sat down beside her.

      “I didn’t know that cats could travel through time,” I said.

      “I didn’t either. But it’s not such a stretch since I was holding him.”

      “Seems like everybody brings something with them.”

      “Like what?” she asked.

      “Like books on a screen.”

      She grinned. “I didn’t think about doing that.”

      “I’m just glad you’re here,” I said.

      “Me too.” She smiled up at me.

      “I knew you would come back,” I said.

      “Is that so? How did you know that?”

      I looked out over the gardens, lightning bugs twinkling among the flowers.

      That was a good question. How did I know?

      “You had to,” I said.

      “That’s a rather vague answer,” she said.

      Clouds shifted over the moon, leaving it dark.

      I wasn’t sure she was ready for the truth.

      I wasn’t sure I was ready for the truth.

      But she was looking for an answer.

      “I knew because…” I lightly ran my fingers along her chin and her eyes drifted closed.

      “I knew because I couldn’t live without you.”

      Then I leaned forward and pressed my lips against hers.

      Something I had been waiting for what seemed like a lifetime to do.

      And nothing had ever felt so right.

      I pulled back and she looked up at me with clear eyes.

      “I have a feeling that isn’t customary,” she said with a little smile playing about her lips.

      “I this case,” I said, grinning. “I think it is.”

      Then I kissed her again.
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      The next afternoon, I knelt in the floor of the guest room with my sisters Mackenzie and Sophia.

      When Sophia opened a shoe box and pulled out some paper and a modern ink pen, Kit Kat climbed into the little box and curled up.

      “Mackenzie is right,” Sophia said. “We have to let Grandpa know that you’re here and that you brought Kit Kat with you.”

      “It wasn’t my idea to bring him,” I said.

      “It’s okay,” Mackenzie said, scratching Kit Kat’s head. “I missed the little guy.”

      “And so will Grandpa,” Sophia said. “Kit Kat is all he has for company.”

      I shook my head. “He actually has Tracie now.”

      “Who’s Tracie?” Sophia asked, smoothing out a piece of the paper and preparing to write on it.

      “She’s Grandpa’s caregiver,” Mackenzie said. “His companion.”

      “Oh,” Sophia said. “I did not know that.”

      “Actually Cameron started the whole process,” I said. “So how are we going to get a message to Grandpa?”

      “It’s really cool.” Sophia grinned.

      “She only says that because it was her idea,” Mackenzie said. “being an architect and all.”

      “We write the letter,” Sophia said, ignoring us. “Then we put it behind this window frame right here. Grandpa pries the frame off and there’s a letter.”

      “The paper doesn’t rot?” I ran a hand over the paper.

      “It’s alkaline paper,” Mackenzie said. “It lasts for centuries.”

      “So this is like a mailbox.” I ran my hand over the window frame.

      I looked over Sophia’s shoulder as she started to write.

      

      Dear Grandpa,

      I hope you are feeling better. We’re all here. Safely in 1854.

      

      She sat back and shoved her hair out of her face while Mackenzie and I waited.

      “I really miss him,” Sophia said, blinking back unshed tears.

      “We all do,” I said, putting an arm around her shoulders. “But he’s okay.”

      “I know.” She wiped at her eyes and lifted her chin.

      

      Victoria just got here. And she brought Kit Kat with her.

      

      “I feel really bad about it,” I said, sitting back.

      “You said he wanted to come,” Mackenzie said. “Maybe he’s supposed to be here. With us.”

      “Maybe,” I said. But I still felt bad. Maybe he had just been afraid of the storm.

      Sophia kept writing.

      

      Victoria has a beau.

      

      “A beau,” I said, trying not to laugh.

      “A boyfriend,” Sophia explained.

      “I know what a beau is. But…”

      Both Sophia and Mackenzie looked at me with raised eyebrows.

      “He’s the reason you came back, right?” Mackenzie asked, with a glance at Sophia.

      I pressed my fingers against my brow. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Only to us,” Sophia said. “Because we did the same thing. We came back here for our men. And Cameron came back here for Isabella.”

      “Why?” I asked, mostly to myself, looking outside at the oak trees that were smaller than they should be.

      “It’s the spell that saved Vaughn’s life,” Sophia said.

      “How do you feel about it?” Mackenzie asked.

      I turned to my sister and laughed.

      “Always the psychologist?”

      “I can’t help it.” Mackenzie shrugged. “If someone got a fever. Wouldn’t you try to help them?”

      “Of course,” I said. But I honestly had not thought that far ahead. I had put all my eggs in one basket, so to speak. And that basket was Grant.

      “Does it always work out?” I asked.

      “Nothing’s definite,” Mackenzie said.

      “Of course not,” Sophia said. “The only reason the time travel happens is so people can be with their soul mates.”

      Soul mates. I had not considered that either.

      I took a deep breath.

      We all signed our names to the letter, expressing our love for Grandpa. Then Sophia carefully used a pry bar to pry up the window pane just enough to place the letter beneath it.

      “I have to be careful,” she said. “If I do this too often and damage the window pane, someone in between us and Grandpa might decide to fix it and find our letters.”

      “I just wish we could hear back from Grandpa somehow,” Mackenzie said.

      “We all do,” I said.

      I especially felt bad since I was one who had stolen his cat.

      As though he sensed my distress, Kit Kat came over to me and head bumped me.

      “He seems happy,” Mackenzie said.

      “We have to figure out what to feed him,” I said.

      I’d brought him, so I was responsible for taking care of him.

      “Okay,” Sophia said. “That’s done. Let’s go see what our men are doing.”

      Our men.

      I rather liked the sound of that.

      And I certainly was looking forward to kissing my particular man again.

      As much as I was reluctant to admit it, Sophia was probably right about the whole soul mates thing.
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      With renewed optimism, I rode out to my fields early the next morning.

      The cotton plants were growing heartily. Soon they would be knee high.

      At the top of the knoll, I slid off Fair Flax and walked around a bit, loosely holding the reins.

      It was a gentle slope from the edge of my planted rows of cotton down to the edge of the Mississippi.

      Yes, I decided. This was going to be a good place for a house.

      I’d bring Victoria out first, though, and make sure she liked it, too.

      I wanted her to be happy above all else. From listening to her sisters, I got the sense that ladies in the future pretty much ran things. Or at the least were equal to men.

      I actually liked the idea. I’d always thought women should be more involved in business decisions. And on top of all that, Victoria was a physician, so she was educated.

      Whistling to myself, I sat on the ground and watched a steamboat full of people pass by on the river.

      I waved and was pretty sure I saw someone wave back.

      After we were married, Victoria and I could travel to New Orleans. Maybe go there for our honeymoon.

      I could show her where I grew up.

      Suddenly ready to get back, I mounted Fair Flax and nudged him back in the direction toward home. She should be waking up soon.

      I was getting ahead of myself again.

      I had to keep reminding myself that courting came before marriage.

      But there were always exceptions to every rule and considering that Victoria was from the future, I was pretty sure customary rules could be broken with her.

      At the sound of a rider headed my way, I stopped.

      It was Andrew, his dog Biscuit at his heels.

      “What is it?” I asked as he came to a stop next to me. I could tell by his expression that something was wrong. My first thought was that Victoria must have gone through time again.

      “It’s Father,” he said. “He’s taken ill.”

      Father.

      “What illness?” I asked. I tried to remember when I had last seen Father. Yesterday? The day before? How long had he been ill?

      “I don’t know,” Andrew said. “Mother won’t let me near their room.”

      “What are his symptoms?” I asked.

      “They only told me has a fever.”

      A fever.

      It was too early in the season for yellow fever. Wasn’t it? And we were too far north.

      Mother and Father had brought us north to the Natchez area every year specifically to avoid any of us coming down with it. Father’s parents had both died from the yellow fever before I was even born.

      “Did someone send for the doctor?” I asked as we both took off, galloping toward the house.

      “Yes,” Andrew said, then we rode the rest of the way toward the house in silence.

      We dropped our horses off at the barn with a lick and a promise, then headed into the house.  A cloud of dread swirling around us.

      Neither one of us would say it, but I was certain we were both thinking it.

      Yellow fever.
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      There was a definite cloud hanging over the household.

      I felt it even as I came downstairs after getting dressed. Mackenzie had picked out a pale green silk gown for me to wear today. She said it brought out the green in my eyes.

      As I passed through the foyer with the steadily ticking grandfather clock, I felt it.

      I went straight into the kitchen for coffee, but no one was there. There was a coffee pot and cups on the table along with some fruit.

      I poured coffee, black and inky looking into a cup, took one sip and wrinkled my nose.

      Picking up a handful of fresh strawberries, I took them and my cup out onto the veranda.

      Since I had a serious caffeine addiction from working long hours at the hospital, I was going to have to suck it up and drink some of the coffee or put up with three days of headaches and irritability.

      I knew. I’d tried it before.

      I sat on one of the white wooden rockers and ate the strawberries before tackling the coffee.

      Yesterday had been a day of pleasant day reunion with my siblings. I’d gotten to know their spouses. Isabella, Nathan, and Andrew. All good people. And they all seemed happily married. But as such, I hadn’t had much if any time alone with Grant.

      But today that should be different.

      Cameron and Isabella were planning to head back into town where they had a townhouse. I was so proud of Cameron. He was channeling his screenwriting skills into writing novels. He was a fast writer and was quickly becoming in demand for the regular dime novels.

      According to Sophia, who had done more research on this time period than any of us, the dime novel writers were quite successful. It suited my Maserati driving brother.

      I sipped the coffee, then swallowed it down like I would medicine.

      With the bitter taste still in my mouth, I looked up to see Andrew and Grant striding purposely from the stables. It was obvious from the way they walked that they were brothers. Yet there were subtle differences. Andrew had a slightly bouncier step whereas Grant had the more serious stride of the oldest brother.

      As they came closer, I saw that both of them wore worried expressions.

      Setting my coffee cup aside, I went to the banister and waited. The swish of my skirts was still a novelty and I wondered if I would ever get used to wearing skirts after spending years wearing hardly anything other than scrubs.

      The wind tossed my hair across my face and I pulled it over my left shoulder.

      When they reached the top of the stairs, Grant took my hands in his and kissed my cheek while Andrew waited.

      “Has something happened?” I asked.

      “It’s Father,” he said. “He’s taken a fever.”

      “A fever.” That explained the cloud I’d sensed over the household today. I must have been the last one to get up and about this morning.

      “How high is it?” I asked, then bit my tongue. He would have no way of knowing without a thermometer.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m on my way to see him now.”

      “I’ll come with you,” I said.

      “No. If it’s the fever, I don’t want you catching it.”

      I nodded and let him go. There was little else I could do at the moment.

      But if his father had yellow fever, then it wasn’t possible for me or anyone else to catch it from him.

      It if was yellow fever, they were going to have to use the mosquito netting I’d seen around some of the beds and not just at night. Mosquitoes bit during the day, too.

      I went inside to see if I could find Mackenzie. Being part of the family, she would know more about what was going on. She would also understand when I told her that yellow fever couldn’t be transmitted from one person to another.

      I went into the library and dropped into an armchair to wait.

      It seemed things were complicated no matter what time period it was.

      There was always something going on.

      I blew out a breath. Unfortunately, this family didn’t trust me enough to help them yet. Even though Mackenzie had mentioned that I was a doctor, I don’t think they remembered. Or maybe it just hadn’t sank in.

      This was the 1800s, after all. Women weren’t supposed to be as educated as me and my sisters.
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      I paced the upstairs hallway, waiting for the doctor to come out from father’s room with news.

      I’d left Victoria was downstairs with the other women.

      My sister Isabella wasn’t about to leave with our father sick like this. Even now she sat at the end of the hallway. Her hands busy with needlepoint. Not talking to anyone. That was how she coped with worry.

      I paced quietly, not talking to anyone. Isabella sat quietly, keeping her hands busy, also not talking to anyone. We were alike in that way.

      Andrew was out back with Mackenzie distracting themselves with a game of croquette. I didn’t understand how he could to that, but it was his way.

      Nathan wasn’t here yet. He and Sophia were busy with their daughter.

      Mother, in spite of the dangers of the illness, was in the room with Father and the doctor. Doc White.

      As the clock chimed twelve times, Victoria came upstairs with a tray of bread and fruit.

      She walked up and stood on her tiptoes to kiss me.

      I took the tray from her, set it aside, and pulled her close. It felt so good to hold her close. Maybe this could be my new way of dealing with worry. Holding Victoria.

      “Any word yet?” she asked.

      “No,” I said, the worry rushing back, just thinking about it. “I don’t know why it’s taking him so long.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be out soon,” she said. “I thought you and Isabella might be hungry.”

      “That’s very thoughtful,” I said, though I wasn’t sure my stomach could tolerate any food right now.

      Holding the tray against me with one arm, I took Victoria’s hand and we walked over to where Isabella sat.

      “I thought you might want something to eat,” Victoria said with a little smile.

      Isabella looked up from her needlepoint. “Thank you,” she said. “That’s very thoughtful.” But she went right back to her needlepoint.

      “May I sit with you for a moment?” Victoria asked.

      Isabella shrugged. “Of course.”

      After Victoria sat, I picked up a piece of bread and ignored the way it had no taste and then sat like a rock in the pit of my stomach.

      I knew better than to eat when I was overcome with worry, but I wanted Victoria to feel appreciated.

      I set the half eaten piece of bread aside.

      “I’m afraid I’m beset with worry at the moment,” I said.

      “I understand,” she said. “Please don’t feel obligated.”

      We sat a few minutes in silence, the only sound the soft tap of Isabella’s needles.

      Victoria cleared her throat.

      “You know what?” she said. “I think I’ll just go check to see what’s going on in there. Maybe I can help.”

      “Before I could stop her, she was up and making her way to Father’s door. With a helpless glance at Isabella, I got up to follow her, but it was too late.
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      I burst into the bedroom door without knocking.

      Knowing I was breaking all kinds of protocol, I decided I may as well break it all the way. The room was dark and stuffy. The windows were closed and drapes pulled to block out any sunlight.

      Mr. Laurent lay in the bed beneath a blanket, his eyes closed. His wife sitting on one side of him, the doctor on the other.

      “Excuse me,” I said. “I apologize for barging in like this, but this is not helping him.”

      Going to the window, I through open the drapes and pushed open the window.

      Mrs. Laurent gasped at the onslaught of fresh air and sunshine.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” Doc White asked.

      Grant stood in the doorway now.

      “I can help him,” I said, feeling like first year resident all over again.

      Grant crossed the room to stand next to me.

      “Victoria is a doctor,” he said.

      I appreciated his support, but I had more than a feeling it wasn’t going to sway anyone in this room.

      The doctor stood up. “That’s all well and good. But Mr. Laurent is under my care. You’ll close that window at once.”

      I shook my head.

      “I can’t do that,” I said. “it would do more harm than good.”

      “Who is this woman?” Doc White asked, looking around at no one in particular.

      Grant took my arm and tucked my hand in the crook of his elbow.

      “This is my fiancé,” he said. “and I trust her with my father’s life.”

      Mrs. Laurent put a hand over her mouth.

      “Well then,” Doc White said, picked up his hat, and jammed it on his head. “In that case, I’ll be on my way.”

      Grant released my arm and went to open the bedroom door.

      The doctor cast one last scathing glance back at me, before taking his leave. Grant closed the door behind him, then looked from me to his mother and back again.

      I steeled myself as Mrs. Laurent got up and came toward me.

      A glance out of the corner of my eye told me that Grant didn’t know what was about to happen either.

      Mrs. Laurent took my hands.

      “Thank you, Dear,” she said. “The doctor wouldn’t listen to a thing I tried to tell him. I tried to tell him that Mr. Laurent’s parents passed from yellow fever, that I knew what the fever looks like, but he wouldn’t listen to a word I was telling him. He insisted that it was too early in the year for the fever.”

      “It has nothing to do with the time of year,” I said with relief that she wasn’t angry or offended. “It’s spread through mosquitoes.”

      I looked at Grant. “Yellow fever, if that’s what it is, can’t be spread from one person to another.”

      “Good heavens,” Mrs. Laurent said, going back to her husband’s side. “Are you saying he got it from mosquitoes?”

      “If that’s what it is, yes,” I said. “Do you mind if I take a look?”

      “Please,” Grant said. “Go ahead.

      I placed a hand against Mr. Laurent’s forehead and gauged that he had about one hundred one fever.

      “Does he have any other symptoms?” I asked.

      “Headache,” Mrs. Laurent said. “Sick to his stomach and exhausted.”

      I nodded. Typical symptoms, but it was too early to tell. It could be a lot of things.

      One thing I was certain of, though. We did not want it to be yellow fever. There’s no cure for yellow fever.
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      I sat with Father through the night. He mostly slept, but at Victoria’s suggestion, I made sure he had plenty of fresh water in case he woke up and when he had chills, I kept the blankets off him. It went against everything I’d ever been taught, but she said the fever needed to be able to come out of his body. I also kept a cool cloth on his forehead when the fever was high.

      It made sense that he needed fresh air from an open window, but I draped the mosquito netting around us, too.

      I was terrified about my father being ill, worried that I would do something wrong, but I trusted Victoria.

      I would have trusted her even if she hadn’t been a doctor, simply because she was from the future. People would naturally learn more about treating illnesses as time went by.

      I was proud of her for standing up to Doc White for what she believed was best for my father. Even Mother had been grateful.

      But there was one matter that I hadn’t quite figured out what to do about yet.

      I’d introduced her as my fiancé.

      I hadn’t even begun to court her yet, much less propose. Hell, I hadn’t even had the chance to talk to her about it. To explain myself. The truth was, though, I didn’t know what to think about it. I didn’t know why I had said it except that I’d wanted to show support for her trying to help Father.

      She hadn’t shown any reaction when I’d said it and I didn’t know what to think about that either.

      I rinsed out the cloth and placed it back on Father’s forehead.

      The moon was behind the clouds, the candle providing the only light, meager as it was, in the room.

      “Son,” Father said, startling me.

      “Father.” Thank God. “You’re awake. How do you feel?”

      “I’ve felt better,” he said, his voice barely loud enough for me to hear. “And possibly worse.”

      “You’ve been very sick,” I said, moving the candle closer.

      “I know.”

      I filled a glass with water and held it to his lips. It chilled my heart to see my strong father like this. He’d always been so healthy. So… alive. It was a cruel reminder that he was getting up in age and wouldn’t always be here.

      “I need to tell you something,” he said, but his eyes drifted closed and I thought he had gone back to sleep.

      “That girl,” he said after a moment.

      “Which girl?” I asked, though Victoria was the only girl in my head.

      “Victoria,” he said.

      I waited and the clock chimed the hour downstairs. One chime. One o’clock. And it sounded very, very far away.

      “If you love her, don’t let her go.”

      I shook my head once. Looked at nothing across the room.

      “I’m not sure that’s up to me,” I said.

      “I think it’s more up to you than you think.”

      “How so?” I asked, looking at my father.

      He and I had missed so many opportunities to talk. There were so many things he could have told me and we’d missed so much time.

      “Can I get some more water?” he asked.

      “Of course.” I handed him the cup of water and held it while he drank.

      “Thank you,” he said, then rested a moment.

      I rinsed out the cloth and put it back on his head.

      I never would have thought I would be the one doing this. But my mother needed to sleep and everyone else had things they needed to do. They had wives. Husbands. Children.

      “By all rights,” Father said. “your mother should have traveled in time.”

      “She carries Vaughn’s blood,” I whispered, the realization sinking in. I knew this, but hearing my father say it made it more definite. More real.

      “That’s right,” Father said.

      “But she had you.”

      Father nodded and closed his eyes again.

      “That’s right,” he said. “We were always meant to be together. There was no one else for either of us. Some would say we’re soul mates.”

      Soul mates. Hearing my father talk about being my mother’s soul mate twisted something deep in my heart and made it impossible for me to say anything.

      “If she’s your soul mate,” Father said. “She’ll stay here. With you.”

      “How do I know?” I asked, barely getting the words past my throat.

      “You just do, Son,” Father said. “You just do.”

      He was right, of course.

      I had known.

      I had known since I was fifteen years old.
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      The next night I sat out on the veranda in the swing next to Grant.

      The night was beautiful and smelled like honeysuckle and magnolia. The lightning bugs put on a show for us across the lawn and the frogs and crickets provided the music.

      Grant had one arm around me and I rested my head on his chest.

      It was so calm. So calm and peaceful.

      Such a contrast to my hectic life back in my own time.

      I had chosen this. I had chosen to be here. With this man.

      I couldn’t say why I’d chosen to come back here. The first time had just happened. The fates of time had thrown us together. But the second time had been my choice.

      If I was going to live here, I had to find a way to be productive. But I had no hobbies. No skills other than medicine.

      I wanted to talk to Grant about it, but I wasn’t sure I should just yet.

      He’d referred to me as his fiancé to the doctor, but I was fairly certain that had just been situational.

      Normally, I would have just asked for clarification, but I was much too aware of the time period I was in.

      “Tell me more about what it’s like in your world,” he said.

      My world. Somehow I wasn’t thinking of that future as my world so much anymore. All three of my siblings were here. Had made their lives here. Families. My sister Sophia already had one baby and one on the way. My other sister Mackenzie was also expecting a baby.

      I didn’t know so much what Cameron and Isabella were doing. She was a good match for him. She was less traditional and seemed to want to be more like him. More modern—as modern as one could be during this time.

      “It’s busy,” I said. “There are very few moments like this.”

      “You mean there’s no courting?” he asked.

      “No. There’s courting. It’s called dating. Sort of the same thing.”

      “So then what do people do during their courtship?”

      “All sorts of things.”

      “Like picnics?”

      “No. They eat at… cafés mostly. Or they take food home and eat it.”

      “Hmm. So if we were in the future—in your time—what would we be doing right now?”

      “That’s a good question.”

      I just wasn’t so sure how much I wanted to get into explaining things.

      “We would probably be watching… listening to music.” It would take longer to explain television, so that would have to wait.

      “Okay,” he said. “That’s not so different.”

      “And we’d be doing something on our cells.” I held up a hand. “Don’t ask me what a cell is. I’ll have to explain it later when we have about a week.”

      “Is it something similar to Sophia’s Kindle?” he asked, kissing me on the cheek.

      “Sophia has a Kindle? How?” I leaned up to look at him.

      “She charges it with sunlight,” he said. “it’s an amazing gadget.”

      “Wow,” I said. “I didn’t know she did that. She must have been really prepared.”

      “Unlike you?” Grant said, with a teasing nudge. “You just jumped right in.”

      “With both feet,” I said.

      “I’m glad you did.”

      “Yeah? Have you decided what you’re going to do with me yet?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I—”

      Mackenzie came to the door.

      “Grant,” she said. “Andrew is looking for you.”

      “Why?” Grant removed his arm from around me and took my hand. “What’s happened?”

      “It’s your father,” she said. “He’s taken a turn for the worse.”
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      After what some would call a slight disagreement, we compromised and left the window cracked about one inch and closed the curtains against the cool night air.

      I insisted that the window stay open, based on what Victoria had told me, to let in fresh air. Aunt Eloise, on the other hand, was old school and insisted that the window be closed tight and the curtains closed.

      Mother stayed out of it, as did Andrew. So it was me against Aunt Eloise.

      Victoria and Mackenzie stayed downstairs, insisting they wanted to stay out of family business.

      Finally, at the insistence of her husband, Aunt Eloise went to bed and much of the tension magically dissipated from the room.

      With Mother manning the cool cloth, I slipped out to find Victoria.

      I found her on the sofa in the parlor with Mackenzie. They were curled up on either side of the sofa with Kit Kat right in the middle of them, leaving me a bit envious.

      Victoria stood when I walked through the door.

      “How is he?” she asked, speaking quietly so as not to wake Mackenzie.

      “He’s got a high fever again,” I said. “And he threw up bile—nothing in his stomach—and has started coughing.”

      “Did someone send for the doctor?” she asked.

      “They did,” I said, sitting on an ottoman at her feet.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “The only way to really know is to run tests and I can’t do that here.” She scrubbed her hands over her face.

      “Maybe he just needs to sleep it off,” I said, although my heart was not in the words.

      Victoria didn’t say anything in response.

      At a light knock on the front door, I went to open it.

      It was the young boy who had ridden into town to fetch Doc White.

      “Did you find him?” I asked.

      “Yes Sir,” the boy said, shifting from one foot to the other. “But he said we’d have to wait until morning.”

      Doc would naturally say that. Why would the man interrupt his good night’s sleep?

      “Thank you,” I said. “Get some sleep yourself.” And closed the door.

      Victoria met me at the door.

      “Is he coming?” she asked.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Maybe in the morning.”

      I didn’t want to tell her that doc probably wasn’t going to come after the way Victoria had stood up to him.

      Some men just weren’t willing to listen to women. It was their loss as far as I was concerned.

      “Get some sleep.” I said. “Tomorrow promises to be a long day.”

      She nodded. “I’ll just sleep down here with Mackenzie. I’m used to sleeping in odd places.”

      It was an odd statement, but I’d ask her about it later.

      For now, I pulled her against me and lifted her chin. Her eyes fluttered closed as my lips captured hers.

      The grandfather clock chimed the hour, wrapping us in a cocoon. A place where time stood still.

      And the only thing that mattered was the way our lips melded together.

      Each time I kissed her, I fell a little bit more in love with this mysterious woman from the future.
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      Early the next morning, after breakfast with Sophia and Mackenzie, the three of us moved to the parlor.

      Everyone else was upstairs, trying to figure out what to do about Mr. Laurent.

      Someone had sent for the doctor, but they weren’t sure he was going to show up. Apparently, I had offended him to the point that he refused to come back.

      Sophia and Mackenzie sat on the sofa, but I went to stand at the window.

      “What can we do?” Sophia asked.

      “I don’t know,” Mackenzie said. “But there has to be something.”

      “I brought some antibiotics, but I’m out. I used all of them.”

      “They didn’t last long, did they?” Mackenzie said. “I can see why.”

      “Antibiotics won’t cure yellow fever,” I said, more to myself than anyone in particular.

      Sophia and Mackenzie stopped talking. I turned around and faced them.

      “But that doesn’t matter,” I said. “He doesn’t have yellow fever.”

      I had suspected it all along, but I hadn’t been willing to say anything without giving it more time to run its course. It wasn’t like I could run tests on him.

      “What does he have?” Mackenzie asked.

      “I’m not sure without more tests,” I said.

      “But you do know?” she insisted. “Don’t you?”

      I took a deep breath. I was going out on a limb here. I wouldn’t do it with anyone other than my sisters.

      “If I tell you, please don’t tell anyone,” I said. “Because I can’t be sure.”

      “We know,” Sophia said. “So what does he have?”

      “Could be malaria,” I said. “That’s actually my first choice.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?” Sophia asked.

      “Not exactly,” Mackenzie said.

      “Different mosquitoes,” I said, turning back around to face the window.

      “So it’s not yellow fever, but even if it was there’s no treatment.”

      “And we don’t have any medications.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “I’d even be willing to try the antibiotics.”

      “I took the last ones for a UTI,” Sophia said.

      I whirled around. Mackenzie and I just looked at her.

      “What? I had no choice.”

      “I know,” I said. “I’m just thinking that what we’re doing here is impossible. Without modern medication, I’m not sure we can survive.”

      “Actually,” Mackenzie said. “I borrowed Sophia’s Kindle and I’ve been reading about different herbal treatments.”

      “That’s helpful,” I said. “At least we can sort of know what might work.”

      “It helps to have Victoria here,” Sophia said. “I feel a lot better with her here.”

      “I agree,” Mackenzie said. “She knows a lot about medicine.”

      “I’m right here,” I said.

      Andrew came to the door.

      “Any word from the doctor?” he asked.

      Mackenzie just shook her head.

      Andrew looked at me, but didn’t say anything.

      “How is he?” I asked.

      “I think you should come up and take a look at him.”

      “I don’t think they want me up there.”

      “They do,” he said. “They’re just too upset to know it.”

      “Great,” I said, but I followed him upstairs anyway.

      Now that I was going into physician mode, I felt out of place in this long dress. I needed my scrubs. My familiar outfit that I wore to work every day.

      It took my eyes a minute to adjust to the dim light inside the room and the stuffiness was almost overwhelming.

      This was quite a difference from the antiseptic scent I was used to in hospital rooms.

      “Can we open those curtains?” I asked.

      Grant moved to open the curtains, letting light spill into the room.

      Mr. Laurent lay beneath a blanket, looking quite pale.

      I took a deep breath and moved to sit next to him.

      Mrs. Laurent, his wife, looked at me with such hopefulness. I’d seen that hopefulness before. I’d seen it when I had to tell people there was no hope.

      Telling someone there was nothing I could do had to be THE worst thing I ever did as a physician.

      To say this was going to be a challenge, was an understatement.

      If there was ever a reason why I would drop my license and stop practicing medicine, that would be it.

      Well. That and moving to a different century.

      I looked over my shoulder at Grant.

      “Can I talk to you?” I asked.
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      I sat at the desk in the library taking notes in a blank journal I’d found in my father’s desk.

      Victoria sat in the armchair holding Sophia’s Kindle. I was impressed by the way she knew how to use what she called an electronic format.

      It was a cloudy day, so it had taken absolutely no convincing to get me to stay inside and help her with her research.

      Even if it hadn’t been cloudy, I still would have done it just to be near her.

      Villars had brought us a platter of cheese and fruit, but we’d barely touched it.

      I was the designated note taker because I could wield a quill pen better than she could.

      She wore a frown between her brows that I longed to smooth out.

      Maybe later.

      “Okay,” she said. “write this down.”

      “Ready,” I said, dipping the end of my quill into the ink pot.

      “Cinnamon. Ginger. Turmeric. Orange juice. Apple cider vinegar. Fenugreek seeds.”

      I got all of them down but the last one.

      “What kind of seed?”

      “Fenugreek.”

      “I don’t know how to spell that,” I said.

      “Never mind,” she said. “We couldn’t find it here if we wanted to. It grows in India.”

      “I can send for some,” I said.

      She shook her head.

      She didn’t say it, but I knew what she didn’t say. She didn’t say we did not have time.

      She knew it. I knew it. everyone knew it.

      We were at the end of our rope.

      Father wasn’t getting any better.

      He was only getting worse.

      There was nothing any of us could do other than to sit and watch him get weaker and weaker.

      If we didn’t find a way to help him soon, he wasn’t going to get better.

      “Surely the doctor will have something he can give him,” she said, absently. “Quinine.”

      She tapped the screen, scowling again. Then she looked up.

      “Is there a willow tree around here?”

      I shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.

      “Dogwood?”

      “Maybe,” I said.

      “There are so many,” she said. “But there’s no empirical evidence that they work.”

      “We’re desperate, aren’t we?” I asked, setting the pen aside and leaning back.

      She blew out a breath and looked into my eyes.

      I could see the answer there. I was right. We were at a desperate point.

      “I should go into town,” she said. “Find the doctor. Apologize.”

      “Victoria,” I said. “Do you think that there is anything that can be done for him? Truly? At this point?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know enough about what options there are in this time.”

      I went over and knelt in front of her. Took her hands in mine.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I think it’s my fault.”

      “No,” I said. “It’s not your fault. Doc White wasn’t helping Father. In fact, I honestly think that Father would already be gone if you hadn’t stopped him.”

      She looked away, trying to hide the pain in her eyes.

      “Did you know that—”

      Mackenzie came to the door, interrupting what I had been about to tell her.

      It wasn’t important anyway.

      “Can I talk to you?” Mackenzie asked Victoria.

      I excused myself and went outside to the veranda. I took out a handkerchief and wiped at the ink stains on my hands.

      I truly believed that Doc White would have killed Father if left to his own devices. Especially when considering that he was planning to bleed Father using leeches. I’d never understood that. Never would.
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      Mackenzie sat on the arm of the chair in what would no doubt have been a very unladylike position in this time period.

      But we were alone, so it didn’t matter. Except for the cat. Kit Kat had followed her in and was curled up asleep on one of the book shelves.

      The worry on Mackenzie’s face was evident and she didn’t try to hide it.

      Clouds were gathering outside, reflecting the morose mood inside the house. Everyone was quiet, walking around in hushed tones. Even Emma hadn’t touched the piano in days.

      “I think we’re losing him,” Mackenzie said.

      “I know,” I agreed. As much as I didn’t want to agree, I did. “I think he could have been treated, but I ran the doctor off.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Mackenzie said. “He wasn’t doing Mr. Laurent any good.”

      “But he could have,” I said.

      “It’s not like you to question yourself.”

      “It’s not like me to do something like this. Something I can’t fix.”

      Mackenzie put a hand on my shoulder.

      “Maybe it’s not fixable,” she said.

      “Maybe.” But I had a hard time believing that. If only I had some antibiotics, I think he would get better.”

      Mackenzie shook her head. “I know. But we have to adapt.”

      I ran a hand through my hair.

      “I know how this works,” I said. “Grant will blame me. Maybe not right now. But later. Later after he thinks about it, he’ll blame me.”

      “Give him a chance,” Mackenzie said. “These are different times. Hard times. In this world, Mr. Laurent is an old man.”

      “An old man,” I scoffed. “He’s what? Not even fifty years old. He’s young.”

      “In our world he is. We have access to medicines that we don’t have here.”

      Mackenzie’s words told me she was transitioning from thinking of herself as being from the future to being here. I wondered if she even noticed.

      But she was right. There were medicines in the future that we did not have here.

      I turned off the Kindle to save battery and hugged it to me.

      There was so much information on here. So much that Sophia had brought with her. She’d also brought antibiotics and she had used them to treat a couple of things that had come up.

      Again, I wondered how people survived without modern medicine.

      I wondered how we were going to survive.

      I should have come more prepared. Like Sophia had. I could have… brought…

      I could have brought so many things.

      And that, I realized was the answer. I had quite simply stumbled over it.

      It had been there all along, but I just hadn’t seen it.

      I went to the window and looked outside. There was a storm gathering.

      It was a good day for a storm.

      “I need to run upstairs for a minute,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay,” Mackenzie said, dropping into the chair I’d just vacated.

      Kit Kat sat lifted his head, yawned and after looking around a moment, jumped into her lap.

      I’d brought Kit Kat with me. Sophia had brought her Kindle and some medications.

      I knew what I had to do.
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      This was a hurricane. I was sure of it.

      Four of us, Nathan, Andrew, Uncle Samuel, and me, all wielded hammers as we tacked the shutters closed over the windows.

      Everyone was here, except for Cameron and Isabella. They had gone back to town yesterday. Cameron had a deadline on his novel and had to put it in the mail before he started on the next one.

      The storm was coming in fast and hard.

      It would be a lot less severe up here than it would have been if we were down south, but the wind could still do a lot of damage and there was the possibility of tornadoes.

      It looked like it was going to hit us in the dead of night. The worst possible time—as though there was a good time—to be assaulted by a storm.

      By the time we got all the windows secured, it was late afternoon and the rain was coming down.

      We went in through the back door, already soaked.

      Villars was there with blankets and hot coffee.

      By the time we got dried off and warmed up, the storm was full on over our heads.

      I needed sleep. We all needed sleep.

      Between taking shifts sitting with Father and boarding up the windows, we were exhausted.

      But we couldn’t sleep. The women had gone up to bed, but we set up positions around the house to watch for damage.

      If there was damage to part of the house, we needed to know it as soon as possible so we could do something about it.

      It wouldn’t do to wake up in the morning with half the house blown away.

      I took my spot at the back of the house. Keeping watch out the back door. I paced from there to the kitchen and back again with nothing more than a meager candle to keep me company.

      It would have been good if Cameron could have stayed around. We could have used another set of hands. But yesterday, the weather was just fine. No indications of a storm headed this way at all.

      Victoria hadn’t told me a lot about the future, but she had told me that people had gotten pretty good at predicting the weather. She’d even shown me a picture on the Kindle of what a hurricane looked like when it was brewing in the gulf.

      Fascinating and frightening at the same time.

      Sometimes, I believed, it was best to not know some things.

      I poured some cold coffee into a cup and sipped it, mostly to give myself something to do.

      There was one thing I had missed tonight.

      I had missed telling Victoria good night.

      But even more, I missed our good night kiss.

      I worried that we weren’t courting properly, and even told her so, but she didn’t seem to be worried about it.

      She’d just smiled and said we were doing just fine.
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      This was not just a regular storm. The wind howled around the house, knocking limbs and debris against the covered windows.

      Though I had no way to confirm it, it seemed more like a hurricane to me.  I could tell by the way the clouds banked in little rows.

      I’d even checked one of the weather history books on the Kindle for any record of a hurricane this year, but the records of that particular book didn’t go back this far. This was probably even before people starting keeping records of such things.

      They probably just wrote it off as another bad storm.

      At any rate, it was good timing, all in all.

      I stood in the foyer, watching the steady ticking of the grandfather clock and listening to the storm overhead.

      There was something I hadn’t told anyone.

      I had the key.

      I had the key to the clock. The one that was needed to use the formula for going through time.

      I’d hidden it away in my room and all but forgotten about it.

      But then it had occurred to me that I could use it. Now.

      I had it figured out.

      It was simple really.

      I’d go back to the future. Get some high-powered antibiotics and whatever else I needed, then bring it all back.

      I could write the prescription to myself, so I wouldn’t have any problem getting what I needed.

      The only thing that would hold me back was waiting for the next storm to happen.

      My little scheme held some risk. No doubt about that.

      It was possible that, since time was not linear, that I could get what I needed, then make it back here after it was too late to help Mr. Laurent.

      I rationalized it though. If not Mr. Laurent, there would be someone else who needed medicine. Someone always needed medicine.

      The men had come back inside after boarding up the windows and they had taken up watch around various points around the house.

      That was quite smart of them. I wasn’t sure I would have thought to do it.

      I’d almost told Mackenzie what I was planning to do.

      But I hadn’t.

      I had been afraid she would try to stop me.

      She believed so hard in the whole soul mate concept.

      She wasn’t going to leave Andrew.

      But I had to leave Grant

      It was my fault Mr. Laurent was in the shape he was in.

      Doc White would have given him quinine if I’d left him alone. Mr. Laurent would have survived the stuffy room.

      He was not going to survive without medicine of some sort.

      So I had to get it for him.

      I had to make this right.

      There was just enough light at the top of the landing window to let the lightning through.

      I opened the glass and slid the key into the keyhole. Then just waited, biding my time.

      The sooner I got this done, the sooner I could get what I needed from town and get back here.

      Assuming there was a storm anytime soon in the future.

      But since I couldn’t control that, I chose not to worry about it.

      When the lightning struck, with trembling fingers, I carefully turned the hands back one hour.

      Then everything was quiet.

      I didn’t hear the thunder that followed. The storm was no longer howling outside.

      I’d done it.

      I stood very still and waited. Listening.

      The first sound that registered was the roar of the air conditioning.

      My hand shook as I closed the glass on the door of the clock face.

      Then I swayed, leaning against the clock.

      Things had not gone as planned after all.

      I slowly dropped to my knees.

      I had left the key in the past.

      Without the key, I was stuck here.

      With no way to return to the past.
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      The old house had weathered the storm like a champion. As the wind died down, I’d fallen asleep with my head down on the kitchen table.

      I’d just needed a little nap. Something to get me through.

      “There’s my venerable brother,” Andrew said, coming into the kitchen with Mackenzie in tow.

      Lifting my head, I scowled at him. “How is it you look so chipper this morning after staying up all night?”

      “What makes you think he stayed up all night?” Mackenzie asked, sitting across from me and picking up a coffee cup. I hadn’t seen anyone bring in the coffee pot and platter of fruit. Apparently I had been out cold.

      “I guess I’m the only responsible one,” I said as Mackenzie slid a cup of hot coffee across the table toward me.

      “I guess,” she said. “That must be difficult for you.”

      I scowled at her, but Andrew just grinned. “Try being married to a psychologist,” he said.

      I made a noncommittal sound in response.

      “How’s Father?” I asked.

      “No change,” Andrew said, sliding into the chair next to his wife.

      “I guess I was hoping for a miracle.”

      “Has anyone seen Miss Victoria?” Villars asked, appearing at the door.

      A shot of alarm shot through me.

      “She’s in her room,” I said.

      “No Sir,” Villars said. “Mrs. Laurent sent for her, but she isn’t there. Missus Sophia looked herself.

      The wooden kitchen chair fell back against the floor as I shot out of it and headed out of the kitchen. I dashed past the foyer and took the stairs two at a time.

      Going straight to Victoria’s door, I didn’t even have to worry about knocking. Her door stood wide open, Sophia and Nathan standing there, their heads bent close together.

      They looked up when I stopped in front of them.

      “Where is she?” I asked.

      “We don’t know,” Nathan said.

      Mackenzie and Andrew were behind me now.

      “I might know,” Mackenzie said and we all turned to look at her.

      My heart was pounding dangerously fast. I dreaded her words because I knew what she was going to say before she even said.

      “I think she may have gone to the future.”

      “Why?” Sophia asked, with a glance at me. “She’s happy here.”

      “Yes,” Mackenzie said. “but she feels responsible for Mr. Laurent.”

      “I talked to her about this,” I said. “She is not responsible.”

      “She believes that Doc White would have given him quinine if she’d left him alone.”

      “Yeah,” I scoffed. “That damn quack was also about to bleed him out with leeches. If anything, Victoria saved his life.”
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      I laid on the floor in the foyer for what could have been hours. Probably not that long, but I truly had no idea.

      Finally, I dragged myself to my feet and put both hands against the silent grandfather clock. If this were a museum, I would be told not to touch it because it was so old.

      But this wasn’t a museum. This was my grandfather’s home. And it was somehow a portal into the past.

      A portal I had just screwed up.

      Mr. Laurent needed my help and I couldn’t help him.

      I needed to think.

      I went into the kitchen and turned on Grandpa’s computer to check the date.

      According to the computer I’d only been gone into the past for two days. So that meant Grandpa was still in rehab.

      I took a bottle of water from the refrigerator and twisted off the lid. The water was cold and clean.

      Taking a legal pad and pen, I sat at the kitchen table. Sometimes writing things down helped me to organize my thoughts. I was hoping it would help me now.

      In this case, though, I wasn’t sure where to start.

      I started with my original plan.

      Pick up medicine.

      Return to the past.

      It had seemed so simple in my head.

      But now what was I supposed to do.

      Pick up medicine.

      Get it to the past.

      But how? Without the key, I had no way to get things to the past. My sisters could send me messages, but I couldn’t send them messages back.

      With sudden inspiration, I ran upstairs to the guest room and grabbed the pry bar from the closet.

      I sat on the floor in front of the window, my skirts spilling around me, and gently pried up the window frame.

      My heart pounded as a letter spilled out. I unfold it with trembling hands.

      But it was only the letter my sisters and I had left for Grandpa.

      We’re all here. Safely in 1854.

      Victoria just got here. And she brought Kit Kat with her.

      Victoria has a beau.

      I dropped the letter in my lap.

      Had a beau.

      Well not anymore.

      I wasn’t going to win. Not either way.

      It seemed the more I tried to help Grant’s father, the more harm I did.

      Well, at least being here I couldn’t do any more harm.

      Unfortunately, sitting idle was not in my nature. I sat there for all of about five minutes before I began to form a new plan.

      It might not work, but at this point, I had nothing to lose.
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      The rest of the day flew past. Sophia and Nathan went home to check their own house for damages.

      Andrew went out to check his house, but Mackenzie, plagued with morning sickness, stayed behind.

      After I told her about the notes Victoria and I had taken, we went into the library and began to look for answers.

      Sophia had taken her Kindle with her. She was understandably very protective of it, but I had written down everything Victoria had said.

      I handed Mackenzie the journal and paced back and forth while she read through my notes.

      The clock chimed the hour, reminding me of Victoria and the time that separated us. Eleven chimes. Almost Noon.

      “There’s a willow tree out back,” Mackenzie said.

      “How do you know?” I asked, looking blankly at her.

      “I asked Andrew,” she said, with a shrug. “It looked different from the other trees, so I was curious.”

      “How did he know?”

      “Andrew knows more than people give him credit for,” she said. “I’ve heard of willow bark tea,” she said. “It’s supposed to be medicinal. For fever, I think.”

      “Fever,” I said. “You may have just found the answer.”

      “Victoria did,” she said.

      For the first time in days, I felt a glimmer of hope.

      “I’ll get a knife,” I said.

      “What do we do?” she asked, following me from the library. “Boil it?”

      “We’ll ask Villars,” I said. “He’ll know.”

      I took a knife from the kitchen and we headed down the path toward her house. The ground was muddy from last night’s storm and we had to make our way carefully to avoid stepping in mud puddles.

      She knew right where to find the willow tree.

      I slowly peeled bark from the tree and placed it in the basket Mackenzie had brought.

      “Is Victoria your soul mate?” she asked, startling me. I nearly cut myself with the knife.

      I started to say maybe or to say I didn’t know, but caught myself. Those answers would have been lies.

      I knew perfectly well that Victoria was my soul mate.

      “Yes,” I said, finding a small branch and breaking it off. I could take my time later and whittle off the bark.

      She grinned and adjusted the strips of bark in the basket.

      “That’s good,” she said.

      “Yeah?” I carefully slid my knife beneath the bark.

      “Yes,” she said. “Otherwise why would she have come here?”

      “Do you ever wonder?” I asked. “why the four of you were born in the wrong century?”

      She lifted a delicate eyebrow and looked at me with an expression that reminded me of Victoria.

      “Perhaps we aren’t the ones who were born in the wrong century,” she said. “Besides maybe we had to learn what we did in our century in order to bring that knowledge back to you all.”

      I just looked at her as I put the knife up.

      Damn. But she might be right.
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        Three Weeks 4 Days Later

      

      

      

      I had to give myself credit. I’d stayed three weeks after Grandpa came home from the hospital.

      Three weeks longer than I would have bet anyone that I would have stayed.

      Grandpa had a physical therapist coming out five days a week, plus he had Tracie full-time six days a week. Pretty soon he’d be doing laps around the house.

      I had to get back to work after being idle three weeks longer than I had planned.

      My bags were already in the car.

      Grandpa has a doctor’s appointment in Alexandria today, so the three of us, me, Tracie, and Grandpa were driving together. They’d drop me off at the airport, then Tracie would take Grandpa to the doctor.

      It was an efficient trip.

      I was up early, so I put on my running shoes, stretchy running pants, and tank top over a running bra. After pulling my hair back into a quick ponytail, I headed out the back door.

      I ran the half mile to the highway, one mile along the river, then circled back. This would give me a good three-mile run.

      A fog still hovered over the river water and I could barely see the water at all, much less the other side, nearly a mile away. The eerie sound

      I crossed the highway and started back down the long dirt driveway leading to the house.

      Tendrils of mist covered the ground making it hard for me to see the ground at my feet and the wind whipped at the long gray moss clinging to the tree limbs. I slowed my pace, to a slow jog.

      There had been no rain in the forecast, but there were most definitely dark clouds brewing in the south.

      A gust of wind whipped a strand of hair loose from my ponytail and I shoved it out of my face.

      As I slowed, my heart rate accelerated. I’d been out in the mist like this before. Fifteen years ago.

      I should have been able to see the house ahead of me, but too much fog had rolled in ahead of the storm.

      I came to a stop. That’s when I saw him.

      Grant.

      Standing there in front of me.

      I thought I imagined him at first.

      But his gaze locked onto mine and he walked toward me, covering the distance between us.

      He stopped about three feet in front of me, the mist swirling around us.

      But I saw him clearly. The soft end of the day stubble across his cheeks.

      Strong. With chiseled features.

      I knew those eyes. Those lips.

      This mist swirled around us, seeming to pull us closer together.

      He held out his arms and I stepped into them.
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      I had gone for a walk to clear my head.

      It had taken a week, but the willow bark tea had worked. Father was sitting up now, eating some eggs that Villars had brought to his room.

      Things could go back to normal now. Father had survived.

      The mist had rolled in shortly after I left the house.

      I’d almost turned around. Returned to the house, but something compelled me to keep moving forward. I could do nothing else.

      I’d walked along the dirt driveway leading to the main river road.

      And now Victoria was in my arms.

      The wasn’t my imagination. She was real.

      I pulled back and cupped her cheeks with my hands, looking into her eyes.

      “You’re here,” I murmured.

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know.

      I pressed my lips against hers.

      It didn’t matter how.

      It only mattered that she was here.

      “You’ll stay?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      I kissed her again, pulling her hair loose from the band that held it back in the process.

      Then she pulled back, distress in her expression.

      “Your father?” she asked.

      “He’s better,” I said. “On the way to recovery.”

      “But how?”

      “You figured it out,” I said. “The willow bark tea.”

      “It worked?”

      “Yes.”

      She dropped her head against my chest. “Thank God,” she breathed. “I thought…”

      I wrapped my arms around her and held her close.

      It was time to go home. For me to take her home.

      I bent down and picked her up and she wrapped her arms around my neck.

      “How long was I gone?” she asked.

      “A week,” I said. “but it felt like an eternity.”

      “I didn’t think I’d be able to come back. Not without the key.”

      “The key?” I looked blankly at her. “You had the key?”

      “I did. I mean I had it here. It’s still here. But I couldn’t get back here without it.”

      “It takes more than a missing key to keep us apart,” I said. I stopped. “Make me a promise,” I said.

      “Okay.”

      “Promise me you’ll never leave me again.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I won’t.”

      I kissed her again.

      “We’ve been here before,” I said against her lips.

      She nodded.

      “Fifteen years ago.”

      “You did remember.”

      “Of course I did,” she said.

      “But this time it’s forever.”
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      Emma was gone again, so Mackenzie played the piano. As always, she played like an angel. She could have easily pursued music, but she was good at psychology, too.

      It was one of those lovely summer evenings, a balmy breeze coming in through the open windows.

      Everyone was here. My two sisters and even my brother and Isabella had come in from town for the weekend.

      Mr. Laurent sat with his wife on one side of the room.

      I sat with Grant, snuggled against him.

      The ring on my finger had belonged to his mother’s mother. It hadn’t mattered to Mrs. Laurent that her two youngest sons and her daughter had married first, she’d saved this ring for her oldest son.

      Everyone seemed to think that I had saved Mr. Laurent’s life. I didn’t think so, but there no point in arguing.

      Things had happened to get us all here to this moment. I would never again question the power of fate.

      Or destiny.

      I’d been destined to be with Grant from the very beginning. I knew that deep within my soul.

      I’d known it since that day when I’d been fifteen. The day I’d met Grant in the mist.

      He brought our linked hands to his lips and kissed the backs of my fingers.

      “Are you happy?” he asked.

      “I couldn’t be happier.”

      “It’s our wedding day,” he said. “Are you sure there’s nothing else you need?”

      “I have everything I need right here,” I said, leaning my cheek against his chest.

      “We’ll send your Grandpa a letter tomorrow letting him know that you’re here. That we’re married.”

      “Okay,” I said. “But he knows. I’m sure he knows.”

      Grandpa had watched so many people he loved leave him to go back in time. I couldn’t imagine how hard that must have been for him. I hated it that he didn’t have the capability to travel through time. He’d never said, but I had a feeling he would if he could.

      As the grandfather clock began to chime the hour, I gazed into Grant’s beautiful blue eyes.

      After the ninth and final chime hung in the air, I looked over at Mackenzie. She smiled at me across the room.

      Grant kissed me on the cheek and I looked back at him.

      “It’s getting late,” he said. “maybe we should head upstairs.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Maybe we should.”

      He stood up and pulled me to my feet, my dress flowing around me.

      No one seemed to notice as we slipped from the room and went upstairs.

      I didn’t know what life held from here.

      It didn’t matter. Whatever it was, it would be here. With Grant.

      In this time.

      And that was all I could ask for.
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      My fingers slid easily over the smooth piano keys, the strains of what was supposed to be a joyful melody filling the evening air.

      I winced as I hit a wrong note, throwing off the whole piece. As long as I looked at the music, I could play okay, but Mother insisted that I practice playing by memory.

      Even now, mother sat across the room next to the warmth of the fireplace, working her needlepoint. I shivered. It hardly seemed fair. I, too, wanted to sit in front of the warm fire and read.

      Shivering, even with a shawl draped around my shoulders, I wore a long-sleeved light blue wool dress with a full skirt that belled out around me when I stood up. Not like a ball gown, but a normal day dress.

      I didn’t particularly like playing the piano. Not really. I wouldn’t mind being a pianist, but since I wasn’t willing to put in the countless hours of practice, I would never get to that professional level where I could entertain guests with my skills. So even though I knew it and Mother knew it, she would never admit that I was wasting my time playing every evening.

      I would much prefer to work at my sketches or to sit and read. Either one would be far more enjoyable to me. I found much more meaning in those things than I did learning an instrument whose sole purpose was to impress and entertain others.

      The grandfather clock standing in the foyer chimed the hour telling me I had only thirty minutes left to play before I could be excused.

      The clock’s chimes joined in with the piano’s melody, softening the notes of the song I played.

      Now that I was seventeen, old enough for a husband, I could be married soon and be out from beneath my mother’s iron thumb.

      Although I had been reluctant to accept the idea, I was beginning to think that maybe it was time.

      My fingers still on the keys, I looked to my right, toward the shadowy foyer.

      And that’s when I saw him.

      A tall, lean young man standing at the door watching me play. He wore a short dark coat and an odd-looking cap.

      I missed a few notes, then just started playing the one song I knew from memory, so I wouldn’t have to look back at the music.

      A quick glance in Mother’s direction told me she didn’t notice the change in melody, nor did she see the man. She hadn’t even looked up from her needlepoint.

      Perhaps the man was one of Father’s guests. It was odd, though, because the stranger appeared to be alone. No one was with him. Not Father. Not the butler.

      I wondered if I should be alarmed, but he didn’t look dangerous.

      As my song ended, Mother looked up at me with that look that insisted I keep playing.

      So I did and even though I kept my eyes on the sheet music, I had trouble keeping my place. It was most disconcerting with the stranger watching me like this.

      I stole a glance toward him. He stood at the doorway, leaning against the doorframe, watching me. He was young. My age. And very handsome.

      My fingers stumbled.

      Unable to play any longer, I lifted my fingers from the keys. I closed my eyes and counted to ten.

      “I’m sorry, Mother,” I said. “I’m not feeling well. I have to stop.”

      Mother just shrugged.

      “Very well,” she said. “You can be excused.”

      I cautiously raised my gaze to the foyer, but the man was no longer there.

      I hadn’t seen him leave. I watched the foyer a moment, but he didn’t come back.

      Perhaps I had imagined him.

      I straightened the piano music and put it away, tucking it beneath the bench seat for tomorrow when it would be there to torture me again.

      I headed out of the parlor before Mother changed her mind.

      As I crossed through the doorway into the foyer, I could smell the man who had just been standing there.

      A deep woodsy scent with undertones of lavender.

      It woke all my feminine sensibilities.

      Yes. It was time for me to think about taking a husband.
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      To say that I was down on my luck was an understatement.

      Stabbing the shovel deep into the soft earth, I dug up a dried out dead plant, roots and all, and tossed it into the wheelbarrow.

      I had to stop and pull off my flannel shirt, tossing it aside. Between the warmth of the morning sun and the warmth radiating from the pile of leaves and debris behind me, I was no longer cold.

      I dumped my collection of debris from the wheelbarrow onto the fire and used a rake to keep the flames from spreading. Little sparks flew high into the sky, hopefully cooling off before they landed in one of the huge oak trees overhead. The leaves were falling off the limbs, but the moss didn’t appear to be affected by the cold November weather.

      The house behind me was a large four-story Greek style house with large white columns lining the veranda. The wooden columns, painted white, had withstood the centuries surprisingly well. But the house, built in the early 1800s, badly needed a coat of paint. Maybe I would get to that next.

      I’d been to the Becquerel Estate once before when I was a teen. My father had come here on business with Jonathan Becquerel and I’d come with him.

      We’d only been here for one night, but the place had left a lasting impression on me.

      Other than that, I couldn’t explain why I had been drawn to this place when I lost everything.

      We had been wealthy. Billionaires. But for two years, one wrong turn after another had steadily pulled us down. Then my father’s death had put a nail in not only his coffin, but that of any wealth the family had as well.

      I had left Atlanta as a debtor.

      Though I had not thought it was possible, I found myself literally on the streets with nothing but the clothes on my back.

      One night in the homeless shelter had been one night too many.

      I’d left the next morning, hitchhiking my way to Natchez. It had taken me three days.

      From there, I had set off walking toward the Becquerel Estate. Between walking and riding on the back of someone’s pickup truck, I’d made it here from town in two hours.

      Jonathan Becquerel, the owner of this old place, was older now, moving slowly, and had a caregiver named Tracie who lived with him.

      Tracie hadn’t liked it when Jonathan had taken me in and after a long conversation he’d agreed to give me a place to stay in exchange for helping him out around here.

      God knows he needed the help.

      Tracie stayed busy inside, doing a decent job of keeping things up, though most of her time was spent caring for Jonathan. Needless to say, the outside of the house had been neglected.

      I wasn’t a gardener, by any means, but I was good with my hands and I was a quick learner.

      My parents had given us chores—indoor and outdoor—when we were growing up, so I was somewhat acquainted with manual labor. Fortunately Jonathan had gloves I could wear.

      This mindless work gave me time to think.

      I needed to come up with a plan.

      My father may have left me penniless, but I had skills. I had a master’s degree in finance and had worked for my father. I knew the markets.

      The problem was, however, that I was flat out broke.

      I would come up with a way out of this mess.

      I didn’t know what the solution was yet, but I’d come up with something.

      My gaze was drawn toward the house again.

      I’d never forgotten what I had seen that night I’d stayed here with my father.

      The vision of the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen sitting at the piano had haunted me over the last fifteen years. She’d had long blonde hair framing a heart shape face. Large dark eyes and lush lips curled into a sexy little pout.

      I could still see her clearly. I could hear the badly played music.

      The odd thing was that neither Jonathan nor my father had seen her nor had they heard the music.

      And they had been standing right next to me.
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      Three years had passed since that night I’d seen the man standing in the foyer.

      And for three years he’d haunted my dreams.

      And despite my decision—one I had made that very night—to choose a husband, I’d compared every eligible bachelor who came within my path to him.

      A man I had not even met. I had not seen him up close. I didn’t know his name. No one else had even seen him.

      Apparently, Father had not had any guest that night.

      So even though I believed I had invented the man—I even referred to him as “The Man” in my thoughts—he was the one I compared all others to.

      “Where is your dance card?” Mother asked as we walked together toward the stairs.

      It was the annual Becquerel Autumn Ball and everyone who was anyone would be in attendance. That meant there would be countless eligible bachelors in need of a wife. Whether or not they knew they needed a wife was another matter entirely.

      “It’s right here,” I said, lifting the dreaded dance card strapped to my wrist. After countless balls and barbeques, I knew that there would be no one here who matched the image I carried in my head.

      Already the music from the orchestra drifted upstairs and people were making their way in through the front door.

      The French doors would be open to allow cool air inside and to allow guests to spill outside, provided the weather didn’t get too cold.

      Carriages were lined up along the oak tree canopied lane, each family eagerly waiting their turn to come inside and join the festivities.

      Everyone knew that my brother, Martin, was home from West Point, so whether Mother wanted to admit it or not, he was the main attraction at tonight’s ball.

      I didn’t mind. It actually should have taken some of the pressure off me and it would have except that Mother wore her sternest expression as we made our way downstairs.

      “Make sure you fill every dance,” she said.

      “Of course, Mother,” I said, sighing to myself.

      It was going to be a long night.

      Unless there was someone new at tonight’s ball… a marriageable gentleman I had yet to meet, I would be beleaguered by the same men I’d been dancing with for the past two to three years.

      Handsy. Dull. Self-absorbed.

      I had honestly grown somewhat disheartened that the handsome mystery man would show up again provided, of course, that I had not invented him in my own head.

      Perhaps tonight things would change.

      Fortunately, other than Mother, most people would be focused on my brother and not me.

      Perhaps I’d be able to slip off to the library and avoid dancing with the most wearisome suitors.

      As we neared the first floor, the clock began to chime.

      Six chimes.

      And off we went.
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      The best thing about working for Jonathan Becquerel was that he allowed me to freely roam his home.

      Although I didn’t really know how he could possibly remember me, I hoped for his sake that he did.

      Letting a total stranger into his home was dangerous and Tracie had every right to be cautious.

      Three days had passed and still, she looked at me with suspicion whenever our paths crossed. Smart girl.

      Except in this case, I’d been honest and I was harmless.

      At any rate, the best part of being here, besides having a safe, comfortable place to stay, was having access to his computer and Internet. Since I didn’t have so much as a cell phone at the moment, I would have otherwise been completely out of touch with the world.

      I watched YouTube videos and took countless notes, hoping for some inspiration as to how to essentially start over.

      Alone.

      My father had done it. His parents had brought him here from France and he had started with nothing.

      I could do it, too.

      But Father had taken us down hard.

      And that was going to be even harder to come back from.

      My name, for those who recognized it, was tainted with failure.

      I considered changing my name and held that in reserve for a last resort.

      We were still a good family. My father’s financial failures shouldn’t change that.

      Shouldn’t was always a key word.

      I barely noticed when the rain started, coming down outside the window behind me, but when lightning struck near me, I was reminded that I was in the country.

      I was even more reminded ten minutes later when the electricity went out.

      I’d moved over to the armchair, bringing the laptop computer with me.

      The only light in the room came from that computer.

      The Internet was fried. No service.

      That must have been some lightning strike. My ears were ringing and I couldn’t hear a thing.

      I slowly closed the lid and set the computer on the table next to me.

      Had there been a table there earlier? I couldn’t remember.

      I stood up, then I heard the music.

      Not music from a television or a radio.

      Not piano music like I’d heard that night fifteen years ago.

      But orchestra music. And live orchestra music if I remembered anything from life before.

      I crossed to the door and stopped.

      There was a party on the other side of that door. I’d stake my life on it.

      And considering that my life was really all I had left, that was saying something.

      I opened the door and poked my head out.

      A tall, debonair, and distinguished man walked in my direction. He carried himself as a butler would.

      “Good evening,” he said, stopping two feet in front of me. “Can I be of assistance?”

      “I’m a little confused,” I said.

      “My name is Villars. I’m the butler.” His gaze swept over me, almost imperceptibly.

      “I need to see Jonathan,” I said.

      “Jonathan,” the man said. “Right.” Then he leaned forward. “Might I make a suggestion?”

      “Of course,” I said. The man reminded me of the butler I’d grown up with. His name had been Edgar and he’d always been present in our household the whole time I’d lived at home.

      Sadly enough, I didn’t even know what had become of Edgar.

      “If you’ll wait here,” he said. “I’ll bring you something appropriate to wear.”

      I smiled. And just like Edgar, Villars was here to look out for us.
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      Not having been able to escape her yet, I stood in the foyer with Mother.

      As she waited for the next family to come inside, we stood with Doc and Mrs. White. It was the first time I’d seen them here in quite some time. Something had happened, a rift in the family perhaps, but I wasn’t privy to what it was.

      At the moment, Doc White had a sling around his shoulder and was leaning on a cane. He’d been thrown by a horse last week on his way to see a patient.

      “Emma plays the piano quite well,” Mother told them. “Don’t you Emma?”

      “I dabble a bit,” I said, modestly, silently pleading with Mother not to embarrass me by making me play in front of all these people.

      Heavens.

      Mother knew I didn’t play that well. She would not do that.

      “Perhaps we can hear you play one day,” Mrs. White said, kindly.

      I nodded politely.

      “Of course,” Mother said. “We’ll have to have you over some time. Just the two of you.”

      “Our son should be arriving shortly,” Mrs. White said. “He’s a doctor, too.” She gestured toward her husband’s arm. “He’s been taking up all the slack since my husband’s accident.”

      “That must be hard,” Mother said.

      Mrs. White turned to me. “Have you met my son, Edward?”

      “No,” I said. “I don’t think so.”

      I was actually certain of it. I had a good memory for these things.

      I also had a sinking feeling about meeting the young Doctor Edward White.

      I had made the observation that anytime parents were eager to introduce their sons to a young lady, it was because they despaired of that son being capable of finding a wife on his own.

      It was, of course, just my observation. Edward might be a fine young man.

      Mrs. White leaned forward. “Save a spot for him on your dance card.”

      “Of course.”

      I glanced over Mother. She was actually smiling. That concerned me more than anything.

      Unable to process that right now and since my little dance card hung from my left wrist, I decided to do it right now.

      The first dance was about to start any minute and Edward was not here.

      A perfect combination.

      Using the little table in the foyer as a writing surface, I wrote Edward’s name in the dance number one spot. Then for good measure, I also wrote his name in on dances number two and three.

      There.

      Assuming he was as late as I expected, I would not have to dance with anyone for at least the first three dances.

      I turned back to the little group.

      Mrs. White squeezed my wrist and smiled at me.

      “It’s was a pleasure seeing you again,” Mother said, dismissing the couple. “Please. Enjoy yourself.”

      As Mother turned to greet the next family coming across the veranda, I took the opportunity to slip off, murmuring some excuse about being thirsty.

      The truth was, it was early in the night and I’d already met my tolerance level for being sociable.

      How was I ever supposed to marry and be a good hostess like my mother when I could barely make it through the first hour of introductions?

      True to my word, I went to the punch table and took the cup someone handed me.

      I took it with me and went to stand near the grandfather clock so I could watch everyone and see everything that was going on without being in the middle of it.

      I saw Villars, the butler dash upstairs. Father probably needed something. A handkerchief perhaps.

      But then Villars came back just a few minutes later with his arms full of what looked like men’s clothing.

      This was most certainly different.

      If my wayward cousins, always into something, had been here, I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised by any such thing, but they were all married and living on their own.

      I doubted any of them would come to the ball tonight, since they all had infants. If they did, I would be quite surprised.

      I watched as Villars turned down the hall toward the dining room and I was just about to follow him when I was stopped.

      “Miss Emma.”

      I immediately recognized Ben’s voice.

      Ben was one of the young men who always liked to get in a dance on my dance card.

      And although we usually had a dance and a conversation together, we never moved beyond anything other than pleasant friendship. He never once asked to call on me. And I wasn’t bothered by it.

      Sometimes a girl just had a feeling about these things. And I had a feeling that Ben and I were destined to just be friends.

      “Hello Ben,” I said. “How are you?”

      “Good,” he said, grinning. “I just saw you talking with the Whites. Have you met their son?”

      “No,” I said, hiding the wrist with my dance card behind my back. I didn’t want to have to explain how the mysterious Edward occupied a full one third of my dance card.

      “I heard he’s going to be here. I think you’ll like him.”

      “So I’ve heard,” I said with a little smile. If this Edward White was such a good catch, it seemed as though I would have heard of him by now.

      After all, over the last three years, Mother had made sure I met all the eligible bachelors in the area.

      Maybe he was a widower, I mused. Whatever the situation was, I was sure to find out soon enough.

      “He’s only just returned from medical school,” Ben said. “That’s why you haven’t met him.”

      “Ah. I see.” That actually made perfect sense.

      “Did you save room on your dance card for me?” Ben asked, drawing my attention back to him.

      “Of course,” I said. “Are you available for the fourth dance?”

      “I’m all yours,” he said, with a quick bow. “See you then.”

      I wondered how the men kept their dances straight, since they didn’t carry dance cards.

      As he went about his way, blending in with the crowd, I went back to studying the mystery of why Villars would be bringing men’s clothes downstairs in the middle of a ball.
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      Villars guarded the door as I got dressed. He’d also brought a candle that chased away some of the darkness in the room.

      “What soiree is this?” I asked.

      “It’s the annual Becquerel Autumn Ball,” Villars said, proudly, straightening to his full height.

      “Ah,” I said, putting my arms in the cotton shirt and beginning to work on the small buttons. The shirt was obviously of good quality and was tailor made for someone. It was a little tight around the chest, but I could wear it without too much problem.

      “Whose shirt is this?” I asked, mostly to make polite conversation.

      “No one in particular,” he said. “We keep extra clothes for… guests.”

      “I see,” I said. Something wasn’t adding up. Jonathan had failed to tell me something.

      I shrugged it off as I fastened the cuffs. It was hard to complain about having the opportunity to wear nice formal clothes again.

      “There’s no generator?” I asked.

      Villars looked at me as though I’d asked for a ride to the moon.

      No answer.

      I fastened the belt around my waist and shrugged it off.

      Any butler worth his salt wouldn’t gossip, nor would he provide too much explanation about things that weren’t within his area of expertise.

      “A handkerchief, Sir,” Villars said, handing me a square white cloth.

      “Thank you,” I said, tucking the handkerchief in my pocket since I didn’t know what else to do with it.

      “Shall I introduce you?” Villars asked as I slipped on and tied the shoes he’d loaned me.

      “What? No,” I said. Then looked straight at Villars. “Actually… that’s why I need to see Jonathan. I don’t think I’m supposed to be here.”

      “Yes Sir,” Villars said. “Jonathan isn’t here.”

      “Oh.” I stood up and pulled on the jacket. “Anything I should be concerned about?”

      I didn’t want to get into Jonathan’s business.  A man was entitled to his privacy, but Jonathan was getting up in age. If he’d taken ill and had to be hospitalized, I thought I should know.

      “I don’t think so.” Villars tilted his head to the side.

      I straightened the jacket. It fit surprisingly well. It was a rather interesting fashion, but this was the rural south, so I shrugged that off, too. I was not in a position to be choosy.

      Villars held the door as I stepped through.

      The clock began to chime the hour. I distinctly remembered not hearing the clock until now. Perhaps they only wound it for parties.

      I was still concerned about Jonathan, but my concerns quickly shifted to trying to figure out the situation.

      And what a situation it was.

      The men were all dressed much like I was, but now that I was among them, I could see that the clothes were old-fashioned. 1800s. And even more conspicuous was that the women all wore long full dresses in bright colors.

      I rubbed my chin as I considered.

      Mardi Gras?

      This part of the country was known for celebrating the flamboyant festival, but this was the wrong time of year for it. I’d gone to Mardi Gras once with some friends in college. It had been more than enough for me. Not my thing.

      This could be anything. Villars had said it was an annual Autumn ball. Costumed but not masked. It would have been interesting to add masks.

      But the music was good and the whole house was brightly illuminated by candles.

      Maybe it hadn’t been a power outage. Maybe they had cut the power for the ambiance.

      As I reached the foyer, I froze.

      It was her. It was the girl. Standing there next to the grandfather clock. She was looking in the other direction, but I had a clear view of her profile.

      The same long dark hair that had haunted my dreams for fifteen years. The same luscious lips. The same smoky eyes.

      But something was fundamentally wrong with this.

      I was older, but she was not.

      Good God.

      Did schizophrenia run in my family?
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      I felt him looking at me before I turned.

      The heat crept up my cheeks and I fisted my hands in my skirts.

      The echo of the clock’s chimes hung in the air, floating beneath the orchestra music.

      Slowly lifting my head and turning, I waited while Mrs. James and her daughter passed in front of me, deep in conversation, not even seeing me.

      Then I saw him watching me.

      I bowed my head in acknowledgement of his attention, then turned away, lifting my skirts just enough to avoid stepping on the hem.

      But he reached my side and blocked my path before I had barely taken two steps.

      “It’s you,” he said.

      Lifting my chin, I looked him straight in the eyes. I had to look up because he was at least a head taller than me.

      His eyes were startlingly blue. So blue I couldn’t look away. Or maybe it was the way he was looking at me. I don’t think anyone had ever looked at me quite this way before.

      I quickly decided there was only one explanation. He was the young Doctor Edward White.

      I decided this first of all because I hadn’t seen this man before and second simply because he knew me. His parents must have pointed me out.

      “Yes,” I said. My voice felt surprisingly calm considering that I was trembling on the inside.

      Neither one of us moved. I counted the seconds off along with the clock behind me.

      After ten seconds, I held up my wrist.

      “You’re on my dance card,” I said.

      “Oh,” he said, looking over my shoulder at the dancers already engaged in the first waltz. “That could be a problem.”

      “How so?” I tried to ignore the disappointment that washed through me.

      In spite of my previous misgivings, I found myself quite attracted to this mysterious Doctor Edward White.

      “I don’t know how to dance…” he said, looking back at me. “like that.”

      “That’s okay,” I smiled. “We can go outside. Sit on the veranda instead.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      “It’s quite alright,” I said, needing to do something. I turned, lifted my skirts, and headed out the front door.

      He followed at my heels.

      Since there was a couple standing off to the right of the veranda, I led him toward the left. The only place for us to sit was on the swing.

      The evening breeze was rather cool coming from across the river. The moon was full and bright, spilling across the front lawn, decorated with lanterns to light the path for the carriages.

      “Is this okay?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder as I reached the white swing hanging by ropes from the ceiling.

      “Perfect,” he said, coming around to hold the swing steady while I sat down.

      I rubbed my arms to chase away some of the unexpected evening chill.

      “Cold?” he asked.

      “A little,” I said, “but the fresh air is nice.”

      He shrugged out of his jacket and carefully placed it over my shoulders.

      “Better?” he asked.

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      He sat down beside me, his weight noticeably shifting the swing.

      “It’s a beautiful night,” he said.

      I nodded, lost in my thoughts.

      Oddly enough, I think I had just found the first man I’d ever wanted to court.

      Maybe he reminded me of that man I’d seen standing in the foyer three years ago.

      What if he was the same man?

      But… that man had been my age.
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      I was crossed between disbelief at my good fortune and concern for my own mental health.

      Fifteen years ago I had seen a beautiful young lady sitting at the piano. In this very house.

      This girl sitting on the swing next to me was the very same girl. I was certain of it. I had her features etched into my brain long, long ago.

      She wasn’t always the first thing I thought about when I woke up in the morning and wasn’t always the last thing I thought about before I went to sleep, but over the years, I’d thought about her often. Sometimes even when I was dating someone, I’d find myself thinking about the mysterious girl. Wondering if I’d ever see her again.

      Considering that I had been the only one to see her that day… to hear her music… had been odd.

      Fortunately my father had been preoccupied. Otherwise I might have ended up with a psychological evaluation and who knows what my direction my life might have taken.

      Although to be quite honest, I wasn’t sure it could be much worse than it was right now. I just might have gotten here sooner.

      I had nothing. No home. No car. Not even a cell phone.

      I was relying upon a man I hadn’t seen for fifteen years… leaning on a business associate of my father’s that I really didn’t even know.

      Not exactly the way a man would choose to play his life’s hand.

      Going from being a billionaire to a homeless man was not something I was proud of.

      Fortunately, it didn’t look like this young lady was currently asking questions.

      “You must be having a hard time right now,” she said. “With what happened with your father and all.”

      “What do you mean?” How could she possibly know about me and what I was going through. Had Jonathan told her?

      “Well,” she said, with a little smile. “It appears your father has left you in something of a bind.”

      She may not be asking questions, but she knew entirely too much for my comfort.

      “I suppose you could say that, yes.” I hadn’t told Jonathan much, but I’d never expected him to tell everyone what little I did share. It was possible she had gotten this from another source.

      “I’ll be okay,” I said. “I have plans for a fresh start.”

      “Oh,” she said. “That’s admirable.”

      I’d had enough of talking about me. Besides, I wanted to know about her. I wanted to know everything about her.

      And after I learned everything about her, I wanted to know how she didn’t appear to have aged.

      “Tell me about you,” I said. “I know nothing about you.”

      “Surely you know something,” she said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

      I shook my head. “I don’t even know your name.”

      She looked surprised. Quite surprised actually.

      “It’s Emma,” she said. “My name is Emma Becquerel.”

      “Becquerel. How are you related to Jonathan?”

      “I don’t know him.” She was looking at me a bit cautiously now.

      “This is his house,” I said with a wave of my arm. “Jonathan Becquerel.”

      She was shaking her head.

      “I think you must be very confused, Edward. This is my home. I live here with my parents.”
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      I pulled Edward’s jacket close around me and turned so that I could see him better.

      I was beginning to think that this man that I found so handsome was actually quite uninformed.

      I actually was beginning to think that he thought I was someone else.

      But someone had pointed him in my direction. Hadn’t they?

      I had assumed it was his mother. But maybe he had found me on his own.

      I should be grateful for that since I didn’t trust mothers who pushed their sons at me.

      Maybe he was just overworked. I suppose that could do that to a man.

      But right now, while my thoughts were running rampant, he was looking at me as though I had gone insane.

      “My name isn’t Edward,” he said.

      “Oh. I’m so sorry.” Whatever had possessed me to be so familiar with a strange man? “I meant Dr. White, of course. Please forgive me.”

      He was shaking his head.

      “Dr. White?”

      I looked toward the door. “The elder Dr. White… Actually Mrs. White, your mother, said you would be coming later.”

      I lifted my wrist to show him my dance card dangling by a ribbon.

      “She told me to save a dance for you. But since you were late,” I said, lowering my voice. “I rather took advantage and filled three spots with your name.”

      The man looked blankly at me a moment. Then he laughed.

      He was so very handsome when he laughed. Even more handsome than before.

      “Are you saying you didn’t want to dance?” he asked.

      I sat back, looking straight ahead now. Forcing my heart rate to go back to a manageable rate.

      “I don’t mind the dancing,” I said, wrinkling my nose. “I just don’t care for the men who would claim those dances.”

      “Yet you were willing to dance with me,” he said.

      I looked over at him sideways. “I suppose I was hopeful that you wouldn’t be like them.”

      He settled back, making himself comfortable, adjusting the cuffs on his sleeves.

      “Tell me what it is you don’t like about them.”

      “That’s easy,” I said. “They’re handsy, dull, and self-absorbed.”

      “I can see why you filled your dance card with someone you thought wasn’t here.” He grinned.

      “At least you understand,” I said. “My mother insists that I should be married by now.”

      “Why would she think that?” he asked. “you’re quite young.”

      I felt him looking at me. Almost as though he were trying to figure something out.

      He’d seemed to know me, yet obviously he did not.

      He also thought that this house belonged to someone named Jonathan Becquerel.

      I had lived here my whole life. I’d seen cousins come and go. But never once had I even met anyone named Jonathan Becquerel, much less had he lived here.

      I also knew my family’s history and there was no one by that name.

      A logical woman would have gone inside, since something was obviously amiss with this man. I, however, needed to figure out what that was before I drew any further conclusions about him.
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      I gently rocked the swing with both feet on the ground. The full moon spilled over the lawn as lightning bugs flashed as they left the safety of the grass. The scent of honeysuckle mixed with magnolias enveloped us.

      A steamboat blew its mournful horn in the distance. Probably a tourist boat out for an evening dinner cruise.

      Whatever charade this was, this young lady played it well.

      Either that or my mind was much more inventive than I had ever given it credit for.

      “Why did you say it’s you when you first saw me?” she asked.

      “You reminded me of someone I saw a long time ago.”

      She seemed to consider that as I continued to rock the swing back and forth.

      “Someone you knew well?” she asked.

      “No,” I said. I had always been an honest man and I wasn’t going to start lying now. If I’d been prone to lie about things, I would probably still have my family’s fortune or at least enough of it to live a decent life. Not starting over by working in an old man’s garden.

      “I only saw her one time,” I said. “and it was here. But now that I think about it, it couldn’t possibly have been you.”

      I suppose it could have been this woman’s mother.

      I found that thought entirely unsettling.

      That I would be old enough to be this woman’s father made me nearly ill.

      “Can I ask you something personal?”

      “I suppose you can ask,” she said, biting her lip and looked up at me from beneath her lashes in a decidedly flirty move. This was definitely not helping.

      “How old are you?”

      “I’m twenty-one,” she said, without hesitation.

      “Thank God,” I murmured to myself. Even if I had seen this girl’s mother at the piano that day, there was no way that this girl was young enough to be my daughter.

      “I suppose you think I should be married by now, as well,” she said, twirling a lock of hair around her finger.

      “No,” I said, regaining my composure. “Not at all. I think you’re quite young. Too young to be married, actually.”

      She was looking at me those green eyes, her brow furrowed.

      “And how old are you Dr. White?” she asked.

      “That’s a fair question,” I said. “But I’m not Dr. White.”

      “Oh.” Her eyes widened as she studied me.

      “If you aren’t Dr. Edward White,” she asked. “then who are you?”

      “My name is James Boucheron,” I said.

      She looked away again as though trying to decide how to proceed with this new information. I halfway expected her to leave me here and go back inside.

      If she had heard of me, then she would know just how bad off I was. And no young lady in her right mind would want to be associated with a man who didn’t have so much as a cell phone to his name.

      But she didn’t.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you Mr. Boucheron,” she said, seemingly forgetting her question about my age.

      “Please call me James,” I said. “Mr. Boucheron was my father.”

      “I understand,” she said, with a little nod. “Where do you live?”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer that question.

      I had lived in Atlanta. But now… now I lived here… with Jonathan at the moment.

      Somehow my instincts told me this was not the time to tell her that.

      “I live nearby,” I said. It wasn’t a lie. Not really. And I would explain it to her later.
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      It seemed like such an intimate thing. Sitting here with James’s jacket wrapped around me just as his gaze wrapped around me, making me feel like I was not only the most beautiful girl here, but the only girl here.

      Yet I knew practically nothing about the man sitting next to me on the swing. I knew his name… now But that was it.

      Bullfrogs joined in with the crickets to provide background music as the orchestra suddenly quieted for one of their breaks.

      I only knew his name…

      Except that he carried a deep woodsy scent… with… undertones of lavender.

      I had a flashback to that evening when I had been playing the piano. That had been three years ago, but I had never seen the man again.

      Although this man reminded me of him, this couldn’t be him. This man was too old. At least ten years too old.

      I studied his profile.

      Was it possible it was the same man? I hadn’t seen him up close. He had the same lean figure. So that was the same.

      But since that man had been wearing a hat of some kind, I hadn’t seen his hair. This man had thick dark hair. And a five o’clock shadow that gave him an edgy look.

      It was his eyes that had me spellbound. They were startlingly blue as he turned and looked at me with that little smile that had my heart rate tripping up dangerously.

      Now that the music had stopped, people began spilling out across the veranda.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” he asked.

      “Where to?”

      He looked around a moment.

      “There,” he said. “We can go out to that gazebo.”

      It was a scandalous thing to do, but I found that I wanted to be alone with him. Sitting on the veranda with him was one thing, but going out to the gazebo, in the shadows, was another thing entirely.

      But I didn’t want Mother to try and pull me away to dance with some foolish man whose company I didn’t like.

      And if we stayed here, other women would be vying for his name on their dance card. Already, I’d seen a couple of appreciative glances shot in his direction. Then they had looked at me and turned away.

      My presence could only deter them so long.

      I knew these girls. They would be after a handsome man like James in no time. He was new blood.

      “Okay,” I said, feeling positively reckless.

      He quickly stood up and held out a hand for me. As I put my gloved hand in his, his fingers wrapped around mine, and I smiled.

      Like a couple of lovers in a tryst, we dashed off toward the gazebo.

      The chilly night wind pulled a strand of hair loose from my headband. I would have tucked it back except that I needed my free hand to keep from tripping over my skirt.

      By the time we reached the gazebo, I was winded.

      James, however, seemed to be in fine shape, breathing as easily as if he had just walked across the room.
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      Emma’s cheeks were flushed by the time we reached the gazebo and her breath came in short gasps.

      “How was this so…” she took a breath.” Easy for you?” she asked, between trying to catch her breath.

      “I go to the g—” I cut myself off, because I had gone to the gym in my previous life. I didn’t any more. But I could go for a run any time. Running didn’t cost anything.

      I just smiled and swept a stray lock of hair out of her face and tucked it behind one of her ears.

      Her features were so delicate. Her lips parted slightly.

      There was something about her that had me enamored.

      She hugged the jacket close around her shoulders, then looked at me with her brow creased.

      “I saw Villars bringing some clothes downstairs earlier.” She ran a hand over the sleeve of my jacket draped over her shoulders. “Were they for you?”

      She was smart, this one.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Why? Why did you come to the ball without proper clothing?”

      “I had a… mishap. I actually hadn’t planned on being here for the ball tonight.”

      “But…” She appeared to struggle with her question. “You were invited? You know my family?”

      “Sort of,” I said. “I know Jo—”

      “Jonathan Becquerel, I know.”

      “Yes.” I leaned forward, my shoulder touching hers. “I’m a little worried about him.”

      “I’m a little worried about you,” she said.

      “Why is that?” I asked, unable to keep myself from smiling.

      “Just everything.” She shifted slightly so that our shoulders were no longer touching. “You claim to know someone who doesn’t live here. Your lack of clothes.”

      The orchestra music started back up and people began going back inside.

      I stared at the front door, my thoughts going in fifty different directions.

      Maybe Emma didn’t know Jonathan.

      I tried to think about what this could be.

      Jonathan may have failed to tell me everything.

      This could be a fund raiser.

      Perhaps this was some kind of role play.

      Just because she said her name was Emma Becquerel did not mean it really was.

      Frankly, it didn’t matter to me. When this party was over, she could tell me who she really was.

      I held out a hand for hers.

      She looked at me questioningly, then put her hand in mine.

      She wasn’t the only one who could role play.

      Something my father had said to me on several occasions came back to me.

      Go big or go home.

      I lightly kissed the back of her gloved fingers.

      But this wasn’t going to do.

      I ran my hands up past her elbows, slipped my fingers beneath the edge of her glove and slowly peeled it down, baring her hand.

      She looked at me with wide eyes as I took her bare hand in mine and kissed her palm.

      I realized in that moment that whoever Emma was, she was not pretending.

      This girl truly was an innocent.
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      The others guests had all gone back inside. The unexpectedly cool air driving them back inside to the warmth of the fireplace.

      I shivered.

      Though not for the cold.

      James was nothing if not forward.

      He removed my glove and pressed his lips against my palm.

      His lips were soft against my skin.

      Soft and firm.

      He had no hesitation about him.

      But instead of pulling away from him, as a proper young lady would do, I wanted to get closer to him.

      My response was scandalous and one I hadn’t had before. Not to any of the other men who had attempted to court me.

      I couldn’t say what it was about this man that drew me to him.

      Perhaps it was the way he smelled. That familiar scent. That deep woodsy scent with undertones of lavender. The one that had haunted me for three years.

      The one that led me to decide that I did indeed need to take a husband, yet none of the men I had encountered met my standards.

      Holding my bare hand in his, he cupped my cheek with his other hand.

      He leaned close, his breath touching my skin. I put a palm against his hard chest.

      I leaned forward, wanting more of his touch and my eyes drifted closed.

      Then his lips were on mine. Gentle. Soft. Yet overwhelming.

      I sighed, feeling like I had come to a place I’d been searching for my entire life.

      He drew me against him, holding me close, letting my cheek rest against his chest.

      Even though I hadn’t known I needed to, I felt safe with him.

      “Emma,” he whispered.

      “Yes?”

      “I have to go.”

      “Why?” I asked, leaning back a bit so I could look into his blue eyes.

      “I’m not supposed to be here.”

      “But—”

      He put a finger lightly against my lips.

      “I have some things I have to figure out before I can be here,” he said. “with you.”

      “I don’t understand.” I had trouble getting the words past the lump in my throat.

      “I don’t either,” he said. “but I just know.”

      Yet he wasn’t moving.

      “You have to go?” I asked.

      “Yes.” But he kept his hands linked with mine as though he was reluctant to let me go.

      “Will you come back?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      I nodded. I didn’t understand. But I had a feeling that maybe I would. Later.

      “Walk me home,” he said, standing up and pulling me with him.

      He took two steps and stopped, then pulled me into his arms.

      I wrapped my arms around his waist and felt my heart breaking.

      I’d only just found him and now he was going away.

      It was like I’d found love in one breath and lost it in the next.
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      Emma and I walked back to the house, hand in hand.

      A cool north wind blew around us, scattering dry colored leaves through the air like oversized raindrops.

      The happy music drifting from the house almost seemed to mock what I was feeling inside.

      The scent of Emma’s hair, magnolia and maybe daffodils, lingered on my shirt.

      I didn’t want to let her go, but I knew that I had to.

      I had nothing to offer her.

      Bottom line. I was a homeless man from Atlanta.

      And this, I had concluded, was a fundraiser of some sort. I didn’t know where Jonathan was, but I understood why he hadn’t invited me. I had nothing to offer. Actually, it was quite possible that he had loaned or rented his home for the evening and it had slipped his mind to tell me about it.

      To be at a fundraiser like this, Emma had to be from a wealthy family. And there were certain expectations that came with seeing a girl like this.

      I couldn’t date her without a car. A phone. All the trappings that came with success. All the things that were expected of a man worthy of her attention.

      Once inside, I squeezed her hand and let her go.

      “Go,” I said, briefly touching her dance card. “Enjoy.”

      She looked at me with wide eyes full of moisture and I knew that she was feeling the same thing I was feeling.

      She was no more going to enjoy the rest of this party than I was.

      I kissed the back of her hand one more time, then turned and walked back toward the library.

      As I passed the grandfather clock standing sentinel in the foyer, it began to chime the hour.

      Keeping my head down, I didn’t stop until I reached the library.

      I closed the door behind me and walked straight back to the chair where I had left my computer.

      The room was still in shadows. I picked up the computer and lifted the lid. Opened the Internet tab. But I had no service.

      Everything was out. And the battery was in the red zone.

      I closed the computer. It had been fully charged before the power outage.

      I sat there in the shadows, listening to the orchestra.

      It was past time for me to figure out what I was going to do. And now I had even more motivation to do so.

      It didn’t matter that these things took time. Boucherons landed on their feet. My father’s failures were not mine.

      I closed my eyes, letting the computer slide to the floor, and tried some of the meditation that was supposed to work wonders.

      The rest of the world faded away. It never had worked before. But there was always a first time.

      And everything was quiet.

      I heard the electricity kick on before I opened my eyes.

      Except for the roar of the air conditioning, the house was quiet.

      The party that was on the other side of those doors had suddenly gone quiet.

      “What the hell?”

      I got up and strode to the door. Opened it and stepped into the hallway.

      I turned left toward the foyer.

      My steps slowed as I reached the grandfather clock.

      The silent grandfather clock.

      The clock standing sentinel over an empty house.
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      I watched James turn and walk past the grandfather clock. Watched him turn right toward the dining room.

      I listened to the orchestra playing what was supposed to be happy music.

      But there was no happiness inside me. Only devastation.

      I turned around and faced the parlor where furniture had been shoved up to the edges of the walls for people to dance. The main ballroom, for reels, was further down, in the next room, but this one was closest to the piano and the little three-man orchestra sitting next to them, so it ended up being a smaller dance floor for waltzes and such.

      Ben was walking toward me, making his way around the room.

      No. This wasn’t right.

      I lifted the hem of my skirts, turned, and followed James. I shrugged my arms into the sleeves of his jacket as I walked, enjoying the feeling of it around me. I had his jacket. A tie to him.

      I raced past the grandfather clock at what was no doubt a most unladylike speed and turned right. Then I slowed as I walked down the hallway peeking in each door as I passed, looking for James. I checked the rooms that were lit up for guests first, since it seemed likely that was where he would go.

      He wasn’t in the men’s parlor and he wasn’t in the kitchen. So I turned around and retraced my steps. I stopped in front of the library door. It was closed off, signaling to guests not to wander there. Father’s desk was there with his important papers, so he understandably didn’t want just anyone wandering in. He usually locked the door.

      But this was the only place James could have gone.

      I slowly turned the doorknob—not locked—and pushed the door open.

      If he was in here, he was in darkness. I couldn’t see a thing.

      I grabbed a lit candle off the nearest sconce and went at it again.

      The meager light cast off the shadows as I entered the room.

      At first glance, I knew that there was no one there.

      Discouraged beyond measure, I dropped into the nearest armchair and set the candle in the little stand next to the chair.

      I linked my hands together and rested my chin on them.

      He’d said he had to go. Had he literally left the house? I didn’t think he meant to actually leave right now. Not this late at night. But maybe he had. The darkness didn’t deter men from moving about.

      I sighed.

      James Boucheron. A mystery man.

      I could ask Mother if she knew him, but I really didn’t want her attention directed at me right now.

      I would ask my brother Martin.

      Yes. Feeling encouraged, I straightened up. Martin knew everyone. He would know him or else he would know someone who did.

      Someone had to know James or he wouldn’t be here to begin with.

      Villars had given him clothes to wear, for goodness sakes.

      Determined to find my brother, I leaned forward. As I did, my left foot bumped against something.

      Thinking a book had fallen off the bookcase, I bent down to pick it up.

      Instead, my hands brushed against a thin metal case.

      Using both hands, I picked it up. It reminded me a bit of something Sophia and her sisters used all the time.

      Whatever it was, they didn’t talk about it, but I saw them using it. Anytime I came around, they put it aside, thinking I wouldn’t see it, but I had.

      This one was different though. It had an image of a half-eaten apple on it. All in a smooth silver.

      I opened the case and gasped. It lit up.

      Just like the one Sophia owned.

      One side lit up and the other side was a bunch of numbers and letters.

      I set it so that the side with the numbers was flat in my lap.

      Maybe it was something like a piano. Maybe the keys meant something.

      I tried tapping some of the letters, but nothing happened.

      There was a little row of keys at the top. I tapped one of them and the right side got even brighter.

      Intrigued, I pressed another key. Nothing happened. Feeling brave, I tapped the keys randomly like I would play a piano.

      At first nothing happened, then the right side of the device changed colors and music began spilling out of it.

      I bobbled it, nearly dropping it, but I needed to make it stop.

      I didn’t know how. I closed it, but that didn’t stop it.

      It sounded like a group of musicians playing then someone began to sing.

      I looked around, panicking.

      This was nothing like Sophia’s device. I’d never heard any sounds coming from it.

      I took it over to the sofa and stuck it between the cushions. There. That helped.

      Now I had two people I needed to talk to. Sophia and Martin.
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      I stood there, staring at the clock for maybe five minutes. Replaying my encounter with Emma.

      So fifteen years ago I had seen a girl playing the piano. I looked to my right. I had, in fact, been standing right about here. I could see the piano from here now. But there was no one sitting there. Neither my father nor Jonathan had seen the girl and I’d only asked them once. I had not wanted them to send me to the psych ward.

      I’d tried to let it go, but it had continued to haunt me over the years, mostly in my dreams when I had my guard down.

      Now flash forward fifteen years. This had been a more immersive experience. I’d seen the same girl. Only this time she had not been playing the piano. This time she had come alive. We’d talked. And by God, we’d kissed.

      I had a good imagination, but that was something even I didn’t think my imagination could follow through with. Not in that kind of detail.

      Just remembering the feel of Emma’s lips on mine had my brain going in the wrong direction. Right now I needed to focus on finding her. And finding out what the hell I had just experienced.

      My hands on my hips, I looked at the face of the clock again. Looking for answers. There was a rip between the six and seven. It was barely noticeable, but up close like this, I could see it.

      The clock was giving me no answers.

      I didn’t even know what time it was.

      But this seemed like something worthy of waking Jonathan for.

      If he was here.

      If he was here, he would understand.

      I ran a hand through my hair. What made me think he would understand?

      I’d just go up. Check on him. Tell him I was worried about him. That was actually true.

      And if he just happened to be awake, I’d ask him if he ever thought he heard music.

      Satisfied with my plan, I dashed up the stairs and went straight to Jonathan’s bedroom.

      The door was closed, so I knocked.

      I almost thought he wasn’t there or he wasn’t going to answer.

      “Come in.”

      I blew out a breath of relief and pushed open the door.

      The lamp next to his nightstand was on and he was sitting up, wearing his glasses.

      “I’m about to go to sleep,” I said. “but I wanted to check on you first. See if you needed anything. Since I didn’t see Tracie around.”

      “Come in,” he said, motioning to the chair next to his bed. “Have a seat. I was just doing some reading.”

      Leaving the door open, I went over and sat in the chair he indicated.

      Jonathan closed his book and set it aside.

      “You look like something might be bothering you.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I wanted to ask you about something.”

      Now that I was here, I felt a bit ridiculous. A grown man. Asking about things that didn’t exist.

      “Anything,” Jonathan said. “It gets lonely around here, so I’m glad to have someone to talk to.”

      “This is an old house,” I said. “You must hear some strange noises sometimes.”

      Jonathan just looked at me.

      “What did you hear?” he asked. “I served in Nam, so nothing scares me.”

      I laughed.

      Hell, I thought, I really didn’t have anything to lose at this point.
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      Although I had planned on talking to Martin first—to find out if he had ever heard of James, I changed my priority. I needed Sophia.

      Sophia would know what to do about the box that played music.

      Instead of going back through the house, I slipped out through the side door and went right around to the back veranda.

      There was a slim possibility that Sophia was here. If she wasn’t then it was too late and too dark to go to her house anyway.

      I went in through the back door to the kitchen and ran right into Mackenzie. Mackenzie was married to another of my cousins Andrew. The two of them had just recently moved out of here into their own house about a thirty-minute walk from here.

      Mackenzie sat with her infant in her arms.

      “You brought your baby,” I said, a bit surprised.

      “I know,” she said looking at me sheepishly. “Andrew wanted to talk to someone… I forget his name… who was going to be here and so I came along. We’re just going to spend the night.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m actually glad to see you.” I gave her a hug, careful not to disturb the sleeping baby.

      “How are you?” Mackenzie asked.

      “I’m okay,” I lied. “Do you know if Sophia is here? I need to ask her about something.”

      “She’s not,” Mackenzie said, peaking beneath the blanket at her sleeping baby.

      “Oh…” I pressed my hands against the table.

      “Something’s bothering you,” Mackenzie said. “Anything I can do to help?”

      I looked at Mackenzie. Sophia’s sister.

      It suddenly occurred to me that Mackenzie would know how to deal with the device.

      “Yes,” I said. “I need to show you something.”

      “Okay. What is it?” Mackenzie asked.

      “It’s in the library.”

      “Can you take the baby?” Mackenzie asked.

      “Sure.” I took the sleeping baby from her arms while she stood up.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I have trouble standing up with him with this dress and all.”

      A strange remark. But the Laurent family was rather strange anyway, so I thought nothing of it. I didn’t blame them for being strange. Being from New Orleans, they couldn’t help it.

      Mackenzie and I made our way to the library without incident.

      “What’s that noise?” Mackenzie asked.

      “I didn’t know what to do,” I said, going to the sofa and pulling out the case.

      Mackenzie laid her baby on the sofa and sat down next to him.

      “Here,” she said, holding out her hands.

      She didn’t look alarmed at all.

      And that troubled me more perhaps more than the device itself.

      She opened it and put it on her lap much as I had. She tapped a couple of keys and it went quiet.

      I’d been right. She did know how to work it.

      “Where did you get this?” she asked, looking up at me.

      “I found it. On the floor by that chair.” I pointed to the armchair.

      She said something noncommittal, then turned her attention back to the device. Tapped some keys, seeming much like I did, but nothing strange happened when she did it.

      After a couple of minutes, she closed it and looked at me again.

      “Do you know anyone named James Boucheron?” she asked.
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      “Do you remember that day fifteen years ago?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Jonathan said. “You came here for the night with your father.”

      “Right.” He and I had already talked about that. Some of it.

      “You asked me about hearing music.”

      “You remember that?” I sat up straight, something crossed between fear and anticipation washing through me.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “But you said no,” I said. “You and Father both said no.”

      Jonathan nodded.

      “But did you?” I asked. “Did you hear it?”

      “No,” Jonathan said. “I don’t hear the music. But I wish I did.”

      “You know about it,” I said softly.

      “This house runs deep,” Jonathan said. “But I can’t see it. Or hear it. I don’t carry the blood.”

      “Then how do you know?” I asked.

      “Because everyone else in my family does… or did.”

      “Everyone?”

      “My wife Vaughn, our daughter, Anna. Anna’s children. Our son’s children.” Jonathan removed his glasses and sat back. “The list goes on.”

      “What are you telling me?”

      “Before I tell you,” Jonathan said. “Tell me why you’re asking.”

      I had to trust Jonathan. I had to trust someone or else I might go crazy.

      “I was downstairs. In the library. I heard music and there was a party. In the house.”

      I watched Jonathan’s expression. Waiting for a reaction of some kind. But he didn’t react. He just looked at me and listened.

      “You’re wondering if I heard anything.”

      “Did you?”

      “Nah,” Jonathan shook his head and looked down. “Like I said, I wish I could.”

      Now that I’d started, I couldn’t stop.

      “There was a girl. A young lady named Emma.”

      Jonathan raised an eyebrow.

      “You want to see her again.”

      “Yes,” I said before I caught myself. “But… I don’t understand. Am I crazy?”

      Jonathan steepled his fingers in front of him.

      “My wife, Vaughn, was born in the 1700s.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “She was an orphan living with nuns in France. When they decided she was old enough, they sent her to America to be married. She was what they called a casket girl.”

      “A mail order bride.”

      “Yes. Except she never made it to her husband.”

      I swallowed a feeling of dread as Jonathan kept talking.

      “Her traveling party was attacked by Indians. She was the only one who survived.”

      “How?”

      “A kind old Indian cast a spell that sent her through time.”

      I held my breath. Waiting for him to keep going.

      “Vaughn became a time traveler.”

      “Wow,” I said. “That’s unbelievable.” And not a little bit crazy. But at this point, I was in no position to judge or doubt anything.

      “But…” Jonathan said. “It didn’t stop with her. The spell is passed to everyone who carries her blood in their veins.”

      “Jonathan,” I said. “When Father brought me here…?”

      “It was to confirm what he already knew. Your mother was one of my granddaughters.”

      “I never knew my mother,” I said. “Not my real, biological mother.”

      “I know,” Jonathan said.

      “You knew this all along?”

      “Of course I did.”

      “But… why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Ah,” Jonathan said, leaning back. “It’s not an exact science. There was no guarantee. But when you found your way back here, I was pretty sure it was for a reason.”

      “What reason?” I asked.

      “James,” he said. “What are you wearing?”

      “I ‘um… Villars…” I glanced down at the old-fashioned clothes I was wearing.

      Jonathan smiled one of those compassionate smiles. The kind that foretold something painful to come.

      “When you heard the music, you were back in time.”

      I was shaking my head, but I knew he was right.
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      Mackenzie was looking at me with an intensity that I found unsettling, to say the least.

      “Do you?” she asked. “Do you know him?”

      “Maybe,” I said, but I was shaking my head. “Why?”

      Mackenzie absently adjusted the blanket on her baby, then ran a finger along the edge of the device.

      “They’ve gotten thinner,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” She squinted and bit her lip. “Emma?”

      “What is it?”

      “This,” she tapped the device. “belongs to a man named James.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “His name is in here.”

      “Really?” I hadn’t seen his name. “Where?”

      She opened the device again, but this time it didn’t light up.

      She groaned. “It just died.”

      “It died?” I asked, looking warily at the device. “It was alive?”

      “No,” Mackenzie said, with a small smile. “It lost its energy. It has to be charged.”

      “Like Sophia’s Kindle.”

      “You know about that?” she asked.

      “How could I not?” I asked. “You all are constantly using it.”

      “That is true,” Mackenzie admitted. “Unfortunately… VERY unfortunately. This one can’t be fixed.”

      “Did I break it?” I asked, feeling responsible.

      “No.” Mackenzie put a hand on my wrist. “I promise. You did not break it.”

      “Good.” I dropped onto the other end of the sofa.

      “But,” Mackenzie said. “I need you to tell me everything you know about James.”

      I blushed. I felt the blood as it flooded my cheeks.

      “It’s okay,” Mackenzie smiled. “Whatever it is.”

      The baby fussed and Mackenzie put a hand on him.

      “Villars brought him proper clothes to wear.”

      “Wait.” Mackenzie put up a hand. “Villars brought him clothes?”

      “Yes.”

      She put a hand on the sleeve of my—James’s—jacket.

      “Would this be one of those items?”

      “Yes,” I said, unable to keep the little smile from my lips.

      “Watch him a minute.” Mackenzie stood up, then picked up the candle and, holding it up, looked around the room. She walked around the desk.

      “Ah ha,” she said, setting the candle down on the desk.

      “What is it?” I asked, keeping one hand on the baby to soothe him.

      Mackenzie came back around, holding something in her hands.

      She sat back on the sofa and held up a pair of denim pants with a leather patch at the waistband. With a quick glance at me, she then held up a gray shirt with a collar and a three-button placket. There was a little pink pony on the left side of the shirt.

      Mackenzie closed her eyes and held the shirt to her.

      “Mackenzie?” I asked, not sure what was happening.

      Her eyes were moist with unshed tears when she opened them.

      “I have to tell you something that you won’t understand.”

      “I’m already terribly confused,” I said.

      “Emma,” she said. “James is from the future.”
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      I stood on the veranda, letting the night air clear my head. I was wearing nothing more than pants and a thin cotton shirt, since I had left my jacket with Emma. That and my jeans and polo shirt.

      Since I only had three shirts to my name, I did not find that amusing. Now I had two shirts and this thin white cotton shirt that had to pass as a dress shirt.

      The frogs and crickets were setting up quite a racket. Then an owl decided to flutter from limb to limb announcing his presence. The wind rustled the dried leaves, sending them raining from the oak trees.  A dog howled in the distance.

      So many sounds I didn’t hear in the city. Then an old pickup truck with a loud motor passed by on the highway shattering the peacefulness.

      The grass still moist from the rain, glistened in the moonlight.

      It was somewhere near midnight and the moon was bright overhead.

      My thoughts were so tangled I could barely make sense of them.

      But no matter which direction they went, they kept ending up back at Emma. The way she smelled, like magnolias and daffodils. The way she fit perfectly in my arms. Her skin so soft. Her lips even softer. And the way she had responded to my kiss.

      I think she may never have been kissed before.

      But she wasn’t real. She was someone in the past.

      I absently stuck my hands in my pockets, only to find Emma’s silk glove that I had stashed in there.

      Pulling it out, I ran it through my hands, remembering everything all over again.

      I had her glove and she had my jacket.

      Jonathan hadn’t said it, but I’d gotten the impression that me going back in the past didn’t just happen at random. He seemed to think that it happened for a reason.

      That soul mates could connect through time. Vaughn apparently was the exception, since she never stayed more than a few years with Jonathan in this time.

      It was those of her blood that traveled through time.

      The fact that I was related to Jonathan was just another piece of information that I had to absorb.

      But right now… right now I needed a drink.

      I’d promised myself that I would not drink any kind of alcohol until I had my feet back under me. The stigma of a homeless drunk was too much.

      But I was here at the Becquerel Estate. I was in a safe place. Not on the streets.

      I went back inside, passed by the silent grandfather clock, the silent piano, and went into the library.

      Going straight to the liquor cabinet, I poured myself a whiskey, then went in search of my computer.

      Now, damn it, instead of looking for ways to get back on my feet, I was going to be researching the history of this house.

      And seeing what I could find about time travel in general.

      The computer wasn’t on the desk and it wasn’t on the chair.

      I looked everywhere for it. Since it was technically Jonathan’s computer, I was getting a little bit worried. Maybe he had come downstairs for it.

      But I stood there shaking my head. When I’d left him, he was falling asleep. He wasn’t the kind of man to get up the middle of the night and go in search of his computer.

      Okay. I sat down in the armchair. Where had I last seen it?

      I had been sitting right here…

      Good God.

      I had left the computer in the past. Along with my jeans and my favorite polo shirt.

      And quite possibly my heart.
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      The next morning I woke to the normal sounds of chickens and dogs barking.

      The scent of coffee, bacon, and biscuits drifting from the kitchen outside.

      I stretched beneath the sheets. It was a normal day…

      Except that it wasn’t.

      James.

      My whole world had turned upside down last night.

      First James. A man I had never met before had turned me inside out. A stranger in the night who’d stolen a kiss. Not just a kiss, but my first kiss.

      I pressed my fingertips to my lips, remembering the feel of lips his against mine.

      Pulling my thoughts away from there for a moment, I replayed my conversation with Mackenzie. She had known that James was from the future.

      And before Andrew had come looking for her, I’d learned that Mackenzie, too, was from the future, too.

      When I thought about it, really thought about it, it all made perfect sense.

      The pieces slid together like a puzzle.

      And not only was Mackenzie from the future, so was Sophia, and their brother Cameron, and their other sister Victoria.

      Four siblings, all from the future, had married my four cousins.

      I sat up and put my feet on the cool floor.

      Laurents, all of them, and the Laurents from New Orleans had always been a little bit strange.

      Everyone excused them, though, because they were from New Orleans. But now to learn that they were all from the future put a whole new spin on things.

      Mackenzie had called the device I’d found a computer. She said it was like the Kindle, only it could do more things. But she had no way to make it run again. Essentially, it was worthless in this time period.

      I slid my feet into a pair of slippers and padded over to the water pitcher. I poured water into the basin and splashed cool water on my face.

      Wiping my face with a towel, I walked over to the window and looked down across the lawn toward the road canopied by oaks. If I pressed my cheek to the glass, I could just see the gazebo off to my left.

      Some of the guests would have stayed overnight. Most of them actually.

      I still didn’t know if James had stayed overnight or if he had left.

      Mackenzie had suggested that James had done neither. She believed that he had traveled through time. Back to his own time.

      If he had, would he come back?

      Would he come back here, to me? He’d said he had some things to take care of first.

      I have some things I have to figure out before I can be here. I have to go.

      But he didn’t know if he would be back or not.

      But he’d kissed me and held me close like he never wanted to leave.

      There was one thing and only one thing I was sure of.

      If he had gone to the future, he had taken my heart with him.
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      Without a computer, I had gone to the books. Jonathan had an extensive library.

      I found two books about time travel, with highlighted and earmarked pages. I wasn’t the only person to have gone searching for answers in here.

      None of what I read helped me, though.

      I’m not even sure what I was looking for.

      There were a lot of theories about whether or not it was possible.

      “You hungry?” Jonathan asked, coming to the door. “It’s lunch time.”

      “Sure.” I followed him to the kitchen and we had grilled cheese sandwiches that Tracie made.

      Tracie wasn’t looking at me suspiciously anymore. She seemed to have accepted that I was going to be here for awhile.

      “Have you found anything yet?” Jonathan asked.

      “No,” I said, with a glance at Tracie. “I seem to have…misplaced your computer.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Well that’s been known to happen on occasion.”

      Tracie was filling the dishwasher and didn’t appear to be paying any mind to our conversation.

      “I’ll order another one.”

      He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. Tapped a couple of keys.

      Then made a face and slid the phone over to me.

      “You order it,” he said, pulling out his wallet and handing me a credit card.

      Tracie noticed us now and watched me with raised eyebrows.

      “Sure,” I said. “Same kind?”

      “Whatever you think,” he said. “I don’t keep up with all that. Victoria ordered the last one.”

      “Your granddaughter?” I asked.

      “Yes. The last one who went… out of the country.”

      That was about as good a metaphor as any, I guess. I wondered just how much Tracie really knew. It was hard to live in the house with someone and not know something about what was going on in their lives, especially when people kept disappearing.

      Fifteen minutes later, I had a new computer on the way and slid Jonathan’s credit card back to him.

      What Tracie didn’t know was that there was no way I would ever steal anything from Jonathan. It was hard enough for me to accept room and board. And I could only do that because I knew I was helping him out.

      “Anything in particular you would like for me to work on today?” I asked.

      “Nah,” he said. “Just keep doing that research you’re doing.” He sat back. “Actually, after we finish eating, I’d like to show you something.”

      After lunch I followed Jonathan back to the library. He shifted some books around, then pulled out a large Bible. The family Bible.

      He handed it to me.

      “You might find what you’re looking for in here.” Then he turned around and headed for the door. “I’m going to take a nap,” he said over his shoulder.

      With a little laugh, I sat down at the desk and opened the Bible—to the middle section to the handwritten pages.

      The one thing I noticed was that there were a lot of names written off to the sides, in the margins, as though they had been afterthoughts.

      I saw Vaughn’s name in there twice. One with Jonathan, as expected, and again with a man named Nathaniel Becquerel.

      Vaughn had been married to two men?

      Then I found Emma Becquerel’s name.

      There was a name out beside it.

      I pulled the page closer. No.

      James Boucheron.

      I sat back in the chair. I did not have a common name. And there were no other Boucherons in the list. Did this mean I had married Emma? In the past. Or was my name there for another reason?

      It was then that I realized what I was looking for.

      I was looking for a way to get back.

      I didn’t want to make a new start here. In the modern world.

      I wanted to make a new start in the past. With Emma.

      Surely that was possible. Others had done it.

      Besides, the proof was right here in front of me.

      I didn’t know how much I believed in fate. I’d never given it much thought.

      But I did know that I had been haunted by the girl who could be none other than Emma Becquerel since I was fifteen years old.
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      I sat at the piano, pecking at the keys, not even bothering to play a tune. My heart wasn’t in it and hadn’t been in it. Not all week.

      I spent my time watching for James. Hoping he would come back.

      I’d talked some more to Mackenzie before she and Andrew had gone home. But I hadn’t learned anything that had been helpful.

      She’d just confirmed what I already knew. She and her siblings were from the future.

      They had been drawn to the past to be with their soul mates.

      She hadn’t told me much more. I don’t know if she didn’t know much more or if she didn’t want to tell me much more. Either way, I was still confused about… well… everything.

      If there was so much time travel going on, why hadn’t someone told me about it?

      I was actually a little miffed that I’d been left out of the loop.

      If I found out my brother knew about it, I was going to be even more upset.

      Martin, as my brother, was obligated to tell me things like this. Especially now that I was part of it.

      Mother swept into the parlor, wearing her favorite green day dress, and sat down in her chair in front of the fireplace.

      After a moment, she looked over at me.

      “Come sit by me,” she said.

      This was different. No complaints about me not practicing and an invitation to sit next to her before my hour of practice time was up.

      I went over and sat in the chair next to hers. She raised a brow when she saw that I wearing one of my favorite dress—a silver gown with a hoop skirt that was little too wide for every day. I’d been wearing my favorite dresses all week. Just in case.

      “I haven’t had a chance to really talk to you since the ball,” she said.

      “I know,” I said. I’d been rather avoiding her for one thing and for another, she’d been busy with other guests who had stayed more than just one night.

      “Did you get a chance to meet the young Dr. White?” She asked the question almost as though we were picking up the last conversation we’d had at the ball.

      “No,” I shook my head.

      “Hmm.” Mother concentrated on her needlepoint. Digging in the basket of yarn and thread between us, I picked up an embroidery loop someone had left unfinished and distracted myself by looking for the pattern they were going for.

      “I didn’t see you on the dance floor,” Mother said.

      “No ma’am.”

      “Where were you?”

      I let the embroidery loop fall into my lap. So much for concentration.

      This was the question I had been expecting, but oddly enough I didn’t hear judgement in her tone. I thought I actually detected concern.

      “I wasn’t feeling well,” I said, “so I went up to bed.” That wasn’t a lie. After my time with James and my conversation with Mackenzie, that was exactly what I had done.

      “Someone saw you sitting on the swing with a young man.” Mother didn’t even bat an eye when she said this.

      I kept my gaze down. Picked up the loop and ran the thread that was already there through the canvas. If it was wrong, too bad. They shouldn’t have left unfinished work lying around.

      “For a moment,” I said.

      “Who was he?”

      “James.” I couldn’t lie to my mother. I didn’t have it in me. Besides, I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to lie about him. I wanted to tell everyone about him. Yet at the same time, there was no way they could understand. What I felt for James was so strong… so real… that it affected me all the way through.

      Everything I thought about involved James in some way. Not just questions about whether or not he would come back, but I thought about what a future with him might look like. We could have babies like Mackenzie and Sophia had with their husbands.

      “Emma?” Mother said, getting my attention.

      “Yes?” I looked up at her.

      “I know you’re not a child anymore. I know you’re an adult and that you’ll be getting married soon and moving away.”

      “Mother—”

      “It’s okay,” she continued. “It’s the way it’s supposed to be. A woman goes away with her man. Just as I came here with your father. You have to make your own way in life.”

      I already knew what she was telling me. I’d watched my cousins and the women they had married.

      But what Mother didn’t know was that the man I loved wasn’t from this time. I couldn’t go away with him because I couldn’t get to him.

      “Mother,” I said. “How much do you know about the time travel?”

      “The time—”

      “The Becquerels,” I said. “and the time travel.”

      “Well,” she said, looking at me sideways, her fingers lying still in her lap. “I know quite a bit, actually.”

      I gaped at my mother.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

      “You didn’t ask,” Mother said with a little smile.
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      After roaming the house aimlessly for the rest of the day, I’d approached Jonathan with the idea of doing some painting. Just one of the many projects I had in mind to do around here.

      We worked it out and I took his truck into town to pick up some paint. In spite of Tracie’s unstated misgivings, I took Jonathan’s credit card. It was rather sweet, really, how she watched out for him.

      I was glad he had her.

      I went straight to the hardware store and ordered the paint. Then I had some time to kill before it would be ready.

      I entertained myself by roaming the store looking at all the gadgets. There weren’t many people in the store, so I basically had it to myself.

      There was a new electronic laser level that recorded measurements. I played with that for a while and if I’d had any money to my name, I would have bought one for myself. Not that I was planning on building anything, but it was cool nonetheless.

      When it was time, I went back to the paint counter.

      A silver-haired older woman approached me.

      “Excuse me,” she said. “I don’t mean to be intrusive, but that looks like Jonathan Becquerel’s truck.”

      Spending most of my life in the city, my first instinct was to protect Jonathan and not tell her anything. But I reminded myself that this was a small southern town and everyone knew everyone.

      “It is,” I said. “I’m just doing some errands for him.”

      “Is he alright?” she asked. “I haven’t seen him in such a long time. Neigh onto two years, if I remember correctly.”

      “That’s a long time,” I said, watching as the clerk put my paint in a cart for me to take outside to the truck. “But he’s doing okay.”

      “Good,” she said.

      “You know him well?” I asked.

      “Oh yes.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “We were high school sweethearts.”

      “You don’t say.” I looked at her in a different light. She looked about Jonathan’s age and she’d done a nice job of keeping herself looking nice.

      “You should come out and visit him,” I said.

      “Really? Maybe I will.”

      “I’ll tell him I saw you, Mrs…”

      “Oh,” she said. “I’m Miss Ophelia Burton. I never married.”

      “I’ll tell him we talked, Miss Burton,” I said. “It was a pleasure meeting you.”

      As I loaded the paint in the back of the truck, I rolled my eyes at myself. Had I really just invited a stranger to come see Jonathan?

      The small town culture was rubbing off on me and I’d barely been here any time at all.

      Still, it was sweet to think that Jonathan had a high school sweetheart who had never married. I climbed into the cab and started the motor.

      Maybe she hadn’t married because she’d never gotten over him.

      It was possible.

      And now I’d met Emma, I actually understood how that could happen.

      When the heart made its choice, the heart never forgot.
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      Mother and I walked outside among the flowers. Roses. Magnolias. The daffodils were my favorite. Not because they were yellow, but because they smelled so good.

      If I had my way, we’d have them all over the house, but Mother rarely let anyone cut them. She claimed they lasted so much longer outside and if we wanted to smell them, we could walk in the garden.

      “Tell me what you know, Mother.” I could barely wait any longer for her to get around to telling me what she knew.

      “I guess I’ll just cut to the chase,” she said. “Your father is from the future.”

      I stopped and gaped at her.

      Surely I had not heard her correctly.

      “Wait a minute. Father is from the future? Father time traveled to be here? Then that means…”

      I couldn’t say the words. But I couldn’t not say them.

      “That means I can time travel.”

      “Maybe,” Mother said without a hitch.

      “Oh my God.” I could barely catch my breath.

      “Language,” Mother said, but without her usual sternness.

      “Mother.” I was practically dancing a circle around her.

      “Not necessarily,” she said. “Your Aunt Margaret was a Becquerel and she didn’t time travel. Nor did any of her children.”

      “But they married people who did.”

      “Yes.”

      I stood still and put a hand on my forehead.

      “This is too complicated,” I said. “it makes my head hurt.”

      “Don’t let it,” Mother said. “You’re thinking about it too much.”

      “Mackenzie thinks that James is from the future,” I blurted.

      “James is your beau?”

      “I don’t know if he’s my beau,” I said, walking slowly now. “I don’t know if I’ll ever even see him again.”

      “Can I make a suggestion?”

      “Of course.”

      “If you don’t believe it, it won’t happen.”

      I stopped. Bent over to breathe in the scent of a daffodil.

      “Do you believe that?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      I looked at my mother. She was suddenly someone I didn’t know. The cross, stern woman had morphed into someone kind and understanding.

      “So it’s that simple?”

      Mother slipped a pair of scissors out of her pocket, cut off a daffodil at the stem, and handed it to me.

      “It’s that simple,” she said. “And that hard.”

      I held the flower in my hand.

      I literally felt like my world had turned upside down.

      My mother had cut one of her flowers and handed it to me.

      And she was telling me that in order to see James again, I just had to believe.
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      I spent the next six days painting. Painting the tall white columns required climbing up on a ladder, but I did it. Then I painted the rest from the second-floor balcony. Anything higher than that would have to wait.

      I painted the railings. Tedious, exhausting work.

      But it kept my mind off of things. Emma mostly.

      Jonathan seemed to think that there was a key to the clock that could be used to travel through time, but he didn’t have it. Didn’t know where it was.

      Other than that, he insisted that storms had something to do with the time travel. And I remembered that it had been raining that night I’d met Emma. The night of the ball.

      If the time travel was supposed to bring soul mates together, then why had it introduced me to Emma only to pull me back here?

      I sat back on my heels and looked toward the river.

      There was a car coming down the oak canopied lane. A white SUV actually. I watched as it slowly made its way down the lane and parked next to the house in the circle drive.

      Jonathan didn’t get a lot of visitors. Tracie was really the only one who came and went.

      The mailman drove up here once a day and one of the delivery services had dropped off the new computer this morning. I knew how I’d be spending my evening. Setting up Jonathan’s computer.

      It was the least I could do considering that I had left his other one somewhere in the past.

      The driver’s door opened and an older woman stepped out.

      Wow. It was Miss Ophelia Burton. Jonathan’s high school sweetheart that I’d met at the hardware store.

      She was rather stunning for a woman in her seventies. She didn’t look a day over forty-five to me.

      Standing up, I wiped my hands on a towel and went to meet her at the top of the stairs.

      “Hi,” I said with a smile.

      “Hi.”

      “Come on up here.” I motioned with my hands. “I’ll let Jonathan know you’re here.”

      “You know,” she said. “I was shy in high school. Jonathan and I dated some, but I never let him know how I really felt. So I thought I’d let him know this time around.”

      “Good for you,” I said, leading her inside.

      “We’re not getting any younger.”

      When she wiped her hands on her skirt, I could see that they were trembling. She was nervous as a schoolgirl.

      I wiped a grin from my face.

      “You can wait here,” I said. “or in the parlor.”

      “I’ll just wait here,” she said.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” I said, then turned and sprinted up the stairs.

      “Jonathan,” I called. But he wasn’t here. Wasn’t in his room.

      I went back downstairs.

      “Did I come at a bad time?” Ophelia asked.

      “No. No. I’ll find him.”

      I went around to the study and found him there, stretched out on the sofa, reading a book.

      The man definitely needed something else to do.

      “There’s someone here to see you,” I said.

      Jonathan sat up, pulling his glasses off, and setting the book aside.

      “Who is it?”

      “I don’t know her,” I said. I didn’t want to take away the surprise aspect of Ophelia being here.

      “Okay,” he said and together we walked down the hallway toward the foyer.

      At first I thought she’d left, but then I saw her standing next to the grandfather clock.

      Jonathan froze and just looked at her.

      She smiled.

      “Ophelia?” Jonathan said.

      “Hello Jonathan,” she said, taking a step toward him.

      He held out his arms and she walked into them.

      I felt like I’d just witnessed a miracle.

      Two people who hadn’t seen each other in probably fifty years. They recognized each other immediately and apparently that bond was still there.

      Jonathan had been married for years and years. He had children and grandchildren with Vaughn, yet he never forgot his high school sweetheart.

      It was not only heartwarming, but it also gave me hope. Hope that even if years passed, Emma and I could be reunited.
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      Two days later I stood in front of the grandfather clock, staring at its face as it steadily ticked away the minutes.

      There was a key in the lock behind the glass door. I think maybe Mackenzie and her sisters knew what purpose it held. That it was somehow one of the secrets to the time travel, but they weren’t telling.

      Maybe they didn’t believe it or maybe they just didn’t trust me to know what to do with the information.

      “Are you ready to go?” Mother asked, coming down the stairs, in one of her flowing ball gowns, already wearing her long, hooded cloak over it.

      Technically I was ready. I was dressed in one of my finer ball gowns, this one a new crimson silk dress. It was probably the most beautiful dress I’d ever owned.

      I pulled on my wool cloak and fastened it at the neck.

      “Yes,” I said. But I did not want to go. Tonight’s ball was being held at Doc White’s house. A holiday ball. Hopefully the last of the season, though that could change at a moment’s notice.

      It was, however, the first ball the Whites had ever held, at least to my knowledge. And even though I had used the younger Doc White’s name as a place holder on my dance card at my own family’s ball, I had never met him. I didn’t even know if he ever showed up that night or not. Didn’t care.

      All I wanted to do was to curl up with a good book in front of the fireplace and daydream about James.

      But, of course, that would be ridiculous.

      A girl could not live off memories alone, especially not with a mother like mine.

      She told me to believe in James, but at the same time, she told me to live my life.

      I had a bit of trouble with the inconsistencies of thought.

      At any rate, I would go to tonight’s ball.

      Knowing that I had to endure the evening, I went outside onto the veranda with Mother.

      Wolves or maybe dogs were howling in the distance, their lonely wails lingering on the cold early evening air.

      The clouds were banked and even though I didn’t have a lot of experience with snow, I thought they looked a lot like snow clouds. And it was certainly cold enough. But since no one else seemed to be concerned, I didn’t say anything.

      “Where’s Father?” I asked. Father was supposed to be here with the carriage to pick us up. Maybe he was trying to find a driver.

      “I don’t know,” Mother said, pulling her warm cloak more tightly around her.

      Travel in the winter was not something I wanted to do and I had trouble seeing the point really. But the worst of winter would be setting in after the holidays and people wanted to gather.

      A gust of wind blew at my hair. I would have done just as well to have saved the hour it took to get my hair just right.

      Maybe Father had changed his mind. Maybe we weren’t going after all.

      “There he is,” Mother said with relief.

      As we climbed inside the carriage, I wondered if Mother went through life worried that Father would suddenly vanish into another time.

      He was a Becquerel so it did seem to be possible.

      Anything was possible.
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      Ophelia stayed for dinner. I’d already planned on making salad and baked potatoes, so I just added another potato to the oven and another bowl of salad.

      Jonathan and Ophelia sat in the parlor, catching up over a glass of wine.

      I wondered just how long it had been since this old house had heard so much laughter.

      I poured myself a glass of wine and went back into the library. My new favorite room. I spent some time setting up the new computer. It had gotten surprisingly easy since the last time I set up another new computer.

      Then I searched around on the Internet a bit, but I wasn’t feeling any interest in it, so I shut it down and plucked a book off the shelf.

      Settling on the sofa with my glass of wine and my book, I found my thoughts wandering away from the pages of the book to Emma.

      Was she here in this very house at this very moment? But in a different timeline?

      Despite the relaxing effects of the wine, I felt edgy. Like I needed to be doing something, but I didn’t know what that something was.

      Grabbing the computer, I typed in today’s date. But changed the year to 1858.

      It took some searching, but I found an obscure article, a journal actually, that listed the dates and some corresponding noticeable events.

      December 8, 1858. Nothing.

      But on December 9, I found a newspaper entry someone had posted.

      A rare snow storm severely injures Becquerel family of three and their driver. Fate unknown.

      “That’s it?” I asked out loud. I looked for something else, but found no follow up.

      I set the computer back on the coffee table.

      This was not helping matters.

      There was no way for me to control what happened in the past.

      There was no way to control the time travel. Not unless I was able to somehow manipulate the weather.

      I leaned my head back against the sofa and closed my eyes, keeping my breathing slow and steady.

      The night wind howled around the house and a limb slammed against the window.

      But still I managed to keep my thoughts calm.

      The steady ticking of the grandfather clock lulled me into a doze. Then the clock began to chime the hour.

      I almost forgot to breath.

      The grandfather clock.

      Had Ophelia known how to fix it? I’d specifically asked Jonathan about it. He said it had been broken for years. They quit making parts for it and there were none to be had.

      I opened my eyes and slowly stood up. The room was in darkness.

      I instinctively put a hand on the coffee table for my computer. It wasn’t there.

      With no other light source, I got up and carefully made my way toward the door.

      Slowly pushing the door open, I listened for Jonathan and Ophelia. But I couldn’t hear them.

      That could mean so many things. Including her expressing her feelings for him.

      There were a couple of candles scattered along the walls, casting a soft glow along the hallway.

      I continued toward the foyer. Drawn by the clock.

      By the time I reached the clock, the chiming had stopped, its echo hanging in the air. It was just ticking.

      And I knew.

      I was no longer in my time.
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      We had no more arrived at the White’s house, than the ball was cancelled.

      One the White’s staff approached the driver as soon as we arrived. We could hear them talking, but their words were muffled.

      The staff member walked off and we waited while our driver, Virgil, climbed down and opened the door. He was bundled in his wool coat, but his nose was red from the cold.

      “What is it Virgil?” Father asked, “what’s going on?”

      “Dr. White said everybody who lives nearby should go on back home,” he said.

      “What’s happened?” Father asked.

      “The weather,” he said. “Dr. White doesn’t want you all to get stuck here with the storm coming in.”

      “Can we make it back?” Mother asked Father. “It’s already dark.”

      I looked outside. I’d been right. Big fluffy snowflakes were falling like raindrops outside the carriage. So they had been snow clouds. I should have said something.

      “We can’t stay here?” I asked, feeling trepidation about traveling in this cold weather.

      “It’s only an hour,” Father said. “Dr. White is probably right. Once the roads freeze over, it could be days before we can get home again.”

      I nodded. The thought of having to stay here for days with a bunch of strangers who couldn’t travel was far more unsettling than just going home. At home, we had plenty of firewood to keep us warm through the storm. I’d much rather be snowed in at home than here.

      Father apparently agreed.

      “Take us home, Virgil,” he said.

      “Yes, Sir.” Virgil said, closed the door, and climbed back up on his seat.

      “We should have known,” Mother said, looking at Father. “Do you think they’ll ever get to the point where they can predict the weather?”

      “Maybe.” Father just shrugged and turned to gaze out the window.

      If he was from the future, as Mother said, then he was really good at hiding it.

      I wanted to ask him about it, but Mother shook her head just enough to warn me against it. I didn’t understand this and probably never would.

      Maybe they had agreed not to talk about it.

      I settled back in my seat and snuggled into my cloak. At least I’d gotten what I wanted. Sort of. I was getting to go home.

      We’d been riding for about fifteen minutes when we came to a bridge over a little tributary that ran into the Mississippi River. It was barely a waterway at all, dried up half the time.

      The carriage stopped.

      Father waited a minute, then stuck his head out the window.

      “What’s wrong, Virgil?”

      “Looks awfully slick, Sir,” Virgil said.

      “It’ll be alright,” Father said. “The temperature isn’t cold enough for it to freeze.”

      “You want me to cross it?” Virgil asked.

      “It’s the only way to get home,” Father said, then pulled his head back inside and closed the little window.

      “How do you know, Father?” I asked.

      He turned and looked at me and for a moment I thought he was actually going to answer. That he was going to tell me something useful. Something maybe about him being from the future.

      But as the front carriage wheels hit the bridge, I grabbed hold of the seat.

      Something seems wrong.

      Then the back wheels hit the bridge and I knew something wasn’t wrong. Everything was.

      The carriage was sliding.

      Mother gasped and grabbed hold of Father. Father was gripping a handle on the side of the carriage.

      It all happened so fast, I didn’t really have time to process what was happening.

      All I knew was that I was being thrown from my seat and the whole carriage was turning on its side.
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      The big old house was quiet. Nothing but the steady ticking of the grandfather clock to keep the shadows from the candle light company.

      It was such a marked difference from the night I was here during the party.

      I walked into the parlor and stopped in front of the piano. I smiled at the memory of Emma—I was certain it was her—playing and playing badly.

      “Can I help you, Sir?” I turned at the sound of Villars’ voice.

      The man stood behind me.

      “Villars,” I said. “Do you know where Emma is?”

      “Emma isn’t here.” Villars was looking at me sideways. “Are you supposed to be here?”

      “I don’t know.” I stuck my hands in my pockets.

      “Do you know when she’ll be back?”

      “No, Sir,” Villars said, with a glance toward the window. “What with the weather and all.”

      “The weather?” I went to the window and, shoving the velvet drapes aside, looked outside.

      Snow was coming down like confetti.

      It was beautiful.

      But snow in Natchez?

      If she was out in this…

      I turned and pinned Villars with my gaze.

      “Is she out in this weather?”

      “They went to the White’s ball. Dr. White.”

      The Whites. Why was that name familiar?

      “It’s only about an hour from here,” he added. “They’ll be home tonight.”

      “They?” I needed to sit down.

      Part of my brain was trying to tell me something and the other part was trying not to listen.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Becquerel. And Emma.”

      A party of three.

      “Did they have a driver?” I asked.

      “Excuse me. A driver?

      “Yes,” I said, impatient now. “A driver. Did they have a driver?”

      “Of course.”

      I dropped into the closet armchair.

      “Villars,” I said. “I need to ask you something that is very important.”

      “Yes Sir. I understand, Sir.”

      “What is today’s date?”

      “December 8.”

      I made a motion for him to continue. “The year. What’s the year?”

      “1858.”

      A rare snow storm severely injures Becquerel family of three and their driver. Fate unknown.

      “Villars,” I said. “I need your help.”
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      My head was pressed against the ceiling and my feet were in a puddle of water. Ice cold water.

      I didn’t know if I had passed out or not. I don’t think I did, but all I could remember was the rolling of the carriage. It seemed to roll in slow motion.

      “Mother? Father?”

      No one answered and it was dark. I tried to move, but my foot was caught.

      I reached out, trying to find Mother or Father. But there was nothing but empty space.

      I lay very still for a moment, forcing myself to think. To remember.

      We had been traveling in the snow storm. When we had gotten to the bridge, we had started sliding.

      The bridge must have been iced over. And Virgil would not have known to watch for ice. It was so rarely really cold here that how could he possibly know?

      Like us, he was accustomed to hot weather. He’d probably never even driven a carriage in the snow and ice before.

      I called out to my parents again and tried to pull my foot free.

      The skirt of my new crimson colored dress was soaked. Ruined.

      It didn’t matter.

      It mattered that I couldn’t find my parents.

      I called out to Virgil.

      Silence.

      My breath hitched.

      Oh God. What if they had all been killed?

      They had been killed and I was left to freeze to death at the bottom of this river.

      No. No. That couldn’t be.

      The carriage shifted and slid a few feet.

      Then I heard someone calling my name.

      “I’m here!” I said. “Down here.”

      My eyes suddenly filled with tears. Someone was going to get me out of here.

      I wasn’t going to die down here in the dark riverbed with my foot locked beneath wheel.

      “Emma!”

      But he was walking past me.

      He couldn’t hear me. I was trapped down here at the edge of the river in the water and no one could find me.

      I had to get out of here. I bent over and began tugging at whatever was holding my foot trapped.

      It was too much. I twisted my foot to no avail. And the water was getting deeper.

      What had happened to everyone?

      Where had they gone?

      I called out again.

      But the only answer I got was the sound of the river rushing past the carriage wheel.

      There had to be a way out of here. I just needed to think.

      But I was so very cold. So cold I couldn’t think.

      Maybe I would just rest a few minutes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            31

          

          
            JAMES

          

        

      

    

    
      I was not the most practiced horse rider, but this horse—the stable boy said his name was Skye Traveler—could take care of both of us.

      Villars had given me directions to the White’s home. I don’t know how he knew. Even though he never seems to leave the house, Villars seemed to know just about everything.

      The road was illuminated by the glow of the moon through the falling snow.

      Besides that, it was dark. Dark and cold. Unseasonably cold.

      The falling snow in the trees was beautiful. Beautiful but deadly.

      Even though the snow was barely more than a dusty layer on the ground, the puddles on the road were starting to freeze. I worried about Skye Traveler sliding on the new ice, but he seemed adept at walking around them.

      The moon reflected off the Mississippi River, so wide it looked like an ocean from here.

      Following the directions, I turned right after a mile and the road narrowed even more.

      The only sounds were the horse’s hooves steadily thumping on the ground and the squeaking of the leather saddle beneath me.

      For the first time since I’d left the Becquerel Estate, it occurred to me that I didn’t have a gun. I was out here all alone and had no protection.

      I focused on my task. Get to the White’s house, find Emma and her parents. Make sure they were safe.

      Prevent them from being victims of the storm.

      I’d come back now for a reason. I could think of no better reason than protecting Emma.

      I came to a bridge and stopped.

      I’d been around enough to recognize the sheen of ice on an overpass.

      This could most definitely be a problem. One I hadn’t considered. I couldn’t put myself and Skye Traveler at risk.

      I slid off the horse’s back and held his reins loosely in my hands as I walked up to the bridge and looked around.

      That’s when I heard voices.

      Following the voices, I walked left following the riverbank.

      Up ahead, there was a woman huddled over a man, both on the ground.

      The woman looked over her shoulder and I saw a tinge of relief beneath the fear on her face.

      “Mrs. Becquerel?” I asked, walking cautiously toward them. “I’m James. I’m here to help.”

      As I came closer, I saw tears running down her cheeks.

      “My husband’s leg is broken,” she said. “And our daughter is still down there.”

      “Emma,” I breathed. “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know. Our carriage went off the bridge. Virgil got Samuel up here, but…” She turned back to her husband. “I can’t leave him.”

      “I will find her,” I said, tying the horse’s reins around a low tree limb.

      “Virgil is looking for her,” she said, but I was already headed back toward the bridge, walking through the snow.

      The beautiful, deadly snow that dusted everything.

      If the carriage had gone off the bridge, I needed to start there.

      I would find Emma.

      I would find her if it was the last thing I did.
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      “Emma. Emma. Wake up.”

      “No,” I murmured. “I don’t want to.”

      I just wanted to go back to sleep. I was warm here under my wool cloak.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I recognized that my foot was loose, but I didn’t care.

      I drifted off again.

      Then a man’s arms were around me, lifting me up.

      I put my arm around his neck and rested my cheek against his chest.

      He smelled good. Familiar. A deep woodsy scent with undertones of lavender.

      Safe. I was safe.

      Safe enough that I could go back to sleep.

      As the man carried me up the ravine, out of the water, to the safety of the riverbank, I imagined that my savior was James.

      “Not possible,” I murmured to myself.

      The man kissed me on the top of my head.

      “Anything is possible if you just believe it, my love,” he said.

      James.

      He sounded like James. That voice. Deep and soothing.

      I smiled against his chest.

      “You’re safe now,” he said. “Don’t worry.”

      I closed my eyes and fell asleep in his arms.

      When I woke the next time, I was on a cot in front of a fireplace.

      I didn’t recognize the place. It smelled odd. Like food cooking. It smelled like a kitchen.

      I opened my eyes just enough to see the flames in the fireplace. I was still cold, but the blankets were dry and warm.

      I caught sight of my beautiful crimson dress lying on the back of a chair next to the fireplace. Ruined. It was ruined now.

      There were so many things I needed to think about. To sort out. But I didn’t have the energy.

      I’d been in an accident.

      Trapped. But someone had gotten me out.

      I imagined it was James, but, of course, that was only my imagination.

      I had to move on. Tuck James among the memories in the back of my mind. Mother insisted that I allow other men to court me now.

      Too old. She said I was getting too old to wait much longer.

      I needed to have babies. And only a young woman could have babies.

      Men would only marry young ladies.

      I knew I was getting older. I felt older. Especially today.

      I just needed to go back to sleep.

      To take a nap.

      Then I could think about everything. Sort it all out.

      Figure out how I was going to live the rest of my life without James in it.

      James. My eyes teared up.

      He was the man I loved.

      The only man I would ever love.

      It didn’t matter if I had to marry another. James was the one who had my heart.

      Even if I never saw him again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            33

          

          
            JAMES

          

        

      

    

    
      I was incredibly busy the rest of the night.

      It wasn’t until the dawn broke over the horizon that I took a minute to sit and rest.

      I used all my skills as a CEO to orchestrate taking care of three people who had been in a horrible accident. And I did it with very few resources.

      This was 1858. There were no emergency responders to call. I had to do it all myself.

      It just validated that my family’s company had not fallen due to anything I had done. It had fallen because of a series of bad decisions and just plain bad luck.

      I was more confident now than I had been in some time that I could get myself back on track to being successful again.

      But the important thing was that I had found Emma in time to pull her out of the river.

      I’d gotten her parents on the back of a wagon and sent them back to Dr. White’s home. He seemed best qualified to treat her father’s broken leg and Eloise wasn’t leaving his side.

      I still didn’t know where the driver, Virgil, was, but I hadn’t given up on finding him. He’d been there to pull Samuel and Eloise out of the river, so I had faith that he would show up.

      But I was the one who had dislodged Emma’s foot and pulled her from the river. She’d been on her way to hypothermia and I wasn’t sure she was out of the woods yet.

      So I stayed by her side. With the help of Eloise, I’d found a little unoccupied cabin and  started a fire. All those years being a boy scout weren’t wasted after all.

      My father had always said that a man could never know too much. You would never know when you might need to know something. More truer words had ever been spoken.

      As I sat beside Emma, watching her breathe, I realized that part of what had been holding me back was thinking I had to do something that would please my father.

      But I did not. My father was longer here. I was the one I had to please. My success depended on me and no one else.

      And right now I needed to figure how to adapt to living and working in the nineteenth century.

      I was not a historian, but I did know that all hell was about to break loose in the country. Surely there was something I could do now that would be useful during the conflict to come.

      It was something I would have to explore, because if I had anything to do with it, there was no way I was going to leave Emma again.

      I hadn’t done anything to get myself back here—to travel through time. Maybe I was here simply because she needed me.

      I could think of no better reason, really.

      Saving a damsel in distress had always been one of my fantasies. And Emma was more than just a damsel in distress. She was the one I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.

      All I had to do now was to convince her to agree to that.

      Her and her parents.

      So I was back to needing prospects for a future in the 1800s. Her parents would want a man with prospects for their daughter. Not just someone who seemed to be no more than a drifter.

      Emma stirred and opened her eyes.

      I knelt next to her and put a hand on her forehead. Her skin was warm, but not hot.

      “James?” she whispered.

      “Yes, my love.” Holding up her head, I brought a glass of water to her lips and waited while she drank.

      “Just go back to sleep,” I said. “Get some rest.”

      She closed her eyes and soon she was breathing steadily again.
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      I dreamed about James. I dreamed he was here with me. Taking care of me.

      My dreams had been vivid. His startling blue eyes watching me. His hand sweeping lightly across my forehead.

      And his soothing voice comforting me.

      I’d gone back to sleep, only to dream of him. Dreaming of sitting on the porch swing with him. Kissing him.

      When I woke this time, I was more alert. Alive again.

      “Good morning, beautiful,” James said.

      James?

      Surely I was dreaming again.

      I turned my head, looking over my shoulder.

      Oh my. It really was James. He was here. I hadn’t imagined it after all.

      “How are you here?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. The fates of time brought me back to you and, it seemed, just in the nick of time.”

      “The fates of time?” I asked, with a little smile.

      “It’s good to have you back among the living.” He slid from the chair to kneel in front of me.

      I nodded. “What happened?”

      “What do you remember?”

      I pressed a hand against my forehead. My wrist was sore. In fact, I might just be sore all over.

      “The carriage,” I said. “We slid off the bridge.”

      I put a hand on his shoulder. “My parents?” A feeling of dread spilled over me.

      “They’re okay. I put them on a wagon back to Dr. White’s house.” I took her hand in mine and looked into her eyes. “Your father has a broken leg.”

      “Oh no.” I put a hand over my eyes. “If my father loses his leg…”

      “No,” he said. “It’s broken. It will heal.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I said, searching his eyes. “That may be true in the future, but broken legs sometimes have to be taken off.”

      He turned a funny shade of green. “It will heal.”

      I nodded. I had to believe him. “What about the driver? Virgil?”

      “I don’t know. He saved your parents, but no one has seen him sense.”

      I shook my head. “I hope nothing happened to him.”

      “Keep your spirits up, my love,” he said.

      My face flushed at the unexpected endearment.

      I had a vague memory of being trapped inside the carriage. I quickly put it away.

      “You rescued me?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      I looked into his blue eyes. Maybe I hadn’t been dreaming after all. Maybe he’d really been here.

      “I don’t understand how you found me,” I said.

      He smiled a curious little grin. “Neither do I. I think it was fate.”

      I smiled back at him. Fate. Sometimes fate could be a wonderful thing.
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      “I don’t think I’m supposed to tell you anything about the future,” I said.

      I was sitting with Emma on a soft bear rug in front of the cabin’s fireplace. I’d shoved the bed back some we were using it as a backrest.

      She had rested for two days and we were going home in the morning. The snow and ice had melted after today temperatures that must have been at least in the forties.

      “Why not?” she asked, looking up at me with that perplexed expression that she wore more often than not.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “They say it could change the future.”

      “They,” she said. “They always think they know more than they do.”

      I laughed out loud. “You’re so right. I’ve always thought so, too.”

      “Then don’t listen to them,” she said, pulling a blanket around her shoulders.

      “Are you cold?” I asked, helping her straighten it.

      “A little,” she said. “but I’m okay.”

      I couldn’t help worrying that she was going to get sick and I wouldn’t be able to help her. It had already been bad enough that she’d been close to hypothermia and I couldn’t call for help.

      “Can I check your toes?” I asked. I’d already asked her that about a dozen times.

      “My toes are fine,” she said.

      I nodded.

      “But okay.”

      “Really?”

      “You may as well,” she said, “but I don’t know what you’re going to do if I have frostbite.”

      I grinned at her. I’d spent some time explaining to her all about the dangers of frostbite. I wasn’t a doctor or anything, so I probably added in some information that may or may not be accurate, but I’d wanted her to be safe. I didn’t want her to lose any toes.

      “I don’t either,” I said.

      She shot me a glance.

      I pulled her feet out from beneath the blanket and examined her toes. Her feet were perfect. No signs of frostbite.

      “You’re good,” I said, my voice a bit husky. I cleared my throat and sat back.

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “Because I don’t want to lose any toes.”

      “Give me that,” I said, pulling one of her feet into my lap and starting to massage her feet.

      She leaned her head back and closed her eyes.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      “Who’s that?” she asked, looking at me with alarm.

      “I don’t know.”

      But I did know that the door didn’t have a lock on it. So whoever it was, I had no defense against them.

      There was an iron poker in front of the fireplace, so I slowly reached over and wrapped my fingers around it.

      I met Emma’s wide-eyed gaze.

      “Who is it?” I asked.
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      I’d slept more in the last three days than I had ever slept in my life. And I’d been colder than I’d ever been. The old cabin was drafty. And there weren’t a lot of ways to stay warm other than being under this blanket and sitting in front of the fire.

      James had stayed right with me, tending to my every need. And he’d been a perfect gentleman.

      The day had been warmer, but still too cold to move about much. And James had insisted that I continue to rest.

      Tomorrow. He said we’d go home tomorrow.

      I was ready to go home, but I was not ready to leave him. I didn’t know what would happen when we got home.

      Would he go away again? Or would he stay?

      I’d thought we were alone, but someone was here, at the door of the abandoned cabin. Perhaps it was the owner. We’d have to explain why we were here.

      “Who is it?” James called out.

      “It’s me. Virgil.”

      “Virgil,” James said. “Isn’t that your driver?”

      “Yes,” I said, sitting up and pulling the blanket tighter around me.

      Virgil had rescued Father and Mother, then none of us had seen him again.

      James got up and opened the door.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      Virgil nodded. “Did you find Emma?”

      “Yes. She’s here. She’s well.”

      “Thank God,” Virgil said.

      “Do you want to come in?”

      “Oh no, Sir,” Virgil said. “I’ll make camp over yonder.”

      “Nonsense,” James said, stepping back and holding the door wide. “We have plenty of warmth in here.”

      “It ain’t fitting.”

      “Come on, we’re letting the heat out.”

      Virgil, however reluctantly stepped inside.

      “Miss,” he said to me.

      “Hello Virgil,” I said. “Where did you go? We were worried.”

      “I saw Mr. and Mrs. Becquerel heading the White’s house and I followed them. I was hoping to get help. For you. But they said Mr. James would find you. That I should come with them.”

      “I tried to fight them. Said you needed me, but Mr. Becquerel insisted.”

      “It’s okay, Virgil,” I said.

      I didn’t understand why my father hadn’t sent Virgil back to help James rescue me from the river, but all in all, it had worked out well. I’d gotten to spend time alone with James.

      Spending time alone with a man was scandalous under normal circumstances, but in this situation, it would be excused.

      Now that little interlude was over. Because now we had a chaperone.

      Virgil took a seat across the room at the little roughhewn dining room table while James sat next to me on the floor.

      “I guess we should get some sleep,” he said. “so we can be rested in the morning.”

      I curled up and put my head on the pillow while James added wood to the fire.

      And as I drifted to sleep I realized that he had managed to avoid telling me anything about the future, after all.
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      The next day was warm and sunny.

      I insisted that Emma ride Skye Traveler while I walked alongside them. Virgil walked a few yards ahead.

      “We can both ride the horse,” Emma said.

      “I don’t want to risk it.”

      “Risk what?”

      “I’m not that good of a rider.”

      That was only part of the truth. The other part was that I didn’t trust myself to be that close to her and to still keep my hands to myself.

      One of the first things she’d told me was that she didn’t like handsy men. I didn’t plan on inadvertently falling into that category.

      “What will you do?” she asked. “when we get back?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      That was actually a very good question. And even though I badly needed an answer to it, I didn’t have one.

      I was good at running businesses. That was about it. I had an MBA in business management. I couldn’t see how that could possibly be useful here in 1858. Here I would need to know how to be a farmer. Or maybe a carpenter.

      “What did you do in your time?” she asked.

      “I managed our family’s business.”

      She didn’t say anything as we continued our way toward her home.

      “I guess you need a business to manage,” she said.

      “I guess I do. But I have a feeling that isn’t something that there’s a lot of around here.”

      “My father has a business,” she said.

      “I don’t know anything about farming.”

      “What do you know?”

      I shifted the horse’s reins from hand to the other and back again. Watched a flock of birds flying south. Wasn’t they a bit late.

      “James?”

      “Sorry. I know how to motivate people into getting work done. I know how to hire people and fire them.”

      “You’re right,” she said. “There aren’t very many jobs around here for you.”

      “If I stay in this time,” I said. “I’ll have to figure something out.”

      “How will you decide?” she asked. “About whether or no you’re going to stay?”

      How would I?

      It all depended on her and she didn’t even know it. I would stay here. I would choose to be here with her. But would her father allow it?

      “Do you think your father would allow me to court you?” I asked, looking over at her.

      She looked back at me with her mesmerizing green eyes and grinned.

      “Why wouldn’t he?”

      “Because in his eyes, I’m little more than a drifter. A man with no prospects.”

      Emma seemed to consider. She straightened the skirts of what had no doubt once been a lovely crimson dress.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I think he might see you as the man who saved my life.”

      “Maybe,” I said. But it seemed that would be a bit too easy.

      But was this the answer?

      Was this how I managed to get back on my feet? I would have to go into town. Find a job. Build my reputation and my money.

      Then. And only then would I feel worthy of courting Miss Emma Becquerel.
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      It was odd being at home without my parents. It was almost like living alone. With the staff, of course, but still alone.

      James had dropped me off, then had busied himself with working on things around the house.

      He’d chopped a lot of firewood and done some work in the flower garden. After the big freeze, there were a lot of plants that needed pruning and such.

      I busied myself with taking care of household things like meal planning and making sure the staff knew what to do around the house.

      Running a household was a whole lot more work than it looked like from the outside. My mother made it all look so easy.

      I didn’t know where James slept. In fact, the only time I saw him was when I caught a glimpse of him outside.

      I suppose he found his own way to the kitchen and ate there.

      Today I decided it was time to get things back in order.

      “Villars,” I said, as I arranged some fresh flowers in a vase in the foyer. I’d cut them myself, even though I knew my mother didn’t like flowers to be cut.

      Well, she wasn’t here and I liked fresh-cut flowers. Besides, I’d hoped I would run into James outside in the garden.

      But I hadn’t.

      “Yes ma’am,” Villars said. “What can I help you with Miss Emma?”

      “Would you find Mr. James and invite him in to supper tonight?”

      “Yes ma’am. If he asks, what’s the occasion?”

      “There isn’t one,” I said. “But if he asks, you can tell him it’s for saving my life.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Villars said.

      Though he didn’t say, I was quite sure that all the staff had heard about the carriage accident. Virgil would have told them.

      “Please let me know what he says,” I said as Villars walked off.

      I spent the next thirty minutes wandering the house, finally ending up in the library.

      But I didn’t read. Instead I went to my father’s desk and sat down in his chair.

      I needed to talk to my cousin Nathan. I’d been puzzling over what Nathan had told me since that day we’d return from the little cabin.

      Deciding there was no time like the present, I pulled a shawl over my shoulders and set off toward Nathan and Sophia’s house. It was about a twenty-minute walk from here down a path toward the river.

      The mournful wail of a steamboat horn spilled through the air and as I neared Nathan and Sophia’s house, I heard the sound of children laughing.

      Sophia sat on the front balcony, a sketch pad in her lap while her two children played in the yard in full view.

      With a third baby on the way, Sophia was glowing. Motherhood suited her. She’d told me once that she never really saw herself married with a family.

      When she saw me, she waved and motioned for me to come up and sit with her.

      “How are you?” she asked. “I heard about your accident. And I was meaning to come visit, but…” she motioned from her stomach to the two babies playing on the lawn.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “And I’m okay.”

      “And your parents?” She was sketching something. I peeked over to see what she was doing. As usual, she was sketching a house plan. Most women relaxed by doing needlepoint, but not Sophia. Sophia relaxed by creating house plans.

      “At the White’s house. I haven’t heard anything else, so I guess they’re okay other than Father’s broken leg.”

      “It sounds like it was a horrible experience,” she said. “And you were lucky that guy showed up when he did.”

      “James,” I said. “His name is James.”

      “Where is James from?”

      I looked at her, trying to decide how much to tell her.

      “Atlanta,” I think. “But… he’s also where you’re from.”

      “Where’s that?” she asked, her fingers still as she looked over at me.

      “From the future.”
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      I hadn’t been avoiding Emma. At least not exactly. I’d been trying to make myself useful while trying to decide what I was going to do.

      I figured if I built up enough credit by helping out, I could borrow a horse and go into town to look for a job.

      Since these were the days before commuting, I didn’t know what I was going to do about a living situation. If it wasn’t too far, I could travel back and forth. That option, however, was a last resort.

      I’d never been one of those people who were content to commute to work an hour one way and then back home again.

      I’d always lived near where I worked. It seemed to make life so much easier.

      When Villars came with the message inviting me to dinner, I knew that I had stayed away from Emma for too long.

      Her parents weren’t home, so I didn’t want to be improper by calling on her without a chaperone present. It was not a good idea to get off on a bad foot.

      But, of course, I agreed that it was time for us to see each other again. I hadn’t seen her since dropping her off after we’d gotten back.

      I was wearing the only clothes I had—a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. Hardly appropriate clothing to wear to dinner.

      “You’ll be needing something to wear,” Villars said. “And a bath.”

      It was hard to build up credit when I kept using it about as fast as I could earn it.

      “That would be great,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “Meet me in the kitchen in an hour,” Villars said. “I’ll have everything ready.”

      “I can help with the water,” I said.

      “You’re a guest here, Mr. James,” Villars said. “I can’t let you do that.”

      It was not a good idea to argue with the butler. But I didn’t want to be a guest here. I want to live here. To be a part of the family.

      And I’d been avoiding the one person who would make me part of the family. The person who made me want to be part of the family.

      So I finished chopping the stack of firewood I was working on and headed toward the kitchen.

      I looked for Emma as I passed the veranda, hoping to spot her sitting on a chair or the swing, but she was never outside. I listened for piano music, but she never played anymore.

      If she hadn’t invited me to dinner, I would have thought that she was avoiding me. Or that she wasn’t even here.

      But I was the man and I was supposed to do the courting.

      So that’s what I would do, I decided.

      I would stop avoiding her.

      If she didn’t understand that I was currently out of work, then I would move to the next step. Whatever that was.

      I went in through the west kitchen door into what was known as the bathing room. It was really no more than an area partitioned off next to one of two fireplaces with a big porcelain bathtub filled with steaming hot water.
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      I’d stayed with Sophia for at least an hour, maybe more. She’d explained to me that by inviting James to dinner, I had essentially asked him on a date.

      She explained how people in the future dated.

      I decided that I needed to put in some extra effort to get ready. I had a pretty silver dress I could wear. It wasn’t as pretty as my crimson dress that had been damaged beyond repair had been, but it was still a lovely dress.

      Relaxing in the steaming hot tub of hot water filled with magnolia scented bubbles, I ducked my head beneath the water and sat up, wiping the soap from my eyes.

      I reached toward the wooden stool for a wash cloth, but a wash cloth appeared in my hand.

      What?

      Squinting, I peeked over the side of the tub.

      James stood there, grinning at me.

      I gasped and ducked back down.

      “It seems we both had the same idea,” he said.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Villars said to meet him here for a bath.”

      I clutched the side of the tub, pulling bubbles over me.

      “Villars never messes up like this,” I said. “He must be getting up in age.”

      “In all fairness,” he said, having backed away toward the door now. “I was a little early.”

      “A little… early…” I muttered to myself.

      I peeked over the tub again. James was still fully dressed.

      Thank God. If he’d undressed without seeing me, then… I…

      I ducked back down, the water up to my chin.

      The thought actually wasn’t so bad.

      The image of him here in the tub with me.

      “You should go,” I said, before the thought took hold and got me into trouble.

      When he didn’t answer, I peeked over again. He was already gone.

      I sighed.

      James was trouble.

      And if I wasn’t careful, he was going to get me into trouble.

      It was time for me to get out, so I had time for my hair to dry before tonight.

      So much for my nice relaxing bath. My heart was pounding like a racehorse.

      James must think me forward indeed.

      First, I’d asked him dinner and second, I’d been in the bathing room at the same time he was. I hope he didn’t think I had orchestrated this.

      The very thought had me blushing from head to toe.

      I grabbed the big towel and wrapped it around me as I stood up.

      I would just have to make sure that I was extra ladylike and demure so he didn’t think me one of those forward women.

      I didn’t care that Sophia insisted that women in the future—James’s time period—courted in an equal fashion. We were in my time, so we needed to follow the rules of my time.
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      Holy hell.

      I’d come about one inch from shedding my clothes and jumping into the steaming hot tub of water.

      Fortunately, I’d heard a splash first.

      Wasn’t Emma supposed to have a lady’s maid with her when she took a bath?

      What was she doing all alone in there? There were three other people on the other side of the partition. A cook and two other people. One of them was a teenage boy.

      For a culture to be so intent on propriety, they were certainly lax about the bathing room.

      Not that I would have minded sharing a bath with Emma.

      But that was surely not what Villars had in mind.

      By the time I composed myself, Villars was walking along the path toward me.

      “You’re early,” he said.

      “You have no idea,” I said, mostly to myself.

      “Are you ready for your bath?” Villars asked.

      I shook my head. “We can’t go in there right now.”

      “Why not?” Villars asked. “I had the water boys fill a tub for you.”

      “It’s occupied,” I said.

      “By whom?” Villars put his hands on his hips.

      “Emma,” I said.

      Villars turned about as pale as a man of his dark coloring could.

      “I see,” he said.

      “We should move away from the door,” Villars said after about a minute of silence with neither of us saying anything.

      “Of course.”

      Feeling like a naughty school boy, I followed Villars around to the other door on the east side, the one on the side of the kitchen.

      “You can wait here, Sir,” Villars said. “I must return to the house.”

      “Of course.”

      And he just left me here to sit at the work table with a cook shooting me displeased glances.

      As a guest, I wasn’t supposed to be in the kitchen.

      It was past time I moved past the whole being a guest phase. It looked like I wasn’t going anywhere.

      So they might as well accept that I was here to stay.

      At least that’s what I told myself.

      I was here to stay.

      Unless, of course, I’d frightened Emma into asking me to leave. I needed to know what she was thinking.

      And her parents weren’t even home.

      So I had to be extra sensitive to propriety.
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      My hands shook as I tied the bow at the back of my waist.

      Most girls had a lady’s maid. I’d had a nanny when I was younger, but she had retired and since then I’d been on my own.

      I suppose in times like this it would have come in handy to have someone to help with my bath and to help get dressed, especially since my hands didn’t seem to want to work right now.

      I’d invited James to eat dinner with me. Not to bathe with me.

      Mon Dieu.

      The most disturbing thing was I rather liked the idea.

      My thoughts were scandalous.

      In fact, I really didn’t know where they came from.

      Ever since James had kissed me, I had been replaying it over and over in my mind. And then when we’d been in the cabin, I’d been asleep most of the time, but he’d been such a gentleman, he hadn’t even come close to kissing me.

      I still had not quite sorted out how I came to be out of my crimson dress.

      I hadn’t asked and he hadn’t said.

      He’d been such a perfect gentleman.

      But the way he’d grinned at me when he’d seen me peeking over the side of the tub, maybe not so much.

      Finally getting my dress tied, I tugged on my boots and laced them up. Same problem. Shaky hands.

      Leaving everything for the water boys to take care of, I slipped out the side door. I halfway expected and maybe even hoped a little bit that James would be there waiting for me.

      But there was no one.

      So I walked along the path toward the house. The sun was warm on my skin, but I shivered from having wet hair.

      If I had a lady’s maid, I could have her run hot tongs over my hair to dry it more quickly. Ah well. Such newfangled things were probably overrated.

      I’d just let it dry naturally like I always did.

      I would however, wrap a blanket around me and sit in front of the fireplace.

      Going in the back door of the house, I met Villars.

      “Miss Emma,” he said, not looking at me directly.

      “Villars,” I said. “Is everything alright?”

      “Everything is quite alright, Miss.” He kept walking.

      I shrugged and did the same.

      There was a warm fire in the parlor and since it had the warm evening sun, what there was of it, that’s where I would sit to dry my hair.

      As I walked past the grandfather clock, it began to chime three times. Three o’clock. Just three more hours before my date with James.

      Mon Dieu.

      I was nervous as a schoolgirl.
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      I whistled as I walked through the gardens toward the back door.

      I felt more like a normal human being than I had in days. Bathed and wearing clean clothes. Even if they were old-fashioned clothes.

      As I passed the roses, pinks, red, and whites, I wondered if I should take her a flower. But it just seemed wrong to take a girl a flower cut out of her own flower garden.

      I slowed as I reached the steps leading up to the back veranda.

      This didn’t seem right.

      I was courting her. I was not the help.

      So I changed course and went around to the front of the house.

      I walked right up the front steps, across the veranda, and knocked on the door.

      I guess I was expecting Emma to answer the door, since seeing Villars standing there startled me a bit.

      “Come in Mr. James.” Villars held the door open and I stepped inside.

      It was warm in the house compared to outside. Outside the air was turning cold as the sun went down.

      It was December, after all, even in Natchez.

      “You can wait in the parlor,” Villars said. “Miss Emma will be down shortly.”

      “Thank you.”

      Villars left me standing there and I went into the parlor. Again, I was struck by how I didn’t like being treated as a guest.

      In my time, in the future, I had my own room, albeit a guest room. And I was free to roam the house.

      Here, however, I was limited to where I was allowed to go.

      I walked over to the silent piano. Ran a finger along the smooth keys.

      If I closed my eyes, I could almost hear Emma’s fingers flying over the keys, missed notes and all.

      “Hello,” she said from behind me.

      I whirled around. Emma stood in the doorway. She wore a full skirted silver gown with a low décolletage. Her brunette hair swirled around her shoulders.

      When she smiled at me with those full kissable lips, my heart did flips.

      “Hi,” I said, at least I think I said it out loud.

      “It’s so nice of you to come,” she said. “Would you like to sit?”

      “You look beautiful,” I said.

      She went to a chair, sat gracefully, leaning forward, and motioned for me to sit across from her on the sofa.

      Villars stood at the door. Apparently he was acting as chaperone in the absence of her parents. What he didn’t know was that we were way beyond this stage.

      I did as she suggested. It looked like it was going to take all my skill and charm to get her attention again.

      Not knowing what had happened was the worst. If I didn’t know what had happened, how could I fix it?

      “Would you like something to drink?” she asked.

      “A whiskey,” I said.

      Villars moved to the liquor cabinet, poured whiskey into a glass, and brought it to me.

      “Thank you, Villars,” I said.

      This was going to be an interesting night. Not at all what I expected.
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      I was being overly formal. I knew this, but it was merely to make sure James didn’t think I was a woman of ill-repute.

      I didn’t want him to think I was one of those women to be found in Natchez Under the Hill. I’d heard my brother and my cousins talk about them enough to know that they were not the sort of women that men married.

      “Are you going to have a drink?” he asked.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. Didn’t he know that ladies didn’t drink liquor?

      “Thank you for inviting me to dinner,” James said, after taking a sip of whiskey.

      “You’re welcome,” I said. “It was the least I could do after you saved my life in the river.”

      He took another sip of whiskey, then nodded in my direction. “You don’t have to thank me.”

      “Of course I do,” I said, dismissing his words with a wave of my hand. “It’ll be a few minutes until dinner is ready.”

      “Might I make a request?” he asked.

      “Of course,” I said, hoping my voice was much calmer than my skittering heartbeat. I was at a loss to resist any request he might have.

      “Would you play the piano?”

      My smile faltered.

      Despite my mother’s efforts at making me into a proficient pianist, I was not.

      “I’m afraid I’m not good.”

      “I think you sell yourself short,” he said with a lift of his eyebrow.

      I wiped my hands on my skirt and shot a glance toward the piano.

      “Surely you wouldn’t have me embarrass myself,” I said, shifting my gaze back to his. He was looking at me with those intense blue eyes that I could not resist.

      “You could humor me,” he said, with a little sideways grin that did funny things to my heart.

      “Oh, very well,” I said. “But you’ll regret it, I can assure you.”

      “Never,” he said.

      I got up and with a flourish of my skirts, I moved over to the piano, pulled some sheet music out of the bench, and sat down on the bench.

      As I set the music on the stand, I glanced over at him. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Duly noted,” he said, grinning at me over the back of the sofa, his chin propped on his hands.

      I rolled my eyes and focused on the music standing in front of me.

      I took a deep breath and began to play.

      My fingers flew over the keys, the happy music spilling over me, filling my soul with a lightness I hadn’t expected.

      I closed my eyes, putting everything around me out of my mind.

      My fingers slid over the keys so easily I wasn’t even sure it was me playing.

      With a smile on my lips, I looked over at James.

      My fingers faltered on the keys, sending a discordant melody through the air.

      My gaze shifted to Villars. He stood there, one hand on his forehead.

      When his gaze met mine, I knew.

      James was gone.
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      I sat on the sofa, my eyes closed.

      I had a clear memory of her sitting at this piano ten years ago, not playing so well, but that was a long time ago.

      Emma had obviously underestimated her ability to play the piano. Either that or she was overly modest. Maybe that’s what young ladies in the 1800s did. Perhaps it was their way of being demur.

      But it was nothing like she had led me to expect.

      She played like an angel.

      The grandfather clock chimed the hour, providing a background for the piano music.

      As the clock chimed the seventh time, Emma stopped playing as well.

      Both the clock and her music lingered in the air.

      As I raised my glass to her in a toast, I opened my eyes.

      And blinked.

      Emma was not sitting at the piano. She had vanished.

      I whirled around, searching for her, but as I did, my gaze swept the room.

      I was in a different room. Or rather I should say the same room in a different time.

      The parlor was empty. I immediately recognized the electric lamps. And the television.

      The television was the most obvious dead giveaway.

      Emma had not vanished.

      I had.

      I was back in the future. In my own time.

      This was not supposed to happen.

      I was supposed to be with Emma.

      I stood up and paced to the foyer. Looked into the quiet face of the grandfather clock with the rip between the six and the seven.

      The broken clock.

      The last I remembered here was Jonathan and Ophelia sitting together in the parlor. Laughing. Enjoying getting reacquainted after… what? Fifty years or so.

      Was fate playing some kind of cruel trick on me. Jonathan was reunited with his high school sweetheart while I was ripped away from the arms of the woman I loved.

      I walked over to the piano and sat down on the bench and ran my fingers over the smooth keys.

      I felt nothing of Emma here. No scent. No lingering sound. Nothing.

      In a moment of reckless anger, I jabbed a finger against one of the keys. It sounded hollow and meaningless.

      I swirled around on the bench and covered my head with my hands.

      Had I merely gone back in time to save Emma’s life?

      Was that it? Was that my sole purpose in going back?

      I’d been led to believe that the time travel reunited soul mates.

      I thought… I had… found my soul mate in Emma.

      Yet the fates of time refused to allow us to be together.

      I had decided that I wanted to live in the past. With Emma.

      Yet here I sat. In the twenty-first century.

      Why?

      I needed to talk to Jonathan.

      He was the only one with answers.
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      It was a busy day in the Becquerel home.

      Today my parents were coming home.

      Though my father still couldn’t walk on his broken leg, he had imposed too much on the White’s hospitality. He had sent for Virgil and a wagon yesterday and a return message had arrived this morning that Virgil would be bringing him and Mother home today.

      All of us, me and the staff, were frantically working to get everything ready for them. The house had to be cleaned. A bedroom set up downstairs since Father couldn’t do the stairs.

      And everything had to be put back like they had left it.

      I tossed out all the fresh flowers so that Mother wouldn’t know I’d cut them, washed the vases, and set them back out empty.

      Two days had passed since James had vanished into what I believed had to be the future. His own time.

      Sophia and Mackenzie had taught me more about the future than James had. James had kept what he knew close to the vest.

      While straightening up, I ran across his computer in the library. I hadn’t even given it to him.

      I needed to put it somewhere. Somewhere my parents wouldn’t see it. Even though they knew about the time travel, I didn’t want to answer questions.

      Carrying the computer, close against my chest, I took it with me through the foyer.

      Just as I was about to go up the stairs, Sophia and Nathan appeared at the front door with their two children in tow.

      I went to the door and opened it.

      “We thought maybe you could use some help getting ready for the big return,” Nathan said. “We know how picky Aunt Eloise can be.”

      “I think we’ve just about got it,” I said. “But I am glad to see you. Both of you. Please come inside.”

      Outside, leaves were blowing on the cool wind. I was glad I didn’t have to travel in this weather.

      After what happened with the carriage, I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to ride in a carriage again, much less in cold weather.

      “What’s that?” Sophia asked.

      “James’s computer,” I said. “Mackenzie didn’t tell you about it?”

      “No,” Sophia said. “I’ve haven’t seen her.”

      “Can I see it?”

      At my nod, Sophia thrust her daughter into Nathan’s arms and we went into the parlor.

      Sophia opened the computer.

      “This is amazing,” she said. “The batteries are lasting so much longer.”

      “And they’re thinner,” I added.

      Sophia looked at me with an odd expression. “Yes,” she said. “This belongs to James?”

      I nodded.

      “Where is he?” She looked around, as though expecting him to join us at any moment.

      I shook my head.

      “Gone again,” she said.

      “Yes.” My eyes teared up. I’d been strong until now. But talking with someone about it made it worse somehow.

      Sophia closed the computer and stared into space. I could almost see her thoughts whirling inside her head.

      “Something’s off,” she said.

      “What?” I asked, feeling hopeful for the first time in two days.

      “I don’t know for sure. But it’s something.” She tapped her fingers against her baby bump that was getting bigger by the day.

      “Do you want him to come back?” she asked.

      “Of course.”

      “How much?” she asked. “Are you sure he’s the one for you?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t know how to be much more sure. “I think about him all the time.”

      “Does he feel the same way?” she asked.

      “I don’t… I don’t really know.”

      “That’s it then,” Sophia said. “You haven’t solidified your bond.”

      “What?”

      “Want to try something?” she asked.

      “Okay.”

      Holding the closed computer carelessly under one arm, she grabbed my hand with the other and led me to the library.

      She opened the bottom drawer and took out a piece of paper and some kind of writing pen.

      Sitting in the chair, she wrote:

      

      Dearest James,

      Come back to my time. I miss you.

      I’m waiting for you. I’ll wait for you forever.

      Love,

      Emma

      

      She slid it around for me to see.

      “Is that how you feel?” she asked.

      “Pretty much,” I said. “but how are you going to get that to him?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure we are,” Sophia said. “But it’s worth a try.”
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      I didn’t sleep well at all, and was up the next morning before daylight.

      It was clearly going to be one of those cold, dreary winter days.

      As the coffee brewed, I went to the back door and found a newspaper leaning up next to the door.

      Whoever delivered Jonathan’s newspaper was an expert at it. Always on time and always next to the door.

      I dropped it out of the plastic sleeve and laid it out on the table.

      I heard Jonathan coming down the hallway before he made it to the door. Whistling.

      “Good morning,” he said when he saw me.

      “Morning,” I said. “Coffee?”

      “Absolutely,” he said, sitting down and reading the paper’s headlines.

      He didn’t seem surprised to see me. I poured his coffee and stirred in some sweetener.

      Made one for myself with some creamer then put them on the table.

      “So how long was I gone?” I asked.

      He looked up in surprise.

      “You were gone?”

      I sipped my coffee. Blew out a breath.

      “How long?” he asked.

      “I lost track.”

      “Well hell,” Jonathan said, absently stirring his coffee.

      “Why?” I asked. “Why does it keep happening?”

      “I don’t know,” Jonathan said, sipping his coffee. “Do you want to be there? Or have you decided?”

      “I do want to be there. I was prepared to stay this time.”

      We sat in silence a few minutes, sipping our coffee.

      “How did it go with Ophelia?” I asked.

      Jonathan smiled.

      “Better than I ever would have imagined,” he said. “Vaughn was the love of my life. But Ophelia is… pleasant to talk with.”

      I could see by the little smile playing about his lips that she was going to be good for him.

      “Going to see her again?” I asked.

      “She’s coming back today.”

      “That’s fast,” I said.

      Jonathan just shrugged. “We’re not getting any younger.”

      I laughed. Truer words had never been spoken.

      “Got anything to eat?” Jonathan asked.

      “I can make you some toast,” I said, not even bothering to tell him that this was his house.

      As I waited for the toast to brown, I stared out the window. A flock of little brown birds landed on the ground outside and busied themselves with pecking the dirt for something to eat.

      “After breakfast, we should check the mail,” Jonathan said.
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      The next two days passed quickly. Having my parents home again put everything in a whirlwind. It was a lot of work bringing their bed, clothes, and everything else they might possibly need downstairs. It could be months before Father could use the stairs again.

      Since he was older, almost forty-years-old, there was no telling how long it would take him to heal. Could be months.

      Since Mother was spending her time with him, the meal preparation fell on my shoulders. I went back and forth between the house and kitchen several times.

      Each time, I had to bundle up in a heavy cloak and then warm up in front of the fireplace when I got inside. Perhaps one day kitchens would be part of the main house. Smaller houses were set up that way. I know having the kitchen outside was designed to help prevent fires, but it was so monumentally inconvenient.

      I stood in front of the fireplace in the parlor after my seventh trip out to the kitchen in preparation for dinner.

      And there were only going to be three of us. I shuddered to think what must go into hosting an actual dinner party.

      Tomorrow I was going to do something different. I didn’t know what it was yet, but it was going to be something, even if was wrong.

      “There you are,” Mother said, coming to stand next to me in front of the fire.

      “Were you looking for me?” I asked.

      “You look tired,” she said, sweeping a strand of hair out of my face. “What have you been doing?”

      “I’ve been getting everything ready for dinner tonight.”

      “Are we having guests?” she asked.

      I shook my head and forced a little smile. “No, just the three of us.” I paused. “Father?”

      “Your father will take dinner in his room tonight. He’s exhausted from the trip.”

      “I guess there will just be two of us then.” And if given the choice, I was pretty sure I would have taken dinner in my room, if that were an option.

      “I think I should have spent more time teaching you the fine art of running a home and less time trying to learn things like piano and needlepoint.”

      I smiled over at her and felt some of the tension drain away. Maybe running a home wasn’t always this hard. Because if it was, I was wondering if maybe I needed to find myself a little cabin in the woods and forego living on an estate.

      “I’m sure piano and needlepoint are important, too, Mother.” No matter how hard Mother had been on me growing up, I couldn’t bear the thought of her feeling bad for how she’d raised me.

      She just shrugged. “Where is James?” she asked.

      “I think he went back to his own time.”

      “I see,” she said.

      Silence hung in the air as Mother sat down and picked up her needlepoint from the basket beside her chair. I sat down, too, but just gazed absently into the flames.

      “I’ve invited Edward White over for dinner tomorrow,” Mother said. “I don’t think you ever met him.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Why would you invite Edward White over here?” She and Father had just gotten home. Why was she inviting guest over already?

      “I just think you should meet him,” she said. “that’s all. Besides, he’ll be out here anyway, seeing some of his regular patients.

      “I see,” I said. I suppose Mother got to know the White family fairly well while she and Father were staying in their home.

      “Emma,” Mother said, setting her needlepoint in her lap and looking at me.

      I drew my gaze from the fire and sat back in my chair to give her my attention.

      She searched my eyes. “You don’t know if James is coming back here or not.”

      Her words stabbed at something deep inside me. A thought… a reality that I didn’t want to think about. To have her say it so matter of factly. Just like she would say you don’t know if it’s going to rain today, pierced my heart.

      I lifted my chin and pulled my gaze from hers.

      “I do know.” I crossed my arms. Mother’s words made me sick to my stomach. How could she say such a thing?

      “And it doesn’t matter. I’m going to wait for him. No matter how long it takes.

      I gathered up my skirts and left my mother sitting there. As I hurried past the foyer, the grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      Just another reminder of how time stood between me and James.

      I wasn’t sure how I was going to survive that however long it takes I’d just proclaimed that I would wait for.
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      I didn’t say anything as I put butter on four slices of toast and put a jar of jelly on the table.

      If Jonathan wanted to check the mailbox, then I guess we could walk down the oak lined dirt road and check it. Didn’t seem like much point to it, since the mailman drove the mail up to the house every day and personally got out of his car to put the mail in the little wrought iron mailbox on the wall next to the door.

      I poured orange juice into two glasses, then sat down at the table and slid one over to Jonathan.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      It was unfortunate that Jonathan had found a companion late in life only to start showing signs of dementia.

      We ate breakfast and read the paper in silence.

      “Ready to check the mail?” Jonathan asked a few minutes later.

      “Sure,” I said. “Let me get my coat.”

      Jonathan stood up. “You won’t need it. We’re just going upstairs.”

      Upstairs. To check the mail.

      Again, I worried that his mind was getting weak. Perhaps I’d take him in to the doctor. They had medicine to help with this sort of thing.

      We left the kitchen, crossed through the foyer, and went upstairs.

      I followed Jonathan straight to the guest room. Not the room I was using, but the other guest room.

      He went to the closet and came back with a little pry bar and a small hammer.

      “What’s that for?” I asked.

      Jonathan grinned. “It’s how we check the mail.” He pulled a stool over and sat in front of the window.

      “Jonathan,” I said, kneeling beside him. “I don’t think—"

      He wasn’t paying me any attention, so I just watched as he carefully pried loose one side of the window frame.

      Damned if a letter didn’t fall out.

      “What the—?”

      Jonathan grinned as he tapped the window frame back in place.

      “Sophia’s invention,” he said.

      “Sophia.”

      “You didn’t get a chance to meet her,” he said. “Before she left.”

      “Where did she go?” I asked, watching him carefully as he picked up the letter and smoothed it out.

      “She went back in time,” he said, matter-of-factly. “This is probably for you.” He handed the letter to me.

      My hands shook as I carefully unfolded the letter and began to read.

      

      Dearest James,

      Come back to my time. I miss you.

      I’m waiting for you. I’ll wait for you forever.

      Love,

      Emma

      

      I read it again. Then dropped it into my lap.

      I looked over at Jonathan.

      “What the hell?”
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      I brushed my hair and pulled it up and back, leaving a loose strand to frame one side of my face.

      I hadn’t found a way to avoid dinner tonight. With such a small guest list—one—it would have been more than obvious.

      Besides, it would have been the height of rudeness for me to not show up for any guest. Even Doctor Edward White—the man my mother wanted me to date.

      I would be cordial, of course. I would be polite as befitting the daughter of a wealthy planter near Natchez, Mississippi.

      At the sound of horse’s hooves coming toward the house, I went over to the window to get my first glimpse of the mysterious Edward White.

      He slipped off his horse and looped the reins over the hitching post. He was wearing a heavy cloak and hat with a scarf around his neck, so I couldn’t get a sense of what he looked like.

      I sincerely hoped Mother hadn’t given him false hope about courting me.

      I could not in good conscience allow him to court me when my heart belonged to another.

      I turned away from the window before he saw me standing there and smoothed my skirts.

      Might as well get this over with since I was dressed and coiffed, wearing a dress I’d only worn one time before. It was in a deep shade of green that reminded me of pine needles in the spring. It had a wide sash tied at the waist, with long ends left to flow along with the movement of the skirt.

      The neckline was high and the sleeves were long. I draped a white wool shawl around my shoulders, making me feel rather elegant.

      I left my room and headed downstairs.

      The clock began to chime the hour as I reached the landing and Villars opened the door just as I started down the stairs.

      He welcomed Edward inside and took his wraps. I got a good look at him without him seeing me first. He was a pleasant looking man and under other circumstances, I might have found him attractive.

      I couldn’t, however, keep from comparing him to James. Edward wasn’t as tall and was leaner, skinny even. He was also painfully clean shaven making him looking far younger than James, though I knew he wasn’t.

      After Edward was ushered into the parlor, I went the rest of the way downstairs to join them.

      Mother sat on the sofa next to Edward. He stood as I came to the door.

      “There she is,” Mother said, as I walked into the parlor to join them. “Emma, this is Doctor White.”

      “Please,” he said, his brown eyes smiling into mine. “Call me Edward. Dr. White is my father.”

      When I put a gloved hand in his and he bent over my hand, I felt absolutely nothing.

      “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” he said.

      “Likewise.” I walked over to the nearest armchair and sat down, taking the time to arrange my skirts as I arranged my thoughts.

      Edward could be a friend. He seemed pleasant enough and it never hurt to have a physician as a friend.

      Villars came to the door.

      “Dinner will be delayed,” he said. “There was an incident in the kitchen.”

      “What kind of incident?” Mother asked. “Is anyone injured?

      “No. No,” Villars said. “Nothing like that. Just one of the dishes didn’t turn out as expected and Cook had to start over.”

      “Oh, well,” Mother said. “No harm. No foul.”

      “I brought some refreshments,” he said. “to tide you over.”

      “That’s very thoughtful,” Mother said.

      Villars turned and wheeled in a little cart filled with grapes and cheese and some crackers all very well presented on a platter.

      “May I pour you all a glass of wine?” he asked.

      Mother nodded and Villars went to the liquor cabinet, returning with three glasses of bubbly wine.

      Mother lifted a brow as I took a glass from him, but she didn’t say anything. I suppose she decided if I was old enough to have suitors, I was old enough to have a glass of wine.

      “This is nice,” Mother said. “Now all we need is some music.”

      Oh no. I could see it coming a mile away. Mother was about to put me out there, knowing how much I hated that.

      “Emma,” she said. “Why don’t you play one of your songs for us?”

      “Of course,” I said, with a tight smile.

      Taking my untouched glass of wine over to the piano, I sat down at the bench.

      I swirled the wine in my glass, as I contemplated which song I would play, then took a sip. This was what exactly what Mother had prepped me for. To impress suitors and other guests.

      Well, I thought. She would get what she got. It was all I could do.

      I put my hands on the keys and began to play.

      The light melody came easy to me, but it didn’t suit my mood, so I transitioned into something more melancholy. It was a song I’d heard my cousin Mackenzie play and I had spent some time learning it while I had the house to myself.

      Oddly enough, I found that my fingers slid more easily over the tune than they did over the brighter, more light-hearted melodies.

      It did, however, take more concentration to play by memory, so I put everything else out of my mind and focused on the movement of my fingers over the keys.
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      For three days, I’d had the Weather Channel playing on every television in the house. There were four of them, all total, not counting the one in Jonathan’s room. And I was pretty sure he had that one turned on as well.

      There was nothing I could do, but if wishful thinking had anything to do with it, then I would going back in time at any moment.

      Jonathan insisted that the weather had something to do with the time travel.

      I needed a storm.

      In the meantime, I went deep into the Internet and read everything I could about the nineteenth century.

      For three days I immersed myself into the past. When—not if—I went back, I would know information about would then be history and as well as what would be the future. I didn’t harbor any delusions that I could change the future. Not in any way. But I wanted to be prepared for whatever might come my way. I would have Emma to take care of. Emma and our children.

      Taking a break from my computer, I sat outside on the back veranda with a glass of untouched whiskey.

      Jonathan and Ophelia were inside They’d turned off the Weather Channel and were watching a movie. They were so cute together. Jonathan had grieved for Vaughn long enough. It was far time he enjoyed the company of a woman again.

      I swirled my whiskey and allowed my thoughts to wander. They naturally went down their familiar path. To Emma.

      I had a theory.

      I believed that the reason I had lost everything was so that I could come here to Jonathan’s. I’d been brought here for no explicable reason, really. And I had come here so I could go back in time to meet Emma.

      So given all that, it made no sense to me why I would still be here and not back in the past.

      Was I missing something? Or was it just not time yet?

      I took a sip of the whiskey and felt its heat all the way down.

      The wind rustled through the oak leaves, knocking more and more of them to the ground. The wind was bringing a storm with it.

      The yard would need to be cleaned again soon, but my gut told me I wasn’t the one who would be doing it.

      My life waited for me in the past.

      Emma had said she was waiting for me. Would wait for me forever. I felt the same about her.

      And if I had Emma, then everything else would work itself out. I now had enough information in my head about how business worked in the 1800s. I was ready. We might not be wealthy right away, but I’d get us there.

      I leaned back and closed my eyes.

      That’s when I heard the steady tick of the grandfather clock, followed by the chimes.

      I counted them.

      Eight chimes.

      It was eight o’clock.

      Then I heard music. Serious, almost melancholy music. No. I decided not melancholy.

      Romantic. The music was romantic.

      I sat there, my eyes closed and just listened.

      Maybe Ophelia was playing the piano. It was a possibility, though I quickly dismissed it. She and Jonathan were deep into a movie, snuggled contentedly together.

      After a few minutes, I realized I was listening for wrong notes.

      But I didn’t hear any.

      If Emma was playing, she had gotten better. Much better.

      I took a sip of the whiskey I held in my hand and smiled at myself.

      Sophia had taken a Kindle back in time. And antibiotics. And special paper and pens. Jonathan had told me how hard she had worked getting everything prepared.

      But out of all the things I could have brought back in time, I’d brought one of Jonathan’s glasses with whisky.

      I tipped it up and drained it. Then I went inside, taking the empty glass with me.

      I dropped it off in the dining room—what had been the kitchen a few minutes ago. It no longer smelled like the popcorn Jonathan and Ophelia had popped. It just smelled like furniture wax mixed with what smelled a little like apple pie.

      The music got louder as I neared the parlor.

      Walking past the grandfather clock, I noted that it was in perfect condition. No scar across the face. And it was ticking as it should be.

      I stopped at the parlor door and leaned against it.

      There were three people in the foyer.

      There was a young man I didn’t recognize. A woman who had to be Emma’s mother.

      And then there was Emma.

      She had her eyes closed. Much as she had the last time I’d seen her sitting at this piano.

      Only this time, instead of a flirty expression, she wore a serious expression and there was a sadness about her.

      In the letter, she’d said she was waiting for me. It was quite possible I had given that sadness to her.

      But the young man watching me seemed unconcerned about any of that.

      I didn’t blame him. Emma was stunningly beautiful.

      A stray lock of hair fell across her face as she looked down, but she wasn’t looking at any music. She knew this music by memory.

      It was a song of her heart.

      I don’t know how I knew that. I just did.

      She ended the song and then she opened her eyes and looked right at me.

      She thought she imagined me.

      I knew from that blank expression on her face.

      But then her mother and the young man turned and looked at me, too.

      That’s when she knew that she hadn’t imagined me.

      Go big or go home.

      My father’s words came back to me clear as a bell.

      I walked across to the piano and stood in front of Emma.

      As she looked into my eyes and blinked, I could see the moisture in her eyes. I held out a hand. She didn’t hesitate to put her hand in mine.

      Once she was standing, I looked at her mother, then the other fellow.

      “My apologies for interrupting,” I said. “But I need to borrow Emma for a few minutes.”

      Maybe more than a few minutes.

      Maybe more like a lifetime, but we’d get to that later.

      Since it was too cold to go outside, I led her to the library, grabbed a candle from one of the sconces, and closed the door behind us.

      Once inside, she stepped into my arms and we just stood that way, holding each other as though we would never let go.

      And if I had my way, I wouldn’t.

      She was first to loosen her hold. She leaned back enough to look into my eyes.

      “Where have you been?” she asked with a little smile.

      “I’ve been working my way back to you.”

      “Can you stay?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said. After all, believing something was more than half the battle.

      I put a palm on her cheek and kissed her.

      This was where I belonged.

      There was no question about that and there never would be again.

      It had just taken a little time for us to get it all together.

      Perhaps she had beckoned me with a song.
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      I sat in the upstairs sitting room, watching the street below. I sat in a rocking chair, knitting a red stocking. It was the second one I had done and this one looked a lot better than the first one.

      The city of Natchez was busy this time of year. Christmas time. Christmas was one week away and the city was bustling with activity.

      James would be home soon. I could set a clock by his schedule.

      We’d moved to Natchez last Spring. Two reasons. One, Sophia believed that the house was an integral part of a time portal. Her thinking was that if people moved away from the portal, they wouldn’t go back through time again.

      The other reason was that James needed an office in town. A place where people could come to him for meetings. A place easily accessible, unlike the estate.

      Father had provided the initial investment, but James had already paid it back.

      James obviously knew what he was doing and people liked him.

      He was working with the bank doing some kind of investments. I didn’t really understand it, but I didn’t need to.

      Then I saw James coming down the sidewalk, right on time. He opened the front gate of the white picket fence and closed it behind him.

      Jumping up, I dropped the stocking into the chair and hurried downstairs. I reached the door and swung it open just as he reached it.

      He grabbed me around the waist and twirled me around in a circle. Seeing him never got old.

      He sat me on my feet and kissed me.

      “I missed you,” he said.

      “You’ve only been gone four hours,” I said, swatting playfully at his chest. I didn’t tell him that I’d missed him, too, terribly so.

      I have a surprise for you,” he said.

      “I have one for you, too,” I said.

      “You first,” I said, though I was bursting at the seams with my own surprise.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a little box.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Open it,” he said, taking my hand and pulling me into the parlor.

      We sat on the sofa and I opened the box.

      “Is this my Christmas present?” I asked.

      “It was supposed to be,” he said, but I couldn’t wait.”

      I opened it up and found a lovely ivory broach in the shape of music note.

      “I feel like music brought us together somehow,” he said.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, slipping into his arms. I pulled my feet up on the sofa and leaned against him.

      “So what’s your surprise?” he said, nuzzling me close.

      I looked up at him and grinned.

      “We’re going to need to decorate the extra bedroom,” I said, with an amazingly straight face.

      “Why?” he asked. “Are we having guests?”

      “Something like that,” I said, running a hand down the little bump at my waist.

      “Something like?” he asked, looking at me, obviously perplexed.

      Men. So clueless. “We’re going to have a baby.”

      “What?” He grabbed me up in his arms and kissed me on the mouth.

      “We’re going to have a baby!” he said.

      “Are you happy?”

      “Are you kidding me?” he asked, grinning from ear to ear. “This is the best news you could ever give me. I’ve gone from having absolutely nothing to having more than any man could ask for.”

      I nestled against his chest.

      A family. We were starting a family of our own.

      And nothing had ever felt more right.
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      Savannah Richards didn’t believe in chance.

      But there he stood, head bent, focused on his iPad. Handsome in his black uniform - black tie, white shirt, silver stripes at his wrists. A captain’s cap sitting atop his head His hair graying around the edges.

      Noah wouldn’t recognize her now – even if he remembered her.

      He would be forty-two now. A far cry from the college senior who had been attached to her hip for a year. He’d been a boy then, but his features were the same. A few pounds heavier, but that was to be expected. The five o’clock shadow that never failed to appear by early afternoon. The same brow that she had seen furrowed over a calculous problem seemed to have made a permanent home between his eyes. No wonder, as he had worn it often. Sometimes even as he’d studied her, though he thought she hadn’t known.

      As a college senior, the only time he’d left her side was when he was flying or training to fly. Sometimes she’d gone with him to practice on the simulator. She usually ended up using the time to study her own biology textbooks or read an English lit novel. Side by side, each lost in their own world.

      The time, she thought wryly, had been well spent. After her freshman year, Savannah had immersed herself in her studies and graduated top of her class with a bachelor’s degree in science.

      Noah also had displayed a singular passion – aviation. And everything that went with it. Flying. Airplanes. Weather reports. When he hadn’t been engrossed in aviation, however, he’d turned that singular focus on her. The memory brought a flush to her cheeks.

      And a familiar stab to her heart.

      As the terminal train arrived at the station and the door opened to allow people to exit, it occurred to her that she could take six steps to the left, get in his train car, and speak to him. It was a much more logical thing to do than just watching him – letting him breeze by her.

      Two ships passing in the night.

      No. He was a ship from the past. She would let him go.

      She was still mad at him.

      

      Noah Worthington glared at the flight schedule displayed on his iPad and wondered if his lunch had not agreed with him. The terminal train at Atlanta airport was interminably slow. He wasn’t sure if he wanted it to hurry up or to never arrive. He struggled to find a middle ground.

      He was seeing an apparition. He knew it had to be a vision because the girl he recognized wore a snug red pencil skirt with matching suit jacket. Her black pumps, though, had a matching red bottom. She carried a black leather Louis Vuitton handbag in a cross-body style, freeing up her hands. He recognized the LV twist-lock on the front – its only readily identifiable feature. The silver on the handbag matched the buttons on her suit. And the gray of her camisole. Her long brunette hair fell in loose waves around her face. Her make-up was flawless down to the shiny, but muted glossy red lipstick.

      The college freshman from his indelible memory wore jeans ripped at the knees, white canvas sneakers, and either a sweatshirt or t-shirt depending on the weather. She’d kept her hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. The only time he’d seen her dressed up was when she wore a dark gray cardigan and matching shell with black slacks to a dinner with his family. She’d worn low heeled dark gray moto boots. He’d been impressed, at the time, at how put together and cute she looked. Her hair had fallen straight to her shoulder and though he hadn’t commented, he’d known she had taken the time to straighten it with a flat iron. Her hair was naturally wavy and thick and she hated it. Hence, the ponytail.

      All in all, perhaps that was a precursor to the woman who watched him now. Or perhaps she was his mind’s rendition of the girlfriend he’d so inconsiderately left behind twenty years ago. Besides, what college freshman gained no more than a couple of pounds and in all the right places after twenty years?

      The vision watched him, though she didn’t know he knew. He recognized the expression she wore.

      She was still mad at him.

      The train rolled in, the door opened, and throngs of people rushed out of the cars. She got into the car behind his, moving with that same lilt in her step that even he hadn’t managed to dull.

      She’s only a vision. Probably some random girl from California who just happened to have similar – very similar facial features.

      However, he knew the saying that one never forgot his first love to be true.

      He glanced at the time on his tablet. He had time for dinner before his flight, now delayed, took off for Dallas. He didn’t feel like going to the officer’s club. Didn’t feel like talking aviation. Or hearing about someone’s new aircraft acquisition. He just wanted to enjoy some peaceful time to read his novel, order a martini he wouldn’t drink, and have a meal.

      He scanned his ID and slipped into the Diner’s Club – away from the other pilots. He wasn’t exactly nondescript in his pilot’s uniform, but he’d learned over the years that the typical flyer tended to not bother the pilots. He’d never quite discerned if it was out of respect, awe, or fear. Perhaps just disinterest. Whatever it was, he’d grown to count on it when he wanted to be left alone.

      He took a small table for two near the bar, his back to the room. He found it less distracting to read when he couldn’t see people hurrying to and fro.

      He ordered a sandwich and water. And resumed his attention on the novel he read on his iPad. It was about a man who never slept. In theory, he liked the concept, but in reality, sleep was one of his favorite pastimes.

      And allowed the world to fade into the background. Which was exactly where he preferred it these days.

      “I’d like a cosmopolitan,” A woman at the bar behind him ordered. “with olives.”

      Who ordered olives with their cosmopolitans?

      The server said something he couldn’t understand. And the woman laughed.

      Noah froze. Then in slow motion lifted his head and turned enough to see the woman in the red suit.

      She had not been a vision. She was Savannah Skye Richards. His college sweetheart all grown up.

      He’d recognized her, but his mind had refused to accept the reality that after twenty years, she’d be standing in front of him.

      Closing his iPad, he laid it on the table and silently turned his chair around so he could watch her. He leaned back, his six-foot frame appearing relaxed – disguising the cat-like tension coursing through him.

      She hadn’t spotted him yet. Her gaze was glued to her phone – her fingers typing rapidly. The years had been good to her. She’d always been pretty, but now… she was drop-dead gorgeous. There was an air about her that hadn’t been there when she was struggling in college. She carried an air of assurance and confidence now that hadn’t been there before.

      Twenty years. Then twice random crossings in less than an hour. It was more than he could ignore.

      She must have felt him watching her. She glanced up, typed a couple of key-strokes. Then looked up again. He could tell by the way the corners of her mouth twitched the moment his presence registered with her. With her new self-assurance, he was certain that only he could tell. He’d spent, after all, countless hours studying her. For nearly a whole year.

      Their gazes locked. He smiled. God, but it was good to see her.

      Déjà vu was an understatement.

      He’d been working registration his senior year. She was a freshman. Her first day on campus at Auburn University in Auburn, Alabama. He’d taken one look at her and fallen head over heels.

      This time, however, instead of smiling, she was looking… displeased to see him.

      He stood up, closed the distance between them, and sat at the bar next to her. “What brings you to this gin joint?” he said.

      “Work,” she said, clicking off her iPhone.

      “It’s been awhile,” he said.

      “Twenty years,” she said, as the server set her cosmopolitan in front of her. She picked it up. Sipped.

      “What are the odds?” he asked.

      “I don’t believe in chance.” She kept her eyes focused on her drink.

      “I guess a date at the casino is out.”

      She scoffed. “A date is out.”

      “Savannah Skye,” he said.

      “Savannah,” she corrected.

      He rubbed his chin. “Savannah. Look at me,” She lifted her eyes and he saw a glimpse of the pain before she checked it.

      “It’s been twenty years since we saw each other. Let’s at least say hello.”

      “Hello,” she said.

      “That’s better.”

      She scowled again. “You started it.”

      He shook his head. “You’re right. I did. I’m sorry. I was caught off guard.”

      She smiled, albeit a little wobbly. “I’m sorry, too. I’ve seen you twice in one day. That can’t be coincidence.”

      “I agree,” he said. “You look good. You look like I imagined.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You imagined me.”

      He chuckled. “On occasion, yes.”

      “You’re married,” she pointed out, nodding toward his ring finger.

      He glanced down. Saw the line on his ring finger, no more than a shadow to most. She always had been observant. “Divorced. Separated actually.”

      “Right,” she said, looking at him askance. “Aren’t you all?”

      “What?”

      She shrugged.

      “It seems you’ve been hanging around the wrong crowd.”

      “Is that so? When’s your divorce hearing date?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She rolled her eyes. Sipped her drink.

      “Seriously. It’s uncontested. I’m not even sure we have to go.”

      She glanced at him. Unlocked her phone.

      “Ok. Here,” he said, taking his own phone out of his pocket. “Let’s call Matthew. Let’s call my attorney.”

      “Let’s don’t.”

      “Why are you so interested in my marital state?”

      “Ok, let’s say for now I believe you.”

      “No, really, why are you?”

      Her gaze met his now. She chuckled. “You’ve already asked me out.”

      “I most certainly did not.”

      “The casino,” she said, locking her phone again.

      He shook his head, “It’s a figure of speech. When did you become so literal?”

      She leaned back. Sighed. “After being hit on about five hundred times.”

      “Admirable,” he said, “I can see the attraction.”

      She laughed. “Not like that. As part of my job.”

      He considered her in a different light now. Her clothes were much too fine for a stripper. Definitely not a prostitute.

      “You’re an escort?”

      She sighed. “I see you never developed a filter.”

      He shrugged. “Some things never change.”

      “I’m not a call girl.” She glared at him. “Or a prostitute. So don’t get any ideas.”

      “I think you’re about twenty-one years late on that request.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re married now.”

      “Separated.”

      “Same thing.”

      “You’re difficult. I’m impressed. What about you?”

      He’d yet to get a glimpse of her ring finger. Truthfully, he’d been too enthralled to even think to look.

      She held up her unadorned hand.

      “Divorced?”

      “Never married.”

      “Are you telling me that you never…” He trailed off. This conversation was completely unfair. He had no way to know what damage he’d done to her all those years ago.

      “I work a lot.”

      He nodded. Self-sufficient. Successful. Hence the air of confidence. “What kind of work?”

      “I’m a drug rep.”

      “Really?” Not at all what he expected.

      “You may recall I was a science major.”

      “I do recall. And I’m sure you excelled.”

      “You could say that.”

      He smiled to himself. She had that slightly pouty expression that had always worked on him.

      “I’m a pilot,” he said, before he could stop himself.

      She laughed. A genuine laugh now. Her green eyes twinkled with sincerity.

      And it was in that moment. Just like that, that the years fell away and he was that college senior all over again. In love with the freshman coed.

      “I never would have guessed.”

      “Did the uniform give me away?”

      “That and the unerring devotion you put toward achieving that goal.”

      He sat a little taller in his chair. “You’re successful at this drug rep thing you do,” he said.

      She tilted her head with a little smile. “I suppose. Why would you say that?”

      “Because you’re good at everything you do and…” he lifted one eyebrow suggestively. “You have a way of making a man do whatever it is you want.”

      She shook her head. The smile disappeared back into the little pout. “That seems a little odd coming from you.” A silent message appeared on her phone. She checked it and pushed her unfinished drink aside.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      She had managed to do it again. She had mesmerized him and he had no idea what she was talking about. “Sorry about what?”

      “I have to go.”

      “Go?” He checked his watch. Such a short time had passed since he’d come into the club… yet his life, it seemed, had been altered forever.

      The girl he had spent twenty years wondering about. Twenty years with a love in his heart that hadn’t died.

      And here she was. In the flesh.

      “Yes,” she said, with the flash of a smile at the corner of her lips. “I have a flight to catch.” She stood up.

      “Of course you do.” Why else would she be here? For a mere moment in time, he’d allowed himself to think that she was there in his world just for him. Just for him and no one else.

      She stood up. Pushed her chair to the bar. “It was good to see you again, Noah,” she said, her lips curved in a polite smile no doubt used successfully when working with doctors.

      “It was good to see you, too,” he said, automatically.

      She held out her hand.

      He took her hand, but didn’t shake it as she had obviously intended, but held it. Stared into those mesmerizing green eyes. She pulled back almost imperceptibly. He held tighter. Felt a gut-wrenching juxtaposition of familiar and new as she gave in and squeezed back. Just for a moment.

      A moment in time. When his heart was light and the world narrowed down to them. Just the two of them.

      “I’m gonna miss my flight,” she said, pulling back in earnest now.

      He released her. “Go,” he said.

      She picked up her bag and turned. Took a step.

      His heart sank. Heavy again.

      “Wait,” he said, out of his chair in a flash and closing the distance between them. Stepping in front of her.

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “How will I find you?”

      Her lips curved into a smug little smile. The smile he’d seen her wear after she aced a chemistry exam. “Perhaps we’ll bump into each other again,” she said.

      “No,” he insisted. “It’s been twenty years. We both travel all the time. Right? You travel?”

      “A fair amount.”

      “Well, you don’t believe in chance. Yet in one day, we’ve bumped into each other twice… in one hour.”

      She shrugged. “What are the odds?”

      He scoffed. “Out of the mouth of the one who doesn’t believe in chance.”

      “I believe in science.”

      “Well, scientifically, we could never see each other again.”

      “You could always look for me this time.”

      He absorbed the jab. Owned it. “I could. I will. But the world is a big place.”

      She seemed to consider. Squinted into his eyes. Searching for something only she knew to look for.

      “New York.”

      “New York what?”

      “I’ll be in New York for the next five days.”

      “Ha. New York doesn’t narrow the world by very much.”

      She nodded. “It is a big city. But you know enough about me to find me.”

      “Wait,” he said. “Until Monday?”

      “Tuesday.”

      “Come on,” he said. She turned. Smiled over her shoulder. That smile that had once been reserved only for him.

      “See you around,” she said, and walked away from him. He watched her walk through the door.
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