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            MADILYNN SINCLAIR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present

      

      

      

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

      My home for the indefinite future.

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

      All bittersweet memories.

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

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

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

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

      Wounded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      There had been happiness in this house.

      I could feel it.

      And there would be happiness again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      They had found no evidence of foul play.

      And I didn’t think there had been any.

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

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

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

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

      But that was down the road a bit.

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

      Tomorrow I was interviewing a landscaper.

      Nothing had been done with the yard in decades.

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

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

      Rachel insisted that money was no object.

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

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

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

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

      But I could do the same thing here.

      It would just take me a little bit of time.

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

      Rachel wanted this place up and running by Christmas.

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

      Fortunately, pressure was something I was good at handling.

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

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

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

      It was quiet and peaceful here. Isolated.

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

          

        

      

    

    
      I needed to hire more help.

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

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

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

      At least that’s what everyone said.

      I knew better.

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

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

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

      I read everything I could get my hands on.

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

      And I hungered for more.

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

      My brother was in politics.  A United States senator.

      I had no interest in any of that.

      I liked it right here.

      Quiet. Peaceful.

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

      My quality of life was suffering.

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

      Even now, the sun was setting.

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

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

      “Beau?”

      It was Theo, the cook.

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

      “Did anyone send for Doc?”

      “I don’t think so, Sir.”

      Damn.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I jabbed the pitchfork into the dirt.

      Somebody had to take charge.

      And apparently that someone was me.

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

      Theo turned to leave.

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

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

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

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

      Theo looked at me funny.

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

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

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

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

      Not that I could do anything.

      And besides that, Father was not a good patient. He was cranky as hell and hard to get along with.
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      The next morning, I stood in the kitchen, waiting for the latte machine to heat up.

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

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

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

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

      I didn’t blame her, of course.

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

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

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

      Fall was my favorite time of the year.

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

      I opened up my phone and checked the weather.

      Yep. Definitely a storm headed this way.

      And the landscaper was scheduled to come out this morning.

      I needed to reschedule him for a later day.

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

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

      I would have to hire a carpenter.

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

      I’d always wondered how that could be true.

      But now I was beginning to understand.

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

      The morning sunlight cast a shadow across the back lawn.

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

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

      There was a man walking toward me.

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

      He didn’t seem to see me.

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

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

      He looked a bit like I felt.

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

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

      Not once looking in my direction.

      He hadn’t seen me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He was a young lady.

      A young lady in boy’s clothing.

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

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

      The young lady was most definitely not my sister.

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

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

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

      It was most unseemly.

      And most intriguing.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      She didn’t see me standing there.

      She should have felt me staring at her.

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

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

      It was just there.

      Like the rising and setting of the sun.

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

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

      I smiled to myself.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Is Thomas here?” I asked without preamble.

      “Thomas? Hardly.”

      “What about his family?”

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

      “Then who is the—”

      I looked back downstairs, but the girl was gone.

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

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

      Bailey rolled her eyes at me.

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

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

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

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

      Besides, the man hadn’t looked dangerous.

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

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

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

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

      Maybe the place was haunted with people from the past.

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

      My own story sent a chill up my spine.

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

      Brianna missing.

      A strange man walking into the house.

      I put a hand over my eyes.

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

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

      And I hadn’t had any nightmares last night.

      In fact, my sleep had been dreamless.

      That, in itself, was a God-send.

      I could hope that I continued to have peaceful sleep.

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

      Maybe.

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

      And then there was the matter of the clock.

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

      But then the clock began to chime the hour.

      It had chimed eight times.

      And the pendulum had moved.

      I’d watched it swing steadily back and forth.

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

      The doctor had said that I might have intrusive memories.

      Was that an intrusive memory?

      It was more than fanciful thinking.

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

      It was stress. That was all.

      I was alone in a strange place.

      Getting over a traumatic event.

      Things were bound to happen.

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

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

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

      Normally, doorbells didn’t cause me anxiety.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      This man was thin and had a scraggily beard.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Thank God Father was organized.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She had not been in the house.

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

      I wasn’t going outside in it.

      At least not just yet.

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

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

      I dipped my quill in the ink and got started.

      Stable boy needed.

      I tapped the end of the quill against my chin.

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

      Maybe she was hiding in the barn.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The idea brightened my mood immensely.

      Now all I had to do was to find her.

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

      “What is it Theo?”

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

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

      “It’s raining,” I said simply.

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

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

      And it seemed avoidable.

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

      Jerry stood up.

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

      Rose bushes? Seriously.

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

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

      I shivered as he closed the door behind him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Still, I might need it.

      I couldn’t see him through the rain.

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

      Jerry wasn’t there.

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

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

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

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

      “What the…?”

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

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

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

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

      And the deluge of rain started again.

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

      I turned, still holding the flower in my hand.

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

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

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

      There was no fence. No roses.

      Only some old brambles where flowers had obviously been grown.

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

      Jerry took a step backwards, putting distance behind us.

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

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

      Why was Jerry acting like this?

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

      The umbrella fell from my hands.

      But I didn’t need it.

      The rain had stopped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            BEAU

          

        

      

    

    
      The rain had stopped.

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

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

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

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

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

      Theo wasn’t prone to dramatics.

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

      He mostly worked with Father.

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

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

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

      Theo opened the door and I followed him outside.

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

      It couldn’t get here fast enough for me.

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

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

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

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

      I followed his gaze.

      It was her.

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

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

      Mon Dieu. She must have fallen.

      She held a single yellow rose in her hand.

      I looked over at Theo.

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

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

      She seemed to suddenly realize that I was there.

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

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

      Enchanting.

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

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

      She looked from me to Theo and back again.

      “Jerry?” she asked.

      I shook my head.

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

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

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

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

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

      She looked back at Mother’s climbing roses.

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

      But I had to keep my focus.

      I needed to help her.

      She must be lost.

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

      But there was one thing I needed to know first.

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

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

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

      Mother was very particular about her rose bushes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Right here where the picket fence stood.

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

      One was a middle-aged man with dark skin.

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

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

      And he was wearing black riding boots.

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

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

      “The rose,” he said.

      He wanted to know where I got the rose.

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

      He shook his head.

      “Mother only grows red roses.”

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

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

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

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

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

      And the fence was covered with miniature roses.

      Red roses.

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

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

      Instead, it was a working kitchen.

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

      But it was mostly being used as a work bench.

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

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

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

      Something was cooking. Something spicy.

      I sat in the chair Beau pulled out for me.

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

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

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

      I could get lost in those eyes.

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

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

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

      “You’re safe here,” he said.

      I closed my eyes and slowly took a deep breath.

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

      I may be safe.

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

      “Need anything else, Sir?” he asked.

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

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

      Her lips were full and kissably bow shaped.

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

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

      She looked at me from beneath her lashes and nodded.

      I held out my hand.

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

      But she did.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Do you know your name?” I asked.

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

      “Madilynn,” she said.

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

      At least she knew her name.

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

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

      She didn’t respond.

      “How did I get here?” she asked.

      I sighed. My relief had come too quickly.

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

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

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

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

      She just looked at me, her eyes wary.

      “Where are you from?”

      The question seemed to confuse her.

      “Birmingham,” she said.

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

      “Are you here with Thomas?” I asked.

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

      “I was here with Jerry.”

      “Right.”

      I didn’t know what else to do.

      The girl was obviously disoriented.

      “There’s no one named Jerry here.”

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

      I rubbed a hand on my chin.

      Then I remembered. Doc would be here soon.

      Doc could take a look at her.

      But first I had to get her properly dressed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 11

          

          
            MADILYNN

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

      Not after what had happened.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I had no doubt anymore that this was his home.

      I was the one who was intruding.

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

      He actually seemed more concerned than anything else.

      There was a gentleness about him that I responded to.

      Even though I felt disoriented, I trusted him.

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

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

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

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

      The clock that had been broken.

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

      It was the same clock, only newer.

      And working.

      I turned and looked at Beau questioningly.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Oh,” I said, looking around.

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

      Normally, I would have been alarmed.

      There wasn’t supposed to be anyone else here.

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

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

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

      But it was there.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Good to know that it wasn’t just me.

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

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

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

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

      I just shrugged.

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

      In fact, this was most definitely a problem.

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

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

      That was no way to live.

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

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

      Then Briana had… vanished. Returned to her time.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Briana had fallen through that rip in time.

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

      Perhaps I should have left with my brother.

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

      And now this.

      Another woman had fallen through time.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

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

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

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

      She glanced down. “I’m soaked.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said.

      Still wrapped in the blanket, she sat.

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

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

      But I was determined not to be distracted.

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

      Mon Dieu. I had enough to do.

      But what was I going to do with her?

      She would need protecting.

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

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

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

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

      She nodded.

      “What year is it?”

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

      My spirits dropped.

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

      This was 1846.

      In her world, I was long dead and forgotten.

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

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

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

      Then she smiled.

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

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

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

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

      But it had been nearly a year.

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

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

      All my energy went to keeping the job I had.

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

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

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

      Everyone said it was normal.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I had no other explanation.

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

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

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

      Beau watched me closely.

      “Are you sure you know where you are?”

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

      “I’m at the Becquerel Plantation house.”

      Beau nodded slowly.

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

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

      “And… you’ve been here before?”

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

      “But you’re from Alabama?”

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

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

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

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

      “Ok.”

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

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

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

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

      “Funny. It’s not for me.”

      Bailey crossed her arms.

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

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

      “What girl?”

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

      “Why is she here?”

      “She just… sort of… showed up.”

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

      “What do you mean?”

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

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

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

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

      Bailey kept walking, so I hurried to catch up.

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

      “Well… yeah. Sort of.”

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

      “How big is she?” she asked.

      “About your size,” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I’d deal with Bailey later.

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

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

      Until she smiled at me.

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

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

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

      And now it was too late.

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

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

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

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

      It had something to do with his wife.

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

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

      Or burned as a witch.

      I really should have paid more attention in history classes.

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

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

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

      Besides, this wasn’t even really about him.

      I sat back and took a deep breath.

      And that was my answer.

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

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

      The time travel was my issue, not his.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      With the air conditioner running, it was definitely quiet.

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

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

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

      The only climate control here was from mother nature.

      I looked up as Beau rushed back to the door.

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

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

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

      I ran my fingertips along the soft yellow cotton.

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

      And on top of that, the dress was yellow.

      What was it with yellow today?

      The rose and now the dress?

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

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

      Beau looked a bit surprised and confused by my question.

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

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

      Surely not.

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

      He definitely seemed distracted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 16

          

          
            BEAU

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Mon Dieu.

      My sister had a point.

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

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

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      “No,” she said. “I need help.”

      “You need help getting dressed?”

      She looked blankly at me.

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

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

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

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

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

      I quietly closed the door.

      Madilynn turned around and I saw what she meant.

      My sister had done this on purpose.

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

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

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

      “Can you get it?” she asked.

      I swallowed and took a step forward.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The dress gaped open to her waist.

      Mon Dieu.

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

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

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

      As I moved down
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