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  Dear Reader


Dear reader, 
As a historical fiction writer, I’ve always wondered what it would be like if I could travel back in time and get a firsthand glimpse of the eras I love to read about. Thus, the idea for this series was born. It’s a fun way to imagine the impossible.
Please keep in mind, dear reader, that a story is all this is meant to be. It is not meant to spark a theological debate on whether God would allow the miracle of time travel. The Bible tells us “Man’s days are determined; You [God] have decreed the number of his months and have set limits he cannot exceed” (Job 14:5) and “My times are in your hands”(Psalm 31:15).
Several of the things regarding the time travel in this story are not possible, but it allows us to suspend what we know to be true to simply enjoy the fictional freedom of the what if…? So, come with me, imaginative reader, and together let’s go see what it might belike to “step back inn time and leave our troubles behind”!
Happy reading!
Stephenia






  
  Chapter 1


This had to be the strangest request yet. Connor slid a glance at Pop’s profile and tightened his grip on the steering wheel. Pop’s aged hands rested on faded jeans, and an easy smile twitched the corner of his steely gray beard. 
“Cows’ll be fine, lad. No need worrying on their account.” Amusement warmed Pop’s gravelly voice. “And men can plant beans without you looking over their shoulders.”
How did Pop always guess what thoughts rattled around between his ears? “I know. Just not used to being away so long.”
Gnarled fingers patted his shoulder. “Exactly why we’re taking this here little jaunt. Do you good. A boy your age shouldn’t be so old.”
Boy? Connor flicked the blinker to make the turn onto a tree-lined street. “I’m thirty-two.”
Neither old nor a boy. But to Pop’s eighty-nine—ninety next month—well, perhaps it had more to do with perspective than age.
“And high time we got you a bride.”
Connor nearly jerked the pickup into the curb and had to snatch the wheel back to centerline. “What? Did you say bride?”
Pop chuckled. “When I was your age, I’d been married to your granny for more’n a decade.”
Right. Well, life was different back then. And besides, he didn’t have time for internet dating or swiping apps. Not with their farm on his back. If God wanted him to have a wife, the Almighty would need to pluck one from somewhere and drop her into Connor’s Sunday school class. He certainly wasn’t going to any hookup locations to hunt one out.
“Looks just like I remember it.” Pop pointed ahead. “House’ll be up there on your left.”
At least Pop let the crazy marriage idea drop. Connor shoved his worries about leaving their livelihood into hired hands out of his mind. He didn’t have many years with Pop left, and if his grandfather wanted to take a trip to reminisce with old friends, then Connor would drive him three hours south to Ocean Springs. At least they weren’t leaving during harvest.
He turned where Pop indicated and onto the paved driveway of a pristine house topped with a tower and spires. Looked like something out of those old movies from when men wore suits and hats and women had bonnets. He inwardly chuckled. Good thing he didn’t live back then. He’d take a sturdy pair of jeans and boots any day.
A sign boasting a motto about stepping back “inn” time marked this house as The Depot, though why the owner wanted to call it something to do with trains eluded him. “This is where your friend lived?”
“Easley and I went way back, lad.” The lines around Pop’s eyes deepened. “Too bad you can’t hear some of his stories.” He slapped his knee. “On second thought, good thing Scooter is up there with Jesus where he can’t be telling on your old pop.”
Both a cringe and a chuckle wanted to escape, so Connor opted for cutting off the engine instead and stepping out into the hearty Mississippi humidity. He hefted his and Pop’s bags from the rear of the crew cab and shut the door on the nineties-model Ford. The faded blue pickup had seen better days, but it had once belonged to his father, so he couldn’t bring himself to part with it. No matter how many times he had to pay the mechanic.
Pop stretched his lower back to alleviate the stiffness the ride must have caused. “Won’t Edith be surprised when she hears what I’ve got up my sleeve.”
Edith? She must be the widow of Pop’s pal Mr. Easley. First name Harold, maybe? Connor scratched his head. He mixed up Pop’s old military friends.
But what did he mean by having something up his sleeve? Pop excelled at many things, but scheming wasn’t one of them. “You aren’t trying to put on another surprise party, are you?” That last attempt had been a disaster. Church members ranging from six to ninety had shown up for a surprise party for Connor’s thirtieth birthday, only to discover Pop, busy tinkering with the harvester, had forgotten.
“Even better.” With a wink, Pop sauntered toward the door in his red flannel, somehow unfazed by the Gulf Coast’s insistent humidity. Not as bad as it would be come summer, but still too sticky for flannel.
Shaking his head in mock annoyance, Connor followed Pop up the steps and to a wraparound porch with a door flanked by ferns and furniture meant for sipping tea and watching fireflies.
Pop’s knuckles barely grazed the woodgrain when the door flew open and an exuberant woman greeted them with a dazzling smile. Whatever words were about to exit her mouth, however, seemed to catch on her sudden intake of breath.
“What…? How…?” She balked. “Benny? Is that you?”
Pop rocked back on his heels and puffed out his chest. “Sure as the day is long. My, Edith, but you haven’t aged in forty years. Did you find a fountain of youth?”
The woman, who appeared to be somewhere in her late fifties, possibly early sixties, gaped at him. This couldn’t be the widow of Pop’s friend. His daughter, maybe?
Connor’s gaze wandered from the woman’s shocked features to—what in the world? He bit back a smile as he took in her outfit.
She must dress in costume for house tours like they did over there in Natchez. Wearing era clothing and all that for the tourists. He didn’t ace history class, but this Victorian-style house must’ve come from a later decade than the time of those giant hoop skirts. Not that he knew anything about women’s fashions.
The lady placed a hand to the base of her throat. “It hasn’t been that long, has it?”
Pop scratched at his beard. “I reckon so. Life seems to go faster, the closer you get to the end.” Shaking the somberness from his words, he grinned. “Are you going to let us in?”
Before she could answer, he snapped his fingers. “Oh. My manners. This here is Connor, my grandson. Ain’t he the spitting image of my Doug?”
The woman—Edith, unless she’d failed to correct Pop on her identity—shifted her focus to him. Her gaze sharpened. “Connor Payne?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Oh my.” She flicked her gaze to the ceiling. “You are full of surprises today, aren’t you?”
Who was she talking to?
“I’m Mrs. Easley.” Her sharp gaze dropped back to him as her spine insisted on further straightening past its already iron rigidity.
“Aw, Edith.” Pop rolled his eyes. “Quit with the formal mumbo jumbo. You going to let us in, or you plan on letting your bought air cool the whole neighborhood?”
Mrs. Easley blinked at Pop before widening the door. Connor followed Pop inside the polished entry that smelled of fresh lemons and something herbal and unshouldered their two old army duffel bags onto the wood planks. Once the door closed, Mrs. Easley whirled around, big skirt spinning.
“Connor is a guest here. You know that, right?” She leveled a finger at Pop. “A guest.”
Connor stifled a groan. Weren’t he and Pop both guests at her inn? He’d been continually thankful Pop hadn’t suffered any mental health issues as he’d aged. Maybe this flighty lady hadn’t been as fortunate.
Pop smacked his hands together. “Perfect! I knew I felt a nudge.”
Connor eyed his grandfather as Pop and Mrs. Easley conducted a conversation of glares. Something weird was going on. Maybe he better get Pop out of here and head back to the farm. He hooked his thumbs into his pockets. “If our visit is any inconvenience to you, ma’am, we can be on our way.”
Mrs. Easley swung that pointing finger at him like a loaded dart gun. “That’s not how it works, young man. You are a guest here. In the book.” Her weapon swung back to Pop. “I don’t know how you orchestrated that. It’s never been done, Benny. It’s not done.”
Pop flicked his palms up in surrender. “Don’t blame me. Been a powerful push on my prayer time. Even had a dream about you. So, I brought the boy here. I say, if he’s already in your book, then that’s confirmation enough.”
What book? Connor closed his eyes and breathed out. Something strange tingled beneath the surface of the conversation.
“But… the tower room.” Mrs. Easley waved her hand. “And the note. No, it doesn’t make any sense.”
At least they could agree on one thing. Nothing about this situation made sense. Connor cleared his throat. “I’ll wait in the truck while you two decide what to do.”
“Oh no you don’t.” Mrs. Easley’s spindly fingers latched onto his elbow before he could reach the door. “You and your impetuous grandfather will accompany me to the library at once.”
Pop shrugged and did a crisp military turn on his heel, then stalked down the hallway like he knew where to go. Mrs. Easley nudged Connor to follow, so he swallowed his protest and trailed Pop.
They passed a parlor and a dining room filled with formal furniture before Pop made a turn into a library stuffed with bookshelves. Mrs. Easley better know which of the overflowing volumes she wanted to peruse.
He shouldn’t have worried.
The lady assaulted his legs with her massive skirt as she pushed past him and snatched a thick book from an ornate desk.
Pop stuffed his hands in his pockets, satisfied smirk on his lips.
Mrs. Easley ran a finger down a page, then frowned. She caught Pop’s gaze, and the frown deepened.
“Now you are listed too.” She snapped the book shut and thudded it on her desk. The angry sound reverberated.
The hairs on the back of Connor’s neck stood on end. Had she expected him to stay here and send Pop somewhere else? This lady might be dangerously off her rocker.
He brushed a hand over his head. He was being ridiculous. What could he have to worry about from a strange lady wearing a hoop skirt?
Pop spread his hands as wide as his grin. “Well, there you have it.”
“How did you do it?” Mrs. Easley pursed her lips as though trying to squelch Pop’s opposing expression.
Pop laughed. “I didn’t do a thing, Edith. I listened and followed. You’re only upset because you think you should always be the one to orchestrate everything. You like being in the loop while other folks are caught by surprise. I must say, I’m rather enjoying seeing the tables turned on you.” He winked at her. “Who knows, maybe you’ll be going with us.”
Going where? They just got here.
Connor tried to catch Pop’s eye, but the man seemed to enjoy flustering their hostess too much to notice.
She smoothed her hands down her fancy gown. “I don’t believe that will be the case.”
“But you aren’t sure.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Are you?”
What had gotten into Pop? Maybe Connor should put an end to this before—
Mrs. Easley burst into laughter. Her ire washed away like a fresh coat of paint in a thunderstorm, running off her until the bright-eyed woman who’d first opened the door returned.
“Right, you are.” She flourished a hand over her head. “How prideful of me to think I have been at this too long to be surprised.”
Pop clapped Connor on the shoulder. “We’re all set. Why don’t you grab the luggage?”
Worry still niggled in Connor’s chest. He leaned close and lowered his voice. “I’m not sure this is a good idea. We could go to lunch and then head home.”
“Of course it’s a good idea. Best one I’ve had in a decade.”
What could he say to that? He dipped his chin to Mrs. Easley.
She rambled for something in the deep pockets of her dress. “I’m not sure your lady is—well, I’m sure it’s not her fault, but… I don’t think—”
Lady? The back of his neck tingled. This better not be some crazy matchmaking scheme.
“Edith hasn’t lost her faculties.” Pop squeezed his forearm, his clear eyes intense. “Trust me?”
A long exhale deflated Connor’s protests. “If you say so.”
He’d trust the man who’d raised him with his life.
Besides, how bad could it be?






  
  Chapter 2


Surely she’d misheard. Amanda gripped the counter and closed her eyes. 
God save us all.
Did Grandfather know? She glanced at the open doorway behind her and into his workshop. He hunched over one of his latest projects, gray hair in disarray. They rarely discussed current events, even in the midst of a war. Somehow, they’d managed to avoid the topic of Sherman’s occupation of their city. A feat of stubbornness on both their accounts.
But orders like these she’d just eavesdropped upon? Should they be true, such news couldn’t be buried under another layer of fanciful hope and willful denial. They would need to make haste. Secure the shop, and—
“Miss Lashley?”
Amanda’s eyes sprang open, and a familiar young Union soldier’s face blinked into focus. She should have recognized Sergeant Morrison’s voice among those huddled behind Grandfather’s display of mantel clocks. Too bad she hadn’t also noticed him step around the shelf prior to him discovering her woolgathering like a ninny.
His mustache twitched with a smile. “Good afternoon, Miss Lashley.”
Amanda tucked trembling fingers into the folds of her somber gown. “Good afternoon, Sergeant Morrison. Should I fetch Mr. Lashley for you?”
She glanced toward the open door again, but Grandfather hadn’t noticed patrons occupied his shop. A usual occurrence.
“Thank you, but no.” He clasped his hands behind his back, the brass buttons on his crisp blue jacket catching the light. “I’ve come to speak to you about the general’s orders.”
He’d come to speak to her directly? She resisted the urge to look toward Grandfather once more. She could handle the news on her own. She pulled back her shoulders and waited for him to continue.
The sergeant’s blue-eyed gaze flickered toward his companions, who now held a quiet conversation near the door. “As I’m sure you are aware, the mayor has petitioned the general to remove his orders.”
Orders they leave Atlanta. Abandon their homes and businesses and leave their valuables vulnerable to marauders and presidentially sanctioned commandeering. How would they survive? Sweat slicked her palms, and she surreptitiously brushed them down her skirts. She opened her mouth to form words, but they refused to comply. The best she could manage was a grateful dip of her chin. Would he count her lack of response as rudeness?
Sergeant Morrison leaned closer, resting a hand on the counter. So close she could smell the lye soap lingering on his uniform. She eased back a half step.
“You and your grandfather should evacuate posthaste.”
The urgency in his tone turned her stomach. “Why?”
Furrows formed across his forehead, and he glanced at the others before lowering his voice. An earnest gaze caught hers with insistence. “Orders are coming for the army, Miss Lashley. Ones not suited for a lady’s delicate ears. I know you have maintained your grandfather’s firm stance as a neutral family in this conflict, but you must leave nonetheless. Your lack of loyalties to the rebels will not aid you in this case.”
Her throat may as well be made of cotton. She managed to force out a single word. “When?”
“Now.” He lowered his voice further. “Pack only necessities and be well away from here. I know not the exact day, only that it will come quickly. It will not be safe to remain.”
They would be unsafe under the occupying soldiers? Did that mean the Confederate forces had rallied and there would be a battle? No, he’d said orders for the Union soldiers. From a Union general. What did that mean?
The unease in her middle swelled, and she couldn’t resist a peek through the workroom door. Private words best kept confined dribbled from her lips, heedless of the desperation they carried. “But Grandfather would never leave his shop unguarded. What can we do?”
“He cannot protect against what’s coming.” Sergeant Morrison waved away a call from one soldier waiting near the door. His fingers tapped a staccato rhythm, hammering each word that fired from his mouth in a hissed whisper. “You must go. There will be nothing left here. I will speak with Mr. Lashley on your behalf, if you wish.”
The temptation flared only an instant. “I thank you, but it must be me. He’s become… rather determined that if he merely ignores all that happens outside of his workshop, it will soon blow away like an afternoon thunderstorm.”
Sergeant Morrison’s expression managed to both crinkle with concern and soften with compassion. “I will check on you in the morning, should you require assistance loading your possessions.”
“You are most kind.”
He tipped his chin, a rueful turn gracing his lips as his volume returned to a normal friendly cadence. “We’ve not encountered many locals who favor us with a sympathetic word and a sociable smile. It would be remiss of me not to return such kindness.”
The other soldier called again, and Sergeant Morrison took his leave, the bell over the door ringing with their exit.
Amanda counted to ten before hurrying after them and securing the lock. There’d be no reason to pretend they might get customers today. She paused, drawing long breaths.
He cannot protect against what’s coming.… There will be nothing left here.
The sergeant’s words pressed like a branding iron, searing out all other thoughts until they’d circled a dozen loops in her head. She’d heard tales of burning towns. Of the utter devastation of a war she’d prayed would not devour them.
Her eyes scanned the loving creations of a clockmaker bent on weathering a war behind these doors as though mere panels of oak could protect them from the world beyond. They’d never be able to load all his clocks in a timely manner.
Grandfather’s work would be lost.
Amanda gripped the lace at her throat. “God help us. Show me a path forward and help us to escape.”
They would need a miracle.






  
  Chapter 3


Their luggage waited in the front entry where he’d left it, though Connor suspected what Pop really wanted was a few moments of private conversation with Mrs. Easley. Whatever history those two had, it stretched deeper than a gully. 
What would it take to convince Pop to head home? Harold “Scooter” Easley had passed on many years ago, and his widow must be mentally stuck in the past. Or have some worse condition.
Connor retrieved the bags and then entered the library to find Pop and Mrs. Easley in another bout of laughter.
Pop spotted him and hustled over, a gleam in his faded blue eyes. Eyes that had once matched the same cornflower blue of Dad’s and Connor’s own.
“Time to go.” Pop shuffled toward the door, shooing Connor with one hand.
Whew. Connor shouldered the duffels, despite a pang for Pop’s disappointment. “Sorry it didn’t work out the way you wanted. We’ll plan a trip to the VA home instead. Isn’t your friend Sergeant Whitlock still there?”
Pop tilted his head, causing his beard to brush against his collar. “What are you going on about?”
Connor met Pop’s confused stare. “You said it was time to go.”
Pop held up a black metal key. “This here’s all we’ll need for the journey.”
What? Were they leaving or staying in a room? Connor swung a look at Mrs. Easley but found no help in her intent gaze.
He almost hated to ask. “When you say going, you mean home, right? Otherwise, we’d be staying.”
“Oh, my boy!” Pop clapped him on the shoulder, nearly giddy. “Just you wait and see.”
Connor’s teeth pressed together. He usually indulged Pop’s wishes, but he didn’t care for whatever fishy plan these two were cooking.
Pop ushered him to the door. “Hurry. We’ve got the tower room.”
Why did that feel ominous?
“Happy adventuring!” Mrs. Easley called after them, her voice as jubilant as Pop’s jaunty step.
Great. He’d fallen down the rabbit hole and found himself at the table with two mad hatters. Except one of those hatters happened to be his most treasured person on the planet, so he had little choice but to keep following Pop deeper into the maze.
At least they were leaving the Cheshire Cat behind.
He hoped. He glanced behind him as they climbed the stairs to be sure. Mrs. Easley remained in the library, doing whatever mysteriously ageless women in out-of-date clothing did.
He shook his head to rid himself of the strange fairy-tale thoughts. What had gotten into him? He needed to focus on granting Pop’s wishes for nostalgia while simultaneously helping him keep a firm grip on reality.
They topped the stairs and sauntered down a long hallway lined with heavy oak doors plated with black iron numbers. On the walls spaced between the rooms, paintings of people from different times hung in gilded frames.
A couple on a harbor next to three-masted ships. A singer with big rolls in her hair and a man in an air force uniform. A princess in front of a castle.
Huh. Mrs. Easley had a thing for history, which explained her bizarre clothing choices.
They topped another staircase at the corner of the stately home and came to a single door. Pop slid the clunky metal key into the lock and flung open the door with a flourish.
Connor entered, not sure what he expected. An old desk, an armoire, and a big canopy bed. He shrugged. “This your room or mine?”
Pop waved a hand. “Only got the one.”
His grandfather expected them to share a full-sized mattress? Connor eyed the fluffy comforter. Catering to nostalgia had its limits.
“Pop, I don’t think—”
“That must be it!” Pop hurried over to the desk and eyed a small box like he’d discovered buried treasure in the cornfield. “Come see.”
An odd feeling curled in Connor’s gut. Why hadn’t he realized what was going on sooner? He shook his head. Of course. How had he been so blind?
The clues had all been there. Pop talking about a bride. Mrs. Easley mumbling about some “lady.” And now a small box that only men intent on proposing stuffed in their pockets.
“Pop, this is the twenty-first century.” Connor spread his feet as though that could help him better hold his ground. “People don’t arrange marriages anymore.” Not in their community, anyway.
Pop lifted a gray brow. “What now?”
Connor nodded to the little box. “Don’t tell me that box holds an engagement ring for some woman I’ve never met. I know you had your heart set on great-grandchildren. But bringing me to a bed-and-breakfast so you could set me up with Mrs. Easley’s granddaughter or neighbor’s desperate friend isn’t a game I’m willing to play.”
“That’s what you think this is?” Pop rubbed his whiskered chin. “Interesting.”
What else could it be? “Is this how you and Granny met?”
“Well, yes, but…” He drummed his fingers on the desk. “Not like what you’re thinking.”
“I knew you had a fast marriage, but I didn’t know it’d been arranged. Or that your old buddy’s wife ran a… a…” He swatted the air. “I don’t know. Some kind of matchmaking service for unsuspecting men. I didn’t sign up for this.”
Pop crossed his arms over his chest. “And just why do you think this here house is meant for arranging marriages?” Then he chuckled at his own question. “Come to think of it, you might not be far off. I’ll have to ask Edith how many stories ended like mine.”
Connor’s teeth mashed together, and he had to remind himself patience was a fruit of the Spirit. Lord, grant me some of it now.
“Pop, if I ever do get married, I’d like it to be on my terms.”
“Hmm.” Pop studied him with a rare intensity. “What about on God’s terms?”
How did he respond to that? Carefully, that’s for sure. “If I meet a godly woman I develop feelings for, then yes, of course, I will pray about whether or not I should marry her.”
The meeting and dating part would be on his terms. Not Pop’s. Or on the whim of a woman in a hoop skirt.
When the silence grew thick, he cleared his throat and tried again. “Look, Pop. I’m sure the widow of a man you haven’t seen in decades knows a lot of nice girls, but I don’t think coming all the way to the coast to meet someone is necessary.”
“Ha!” Pop winked. “You’re going a lot farther than that.”
What?
Pop scrubbed his hands together with a borderline maniacal glee. “I should have guessed it. Edith did give us a hint after all with her dress. Should have noticed that right off.” He snapped his fingers, eyes gleaming. “Of course. Must be why I get to go too. That way you have a guide. Wonder if we’ll see any of the same folks?”
Connor pinched the furrowed skin between his brows and asked the Good Lord again for that dose of patience. “You aren’t making any sense.”
“You’ll just have to trust me. Some things you have to see for yourself.”
He
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