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            MELISSA ST. CLAIR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Time

      

      

      Wind whipped at the gray gauzy moss draped from the old oak trees with limbs so old and heavy they dipped down, nearly touching the ground.

      The trees, at least two dozen of them, lined the long winding dirt road leading to the Becquerel Bed and Breakfast.

      Its little wooden sign, attached to two white posts, swayed, the chains creaking in the wind.

      Safely inside the house, I sipped my hot green tea sweetened lightly with honey.

      The tall French windows were framed by rose colored velvet drapes. Very elegant.

      The wind howled around the corner of the house and I checked the radar on my phone.

      This whole area had the red background that came with being in the swatch of a hurricane.

      But Natchez was supposed to be far enough inland that there shouldn’t be much more than wind and rain.

      The wind was already here and according to the radar, the rain was on its heels.

      This was supposed to be a trip for relaxation.

      Not stress.

      Doctor’s orders.

      Even if the doctor was my brother.

      Being from Colorado, we were used to snowstorms and blizzards, not hurricanes. I hadn’t even known the hurricane was coming. Hadn’t thought to look.

      Nonetheless, Rachel, the hostess assured me that the house had withstood such storms before and would again.

      The generator was fueled and ready for any possible power outage.

      I took a deep breath and let the warmth from the hot tea mug do its job of soothing.

      The storm would pass and I have the rest of the week to just enjoy some nice summer weather.

      My brother had recommended this place. Said it used to be owned by some distant relatives. Must be very distant relatives because he’d never met them. But our mother had told him about them. My brother John was ten years older, so he’d had a lot of time with our parents that I hadn’t had.

      A twenty-year-old son is a lot more concerned with things like distant relatives than a ten-year-old daughter is.

      Or at least that’s what I’d been telling myself for the last fifteen years.

      But two weeks ago, everything had come crashing down around me.

      And I found that I wasn’t over losing my parents like I thought I’d been.

      John, a psychologist, had insisted that I get away.

      He’d booked the room. Bought the airline ticket.

      I hadn’t lifted a finger.

      He’d even been there to help me pack my bags.

      To say that I was distraught was an understatement.

      I had never been so completely ripped apart.

      When I’d told him I didn’t think I could bear it. That I couldn’t go on. He’d told me that everything happened for a reason.

      Leaving the storm to do what it would, I went to the sofa and sat.

      The glint of my diamond engagement ring caught the light. It was perfect.

      Zach knew me better than anyone.

      He knew what I liked.

      The diamond was a classic Tiffany engagement ring. The six-prong setting symbolized the classically perfect relationship we’d shared.

      But in spite of Zach’s pure heart full of love for me, his biological heart had given out.

      They’d said the hole in his heart was congenital. That he’d had it all along, but hadn’t known about it until that day he’d collapsed.

      He even gotten a transplant.

      And for one bright moment, we thought that our life as we knew it would continue. He would be whole again. The past few weeks would only be a nightmare that would fade into the past. Something to tell the grandchildren.

      Until it wasn’t.
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        1856

      

      

      As a thirty-year-old physician, I was what people considered to be an eligible bachelor.

      I had been introduced to probably a hundred young ladies over the years.

      Not a single one of them had snagged my attention for more than a brief dalliance.

      I was careful not to dally with anyone local though.

      As the doctor here in Natchez, my father had an exemplary reputation. When I came back from medical school to work with him, I knew that I had to maintain that reputation.

      Not being married sometimes made that a bit more difficult.

      The disappointed mothers were a testament to that. But I refused to marry just for the sake of being married.

      Every year I was introduced to another group of young ladies and every year I broke their mother’s hearts.

      Today I was safe. Today I was on my way to visit Daniel Becquerel. He’d had yellow fever almost ten years ago and my father checked on him every few months. Daniel had suffered a few lingering effects over time.

      But Father was staying in town these days, only seeing patients who came to him.

      He was older now and, embracing the natural slowing of his workload. I naturally picked up the slack.

      Fortunately, Daniel’s daughter had left home years ago and there were no other single women at the Becquerel Plantation to be dangled in my direction.

      It was sad, really, how when ladies reached the age of twenty, they were considered too old to be desirable brides, but the older men got, the more attractive they seemed to become to those same ladies and their kin.

      The winding road leading to the main house was lined with large oak trees decorated with gray moss. The moss preferred the older trees—the ones with more substance.

      Perhaps how people viewed men. The older they got the more substance they had.

      Adding to all that, a woman’s prime childbearing years were before she reached the age of eighteen. After that, the medical community considered them to be at a greater risk of complications during birth.

      My experience supported that theory. Older women did indeed seem to have more difficulty with the birthing process.

      As the house came into view, two hound dogs ran forward, barking at me in greeting, then escorted me the rest of the way to the house.

      I’d been here before, with my father, but it was my first time to come alone.

      The dogs seemed to approve. I only hoped that old Mr. Becquerel approved as well.

      After sliding off the horse, I looped the reins around the iron hitching post.

      Miniature yellow roses wound their way around the veranda. There must be hundreds of them, their vines twining around any available post.

      I didn’t remember the roses being there before, but they smelled fresh and added some life to the old house.

      Besides the flowers, I heard piano music drifting from inside.

      Daniel met me at the door.

      “Good morning,” he said. “How did you get away without Doc?”

      “He’s taking it easy these days,” I said, sliding my hat from my head and stuffing it into my pocket. “Staying close to town.”

      Daniel ran a hand through his gray hair. “You give him a hard time for me. He’s not a day older than I am, you know.”

      “I know,” I said. “But he’s staying busy enough at the clinic in town.”

      “Aw now, I’m sure he is.” He held the door open. “Come on in. It’s such a beautiful day, it’s a shame to waste it inside.”

      “I won’t keep you long,” I said, following the older man inside.

      The morning sunlight reflected off the mahogany floors. A vase filled with some of those yellow roses sat on a little table on one side of the foyer.

      I saw where the piano music was coming from. Mrs. Becquerel sat at the grand piano in the foyer, her eyes closed, her fingers flying over the keys.

      On our way to Mr. Becquerel’s study, we passed the tall grandfather clock that stood sentinel over the foyer.

      “Mrs. Becquerel is really good at the piano,” I said as we stepped inside the study.

      Daniel moved a stack of books from a chair and put them on the bookcase.

      “She hasn’t touched the piano in years, yet she plays like she never missed a day.”

      “Impressive,” I said, sitting in the chair Daniel had cleared.

      Daniel sat across from me, a smile on his face.

      “Our son, Bradford, is on his way home.”

      “Is that so? Has he visited since he left for D.C?”

      I didn’t know the circumstances, but Father seemed to think that the move had been sudden and carried a bit of mystery. Apparently there had been some kind of scandal involving his wife.

      “Not once,” Daniel said. “My wife is ecstatic. They’re bringing their three children with them.”

      “Three. That’s going to be quite the occasion.”

      “Indeed,” Daniel said. “We’re planning a barbecue. You must come. And bring your father. Tell him he doesn’t have to work. Enjoyment only.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” I said. “And I’m sure Father will be happy to see you.”

      “Well, it’s settled then,” Daniel said. “We’ll see you on Saturday.”
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      I didn’t know how long a hurricane was supposed to last, but the storm outside raged for the rest of the day.

      The power had gone out, but the generator had kicked in without a hitch.

      Rachel was in the kitchen baking something that smelled wonderful. The scent of whatever she was making for dinner mixed with the unmistakable scent of apple pie.

      Even though we had electricity, my cell phone service had gone down about an hour ago. Down to just one bar that wouldn’t do anything.

      Like most everyone I knew, I was tethered to my phone and internet.

      Lost with nothing to do, I wandered the house.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour as I walked through the foyer on my way to the library.

      I did most of my reading on my phone, but I wasn’t opposed to reading an actual printed book.

      And I’d noticed earlier that the library was packed with books.

      Running a hand along the book spines, I looked for a title that caught my attention.

      It was hard to focus with the bolts of lightning shooting through the windows and the thunder booming overhead.

      Giving up on finding anything to read at the moment, I sat in one of the chairs and just watched the storm outside.

      I pulled my feet up and curled them beneath me.

      Since the accident, I’d gone from being always busy and driven to being content to just sit. Sometimes I would sit for hours and not think about anything.

      At least not anything that I could remember.

      My mind just wandered, leaving me almost in a daze. It had only been two weeks so I wasn’t hard on myself.

      I’d gone back to work for all of one day.

      My supervisor had caught me just sitting and staring into space. She’d insisted that I go home. You’re not ready to be here.

      She was right, of course, but I’d been pushing myself to get better.

      But… still… I needed to be on top of my game if I was going to be back at work. As a recreational therapist, I had to be able to focus on others. I didn’t have the luxury of being there in body and not spirit.

      It was my brother who ultimately convinced me that I should take as long as I needed.

      My gaze wandered to the desk to a brown leather journal. It was closed, but it was just lying there on the desk.

      I heard Rachel moving about in the kitchen. She’d told me to make myself at home.

      Did making myself at home include reading someone’s journal?

      Surely it wouldn’t be in here if it was private.

      I picked it up and carefully flipped through pages that crinkled with age. The paper was thick and the ink faded.

      I picked a random page and started reading.

      My dearest love,

      I miss you more than words can ever convey.

      Since you left, I haven’t been the same.

      I think about you every minute of every day.

      If I could just see you for one more minute. Just talk to you one more time.

      With a hitch in my breath, I slammed the journal closed.

      I could have written those words myself.

      I could have easily written them to Zach.

      It was an odd feeling to read words that conveyed the way I was feeling.

      “There you are,” Rachel said, coming to the door.

      I laid my arm over the journal, hoping she didn’t see what I’d been reading.

      Just in case.

      “I made dinner,” she said. “Come on.”

      “Okay,” I said with a little smile. “I’ll be right there.”

      “Don’t be long,” she said and bounded off back to the kitchen.

      Rachel didn’t know the details of what had happened to me, but she could tell that I’d been through something.

      Everyone could.

      I didn’t talk about it, but I didn’t try to hide it either. I didn’t have the energy.

      I placed the journal back on the desk the way I’d found it.

      I shouldn’t have opened it. I felt like I’d intruded on someone’s most private innermost thoughts.

      Thoughts that probably never should have been written to begin with.
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      I finished Daniel’s exam in no time.

      For an older man my father’s age, he was fit as a fiddle.

      I didn’t even know why my father insisted on keeping such a close watch on him. I suspected it had more to do with an excuse to see his friend than it was to actually give Daniel an exam.

      I didn’t mind. Daniel was a pleasant man. And it was a lovely day to get out and ride in the country.

      As I stood up to leave, I pulled my hat out of my pocket and shook it out.

      “Don’t you forget now,” Daniel said. “Be here Saturday. I’ll be expecting you.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” I said. “We’ll both be here.”

      I just hoped he didn’t try to introduce me to eligible young ladies. I didn’t say anything, but I also hoped that Bradford made it here in time for the party.

      The piano music had stopped and I didn’t see Mrs. Becquerel in the parlor.

      “Give Mrs. Becquerel my regards,” I said.

      “I will.”

      The clock began to chime. Had I really been here for an hour? It didn’t seem like it.

      I reached into pocket for my pocket watch, but it must have fallen out.

      “You know what?” I said.

      Daniel turned around.

      “I think I dropped my pocket watch. I’ll just run back and get it.”

      “Take your time,” Daniel said. “I’ll just step out and enjoy the rare temperate weather.”

      I retraced my steps back to Daniel’s study.

      It seemed oddly quiet in the house without the piano. There was the lingering echo of the clock’s chimes.

      Or maybe I was hearing the clock in my head.

      I reached the study door and froze.

      Sitting right there in the chair I’d left not more than a handful of minutes ago sat the most beautiful young lady I had ever seen.

      Long, softly curled brunette hair framed soft features. She stared straight at the bookcase, but she was as still as a statue.

      And she looked so incredibly sad.

      As forlorn as anyone I’d ever seen.

      Her hands were clasped in her lap and instead of wearing the customary dress, she wore men’s pants and a loose woven jacket of some sort.

      Where had she come from?

      Daniel hadn’t said anything about visitors. He was expecting his son’s wife, but not for a few more days. Surely they hadn’t arrived early. If that was Bradford’s wife, then…

      I couldn’t even finish the thought.

      I hated to disturb her, even for my pocket watch.

      Perhaps I’d just leave it and pick it up on Saturday when I came back for the party.

      I glanced over my shoulder as I heard someone coming down the hall.

      Probably Mrs. Becquerel.

      Deciding that leaving my watch was indeed the best answer, I turned to go. I had no business intruding on these people.

      But before I left, I stopped and put a hand on the door frame.

      The girl was like a siren calling out to me.

      I wanted to see her one more time.

      And if I discovered that she was Bradford’s wife, then I would at least know that my heart wasn’t actually frozen as I’d begun to think.

      I looked back.

      But she was gone.
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      Rachel’s apple pie was as good as it smelled, though I only ate two bites.

      I’d learned a long time ago that eating sweets left me feeling ill.

      The casserole was excellent too. I ate a least a dozen bites of it before I lost all appetite.

      I hoped she understood that it had nothing to do with the delicious food she’d prepared. I just couldn’t bring myself to eat more than a few bites at a time.

      I’d excused myself shortly after dinner and retreated to the guest room.

      Though I changed into a pair of comfortable blue pajamas, I couldn’t sleep.

      I kept thinking about the words written in the journal.

      Such heartbreaking words. Words that felt like they’d been pulled straight out of my own heart.

      I sat in a chair and stared outside at the howling wind until I heard Rachel’s bedroom door close.

      The sound seemed to jar me out of the trance I’d been in.

      I had to know more.

      More about the person who had written the words that seemed to come straight from my soul.

      I quietly opened the bedroom door and slipped out into the hall.

      The house was dark, lit only by the occasional nightlight.

      The wood floor was cool on my bare feet.

      I hadn’t brought any slippers—something my brother had missed—and didn’t feel like putting on my shoes.

      I walked down the stairs, stopping for moment on the landing.

      From here I had a clear view of the wind whipping the moss from the oak trees.

      Deciding that standing in front of a window wasn’t very smart, I hurried the rest of the way down to the first floor.

      I made my way through the foyer and turned right toward the study.

      I flipped on the light switch and as my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw the journal still lying on the desk.

      Grabbing it up, I took it the sofa on the other side of the room and, pulling my feet up under me, carefully opened the front cover.

      This time, instead of opening at random, I started at the beginning.

      The words were written in a sure, steady handwriting in bold black ink. The paper was thick and crackled with age.

      There was a name written at the top of the first page.

      Olive

      September

      Pregnant with first child.

      There were other details beneath that. I just scanned them.

      

      On the next page there was another name.

      Daniel

      October

      Yellow fever 10 years ago

      No obvious residual effects

      Again, there were notes below.

      Using my fingers as a bookmark, I closed the book and leaned my head against the back of the sofa.

      This wasn’t just somebody’s journal. This was something more like a physician’s log.

      From the 1800’s.

      The storm outside seemed to be leveling out. It was still raining, but the wind wasn’t howling anymore.

      I directed my attention back to the journal.

      These were notes, but I’d seen a letter earlier.

      I was certain there had been a letter. A letter that ripped out my heart.

      It looked like the first part of the book was just a lot of names and medical conditions.

      Notes with each one.

      Like an ancient type of charting.

      I flipped several pages forward, seeing more the same.

      Then my fingers froze and I turned back a page.

      Melissa St. Claire

      New Patient

      October

      I held my breath as I kept reading.

      How odd that this physician, whoever he was, had a patient with the same name as mine.

      Sprained wrist.

      Appears to be healing nicely, but swollen and tender to the touch. Still causing some pain.

      I pressed my hand against my left wrist. It still had the colorful purple and greenish bruises. Was still swollen.

      A shiver skittered up my spine.

      An odd coincidence.

      Bed rest recommended.

      Bed rest? For a sprained wrist?

      Perhaps in some earlier century.

      I kept reading.

      In addition, patient exhibits loss of memory.

      She claims she is from a settlement called Denver.
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      “Olive,” I said removing my stethoscope from my patient’s abdomen and pulling the ear pieces from my ears.

      “You are definitely with child,” I said.

      Olive sat in the examination chair in my office. She was, of course, fully clothed.

      I’d listened to her symptoms, then I’d heard the heartbeat of her fetus.

      She had what the boys in medical school called a baby bump.

      She was right at that point in her pregnancy when she was just starting to show.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “I’m quite sure,” I said.

      “Oh dear.” Olive placed a palm over her eyes.

      “What is it Olive?” I asked.

      Olive’s face turned a nice shade of pink and she peeked at me between her fingers.

      “I’m not married,” she whispered.

      “Oh,” I said. This was never a good thing. But she had options.

      If she had a relative in another town, she could go there for an extended visit. Then return after the baby was born. After placing it in a good home, of course.

      There was a place in south Texas that took girls for the duration of pregnancy. But they were rather pricey and I didn’t know Olive’s financial condition.

      From the looks of her faded gown, I guessed that the place in Texas was outside of her means.

      “But,” she said, removing her hand from her face. “Ben and I were thinking about getting married.”

      And marriage was always an option.

      Relieved, I put the stethoscope around my shoulders.

      “Problem solved, then,” I said.

      “Maybe,” she said. “Please don’t tell anyone.”

      “Wouldn’t think of it,” I said. “But the sooner you marry this boy, the better.”

      “Should I tell him?” she asked.

      I almost said yes. Then I almost said no.

      This was one of the worst predicaments an unmarried female could find herself in.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “But I think you need to do whatever it takes to get that marriage done. Before people find out.”

      I glanced at her abdomen. “You won’t be able to hide it much longer.”

      There was that flush across her features again.

      “I understand,” she said.

      I held out a hand to help her up.

      “Come back and see me in about a month,” I said. “Hopefully you’ll be a married woman by then.”

      I hoped this fellow Ben married her. Otherwise, I’d have to help her figure out how to hide this pregnancy from the town.

      Her reputation would be ruined forever. I’d seen it happen too many times before.

      Of course, a woman from a good background could erase the scandal by getting married.

      With Olive out of the office and on her way, I sat down and opened my leather journal.

      I scribbled some quick notes about her.

      But already, my thoughts had shifted away from the poor pregnant girl.

      Instead, I was thinking about the beautiful, sad young woman I’d seen at Daniel Becquerel’s home.

      After standing there for several minutes, trying to decide if I’d hallucinated her, I’d even discreetly asked Daniel if anyone was visiting them.

      He denied it. And I didn’t think Daniel would have any reason to lie.

      I didn’t tell him I’d seen a young lady sitting in his study.

      But now I was counting the days until Saturday when I could return to the Becquerel Estate for the barbeque.

      I would tear the place apart if necessary, but I needed to see the girl again.

      I couldn’t get her out of my mind.

      And for me, that was quite unusual.

      I liked women just fine, but up until now, my heart had been unaffected by any one particular female.

      I could see that changing.

      But it was just my luck to finally find the girl that woke my frozen heart only to find that she didn’t really exist.

      Perhaps I should take a visit to my father’s office across the hall.

      Have him check me out.

      Any number of illnesses could cause hallucinations.

      I pushed my journal aside to give the ink time to dry before closing it.

      Maybe I would wait until after the barbeque before I revealed my symptom to my father.

      Perhaps it was nothing.

      Perhaps the girl really did exist.
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