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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Jade Barrett

          

        

      

    

    
      I was late for work.

      Again.

      But this time it wasn’t my fault.

      I stood next to my ten-year-old car—an unassuming white Toyota Camry—on the side of the road, watching little wisps of smoke billow from the hood.

      Early morning mist hovered across the meadow spreading out to the horizon on either side of the road.

      Poplar trees, hundreds of years old, with weathered bark, and huge oak trees with limbs as large as tree trunks, dotted the meadows in no particular design.

      Shades of golden sunlight streamed through white puffy clouds in an otherwise blue sky. The kind of sunlight that promised a beautiful October day with perfect temperature.

      I was two point seven miles from work. I knew exactly how far because the carved wooden sign indicating the staff entrance was just ahead.

      I was technically already on the grounds. All I had to do was veer right, circle around, up a little hill, then back around to the staff parking area of Mount Vernon.

      Under ordinary circumstances, it would not be a long walk. I jogged five miles five days a week.

      The car had been new when I’d gotten it—a high school graduation present from my parents—and I had never had a single moment of trouble out of it. Not one. I kept the oil changed. Kept the tires rotated. Did all those things my father had drilled into my head about car maintenance.

      I even had one of those roadside assistance memberships. Paid for it every month.

      What I didn’t have was cell phone service.

      None. Not a single bar.

      Not unusual. Out here on the grounds at Mount Vernon, there was no cell service.

      In the year that I had been working here I had gotten used to that. Not being allowed to have our cell phones at work was actually probably a good thing. A lot of us, myself included, would have gotten in trouble for having our phones with us if they worked.

      I think the office used one of those jammer things, but I didn’t know for sure.

      Putting my hands on my hips, I turned around in a complete circle. It was early. My job required me to be here in time for breakfast. I didn’t have to cook breakfast. The kitchen staff had to be here before daylight.

      An early morning steamboat brought a boat load of tourists to the grounds every morning where they were served an authentic 1776 breakfast followed by a tour of the house and grounds. The boat almost always brought in a couple dozen tourists. Someone had said the tour sold out at thirty.

      It was too early for drive in tourists. Tourists didn’t start coming for another… I checked my watch… another two hours.

      I was out here with a herd of black and white cows grazing lazily on the rolling hills and a little duck family walking in a straight line, five ducklings following the mother duck, down to the little pond behind one of the guest houses.

      In a couple of hours, the place would be crawling with tourists, including a tour bus driven by a nice man named Bertrand Charles. He would stop and pick me up without hesitation.

      But two hours was a long time to wait. As for walking, my long dress and eighteenth century boots were counterintuitive to hiking nearly three miles.

      I had a pretty good idea what was making smoke come out of my hood. Could be an overheated radiator or could be leaking oil. Not that I would know what to do about it.

      Now if it was a 1957 Chevrolet, I’d know how to fix it.

      Compliments of my high school boyfriend. He could fix anything with four wheels.

      How many Sunday afternoons had I spent in his garage watching him tinkering with his old Chevrolet?

      He always told me what he was doing, but quite honestly, I was more interested in his kisses than what he was doing to the car.

      But that was then.

      This was now.

      And I was wearing a long dress ala 1778 with authentic boots that were not exactly good for walking long distances.

      They weren’t my normal shoes, but my good shoes were at the cobbler’s. Good period shoes that not only looked authentic, but were comfortable for standing long hours and walking around all day required period adjustments by the cobbler.

      Taking our shoes to the on-grounds cobbler served two purposes. Adjustment of our shoes and something for the tourists to watch. The cobbler had been with Mount Vernon for years and everyone brought their shoes and boots, both modern and authentic for him to work on.

      A flock of birds flew noisily overhead, landing like a gentle net disappearing into the mist. They would be heading south for the winter soon. They might, in fact, already be heading south, just stopping over for a short break before they went on their way.

      So here I was nearly three miles from work. No car. No cell phone service.

      I really didn’t have much of a choice.

      Bad shoes or not, I couldn’t just stand here and wait for two hours.

      I checked my phone again.

      Actually… if I retraced my route back to the highway, I would have cell phone service again.

      And that was only half a mile.

      Either way, there was no way around being late.

      The more I thought about it, the more I realized that it really was the best choice. I could walk nearly three miles or I could walk less than half a mile.

      All in all, I’d probably end up at work about the same time. It all depended on how long it took road service to get here.

      I locked up my car, secured my handbag over my shoulder, and headed back toward the highway.

      As long as I got there and was in place before the first tourists arrived, I should be okay.

      It wasn’t like they could fire me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Peter Vogel

          

        

      

    

    
      With two days to myself, I felt untethered. A little lost even.

      With nowhere to be, I’d had to invent something to do.

      If I’d been in Houston, it wouldn’t have been a problem.

      I had my 1957 Chevrolet to tinker with. It always needed something. Or I could work on the floors I was refinishing in the old house I’d bought in Houston’s historic Rice District.

      I’d fallen for the old house the moment I’d seen it. It needed some work, but it had character.

      I spent most of my time at work, but when I had time off, I liked to stay busy. Needed to keep my hands busy.

      But not this weekend. Noah Worthington had brought me with him to Washington D.C. He needed me to work for him during the week, but not this weekend. His wife, Savannah, had, in fact flown up to meet and they were taking some time to themselves. Noah insisted I take the two days off. I had until Monday morning when I was scheduled to drive Savannah back to the airport.

      Although he hadn’t said, I think Noah remembered I’d grown up outside of D.C., but I hadn’t been here since I’d left home at eighteen. After I left home, my family had moved to Iowa to be close to the grandparents.

      I hadn’t been back here. No need. My family was in Iowa.

      I had some fond memories from here, but they were bittersweet, too. So I hadn’t been back.

      Settling in for a long drive, I found an eighties music station, turned up the radio, and let my thoughts wander where they would.

      As Noah Worthington’s personal chauffeur, driving was more than just driving.

      I had to monitor his conversations, at least enough so that I could hear any change of plans he might have. I had to monitor the GPS for traffic jams. And riding with the radio blaring was definitely not allowed.

      When Mr. Worthington rode in the backseat of his car, he spent the time working. A man didn’t build the largest and most successful private airline company in the country by sitting back listening to music when he rode in the car.

      Mr. Worthington was a busy man.

      He took care of his family and he considered the people who worked for him to be part of his family.

      I’d barely even started working for him when he’d secured my loyalty. That was a long time ago, but it wasn’t something I would ever forget. One of those things a man could never repay.

      Early morning mist hovered over the meadow off to my left. A flock of birds flew over, disappearing into the mist as they settled onto the ground.

      Mount Vernon was somewhere around here. I’d seen the road signs. I’d never had the occasion to visit, but I’d always heard good things about it.

      If it was open, I might stop by now and take one of the tours. But they wouldn’t open the gates for at least a couple more hours.

      Maybe I’d stop on the way back by. Right now I was on a mission.

      While I was in the area with nothing to do, I was going to take the opportunity to see the old home place.

      Turning a curve in the road, I tapped the brakes.

      There was a young lady walking toward me.

      The first thing I noticed about her was that she was dressed like she lived in the 1700s.

      I caught my breath. Surely I wasn’t seeing ghosts now. That would just be strange.

      The second thing I noticed was an odd sense of familiarity toward the girl. That was worse than strange. That was just downright eerie.

      Or so I thought until I pulled up beside her.

      Knowing that the answer to my question should be an unequivocal no, I still felt obligated to ask.

      “Can I give you a ride someplace?” I asked, slowing down to nearly a stop.

      If the girl was a ghost, I’d just have to deal with that later.

      “No,” she said, turning to face me. Definitely not a ghost. Ghosts didn’t have bright green eyes.

      I’m not sure if I recognized her slightly husky voice first or her big beautiful green eyes.

      Either way, I knew who she was.

      She was Jade Barrett.

      Jade. My high school girlfriend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Jade

          

        

      

    

    
      As much as I wanted help from roadside assistance, I did not want help from a stranger.

      The black car that pulled up alongside me had dark glass in the back and was clearly one of those newer high end cars.

      When the driver slowed to my walking pace and lowered his window, I stopped, though warily.

      I hadn’t thought about safety when I had set off toward the main road. I had merely been thinking about finding an area where I had cell phone service.

      “Can I give you a ride?” the driver asked.

      “No,” I said. “I just need to call my roadside assistance.” I lifted my cell phone as though to explain.

      There was no point in trying to pretend that I had any other reason to be out here alone before the sun was up good. And if that wasn’t enough, there was the small matter of my outfit.

      It wasn’t every day a man came across a woman walking along the highway dressed like she belonged in another century.

      “If you don’t have service,” he said. “I have a sat phone.”

      I glanced down at my phone. I still didn’t have service. And yet I was certain that my phone should be working now that I reached the highway.

      “You have a sat phone?” I asked, my normal caution slipping out of hopefulness.

      “Jade?” the driver asked.

      I took a step back. No one should know my name out here, especially not a stranger.

      I’d heard stories of people being stalked by tourists. On occasion they got over zealous and sometimes developed crushes. I’d had guys crush on me before, but I’d never had anyone learn my real name.

      My name was Eliza Parke Curtis and I was Martha Washington’s oldest grandchild Unfortunately, George Washington’s line died with him as he did not have any children of his own.

      Hence, tourists knew me as Eliza. No one knew me as Jade and if they saw me on the street in regular clothes doing regular things, they wouldn’t recognize me. Eliza did not go to the market to buy bananas or stop at the gas station to fill up her car.

      As far as tourists knew, I lived here at Mount Vernon and truly Eliza did.

      Only Jade went out in the real world.

      “I’m Eliza,” I said. The guy was wearing sunshades. He looked like any other regular guy. But there was something about him…

      “I don’t mean to startle you,” the man said.

      Recognition spiked in my brain, but I couldn’t quite get my thoughts together.

      “Peter?” I wasn’t sure if I said his name out loud or just in my head.

      The last I’d heard, Peter lived in Houston. If he’d moved back this way, I would have heard about it.

      Everyone talked about me coming back, so I was certain they would talk about him.

      “Yes,” he said. “What are you doing out here?” Dressed like this?

      He didn’t ask, but he had every right to think it.

      A woman should not be walking out here alone at seven o’clock in the morning. Certainly not dressed like a ghost from the past.

      “My ‘um… my car…” I studied the man smiling at me from the black car.

      I studied his features, trying to match them with my memories.

      He removed his sunglasses and smiled.

      He was older than the Peter I remembered. He would be, of course. The Peter I had dated in high school had been cute. He’d been cute with one of those smiles that could melt a teenage girl’s heart with just one glance.

      But this Peter was just plain handsome.

      Dark hair. Same clear blue eyes, but deeper. Knowing. The kind of eyes a girl could fall into and never come out.

      His features were strong and clean.

      He was one of those guys who would melt a grown woman’s heart with a glance.

      And with that smile, well, all bets were off.

      “Where’s your car?” he asked.

      “Just a little ways.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Twenty-minute walk. Maybe.”

      He tossed his sunshades onto the dash and stepped out of the car. He walked around to the passenger side and opened the door.

      “Get in,” he said.

      I wasn’t doubting him. It wasn’t that. It was just that I was having trouble
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