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      Cecily Rosewood could feel the ghosts of the past.

      Walking slowly down the long, circular paved road that surrounded the large, lush lawn in front of the historic Hartley Mansion just after daybreak, she marveled that she got paid to tread the same ground as some of the earliest colonists in the United States. As the sun began to cast its light over the storied grounds, she drew in a deep breath. She could practically smell the ancient campfires lit by the early settlers as they huddled together to keep warm, cook meals, and tell stories.

      It wasn’t only her imagination. Olde Town district employees, or “Living History Interpreters,” conducted daily demonstrations of cooking over campfires, and sometimes she caught a whiff of the remaining smoke in the air. It was all part of the atmosphere of the touristy area that showcased over four centuries of history, and Cecily found every bit of it thrilling.

      She loved these quiet early mornings when she could take time to contemplate the magnitude of where she was. Though she had worked in the Olde Town historic district for two years, she still couldn’t get over her good fortune that this was her job. The first mansion tour of the day wasn’t until 9am, but she didn’t care. Reveling in this quiet time and breathing in the fresh morning air made it worth waking up a bit early each day. That, and she could work on the book she was writing: The Hartley Family: A History from 1634-1960.

      Upon entering the historic mansion, she punched in the code to disarm the security system discreetly hidden behind a small mirror. Though some modern advancements such as air conditioning were used in some of the historic buildings, the workers here did their best to preserve the old-fashioned decor for their guests. Once inside, she locked the door and headed toward her office.

      The floorboards creaked beneath Cecily’s feet as she stepped into the Great Hall. Walking down the light brown carpeted hallway, she could easily imagine being dressed in an elegant gown while attending a fancy party thrown by the Hartley family two hundred years ago. Two large chandeliers filled with candles hung from the ceiling, and the walls on either side were filled with large portraits of various Hartley men and women set in ornate gold frames. A huge, winding staircase to the right of the wide hall led to the many bedrooms upstairs. Heavy red velvet curtains adorned the two large windows toward the back of the hall, and a small stained-glass window decorated the top of the wooden door that led out to the vast gardens in the back. Silence filled the empty room, but in Cecily’s imagination, she could hear the tinkling of dainty wineglasses, ripples of laughter, and sparkling conversation about politics and other events of the day.

      At the end of the long hallway, Cecily turned right, passed through the grand Music Room, and headed to her office. Settling into her chair in front of her large wooden desk, she quickly became engrossed in her work, lost in the archives of the Hartleys circa 1750. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but after a while she heard footsteps across the floorboards. Still holding the genealogy document she’d been studying, she paused to listen.

      Creak … creak … creak …

      Hearing unexplained noises throughout the mansion wasn’t unusual, considering the place was haunted.

      Dr. Cecily Rosewood was a student of history, not the paranormal. A few years ago, she would have laughed at the idea of ghosts, but too many things had happened since she began working here to deny their existence. She frequently heard footsteps in the hallway, as well as the occasional faint sound of piano music coming from the Music Room. She had even seen lights flicker, and the antique chandelier was known to swing slowly back and forth on occasion. Once in a while, she’d catch a whiff of pipe smoke or the scent of a recently snuffed candle. Though she’d been terrified at first, she had gotten used to the strange occurrences. So far, she hadn’t actually seen any apparitions, and the spirits didn’t seem to want to cause her harm.

      Cecily managed to block out the noise of the phantom footsteps and went back to work. At 8:30am her phone timer beeped to inform her that it was almost time for the first guided tour. She had learned the hard way that if she didn’t set an alarm, she would get engrossed in her work and lose all track of time. A tourist knocking on the door or another tour guide with a group standing outside sending her a text telling her it was past time to unlock the door would be her only clue as to how late it was.

      Having given hundreds of tours, it wasn’t as if she needed time to prepare. Still, she liked to have half an hour to gather her thoughts before launching into the story of the Hartleys for paying customers. Plus, she needed a minute or two to slip into her “uniform” for the tour. Since the history of the mansion spanned more than two hundred years, she could choose from a variety of eras. The Olde Town Costume Design Center was responsible for ensuring the authenticity of historical costumes, and they had provided her with several different outfits she could wear on her tours. On any given day, she could choose from a large Victorian-era floor-length dress complete with an obnoxious number of petticoat layers, a simple cotton housedress, or a number of options in between. Today, as she so often did, she opted for the simple dress that a servant or poor farmgirl of the time might have worn. Not only was it more comfortable, but she could slip it on easily. The fancier dresses involved starting her workday in the main part of town to get help putting the dress on, driving back to the mansion …

      No thanks. When she wore her simple dress, she could spend the morning working on her book instead of getting her wardrobe prepared like some Hollywood star. Besides, the huge gowns were far more comfortable to wear in the wintertime than in the heat of summer.

      She slipped out of her sundress and into her white servant gown, straightened her hair, and she was done. Easy peasy. After hanging her sundress in the closet in her office, she headed back out into the hallway.

      The floorboards creaked again under her feet as she walked down the carpet of the Great Hall. A faint noise stopped her in her tracks. The sound of utensils clinking against china plates came from the dining room that was located on the other side of the wall.

      “Good morning, George,” Cecily called out before continuing on her way. No sense in looking into the dining room because nothing would be there. Items might be moved around, but she wouldn’t see anyone. She never did.

      Cecily didn’t really know that it was the ghost of George Hartley messing around in the dining room. It could be any number of people who had died in and around the house over the past several hundred years. From her research, she knew George had been quite fond of food, so it made sense that he might be haunting the room where food had been served all those years ago. It was nothing she could explain, but deep down she felt it was George. At any rate, it was nice to have a name to go with all the strange noises.

      After checking her hair in the mirror, she headed toward the front of the mansion and opened the front door to peer outside. She often tried to size up the people on her tour before she began. Would they be the type to pay attention while she told the story of the Hartley family? Did the attendees include a bunch of children that would need to be watched carefully lest they touch anything valuable in the house? Truth be told, attempting to size up a crowd rarely did any good. She usually couldn’t tell in advance how people would behave. Sometimes the kids were angels while the grownups were hell to deal with. It didn’t really matter, she supposed. All Cecily hoped for was that people on the tour would learn a thing or two and maybe come away with the understanding that history didn’t need to be dry and boring. Rather, it was filled with drama and pathos. Love and laughter. Life and death. No different than life now, really.

      The tours she conducted were frequently filled to capacity since she only gave them Monday through Friday. The Hartley Mansion was normally closed to the public on weekends, except for special occasions like weddings or charity galas.

      The day’s first tour included seven people. A couple in their late sixties or so, a couple maybe in their early forties, and three kids. One girl and two boys; Cecily guessed them to be around five, eight, and twelve respectively. She always enjoyed having kids on the tour, and she relished the chance to get them excited about history.

      After gathering the group together outside in front of the house and ensuring everyone was sporting their lanyards and badges showing they’d paid admission to the Olde Town tourist district, Cecily smiled at the visitors.

      “Good morning, and welcome to the Hartley Mansion!”

      The oldest boy rolled his eyes, bored already. That didn’t bother Cecily much. She’d seen many an annoyed kid dragged along on a family vacation and forced to learn something.

      “Just a few quick ground rules before we begin,” she continued. “Please stay on the carpeted path as you make your way through the house, and of course, please don’t touch anything.

      The preteen boy grinned and stretched out his fingers as if to say challenge accepted. Cecily made a mental note to keep an eye on that one.

      “You’re welcome to take any pictures you like, just please don’t use flash photography, and feel free to ask any questions along the way,” she said. “Come on in.”

      Cecily led the group into the Great Hall and watched as the tourists looked around. The mother seemed particularly impressed as she gazed up at the fancy chandeliers and scanned the elaborate paintings of the Hartley family. Her expression darkened suddenly.

      “Barry, for God’s sake get off that!” the woman yelled, startling Cecily. Sure enough, the oldest kid had already taken a seat in one of the velvet-covered chairs.

      Barry jumped up, looking properly chastened. His father gave him a look that was enough to scare him into submission. These parents seemed willing to keep their kids in line. Sadly, that often wasn’t the case; Cecily had seen quite a few obnoxious children with overly permissive parents.

      Though she tried to focus on the interesting parts of the family’s story rather than recite dry facts and figures, she had to provide some specific dates as background along with the more sordid details.

      “The Hartley Mansion was built in 1783, but the Hartley family had been in possession of the grounds dating back to 1634,” Cecily informed the group. “It’s fascinating to think of all the people who have come and gone on these very grounds over the past nearly four hundred years.”

      It was fascinating to her, at least. Barry’s eyes were glazing over again.

      “For hundreds of years, people from all walks of life called the Hartley Mansion their home, though not all by choice. In addition to the wealthy Hartley family, there were also enslaved people, indentured servants, farmers, and other laborers who lived here.”

      Both the mom and dad nodded solemnly as they listened. Cecily was glad these kinds of tours had changed dramatically since she’d visited historic places as a child, when the enslaved people were barely mentioned. The focus had always been on the beauty and splendor of these large plantations and not on the dark history behind the glamour. The history of the Hartleys was dark indeed, considering the patriarch Oliver Hartley had raped at least one of the enslaved women and gotten her pregnant. As much as Cecily wished to tell the whole truth on these tours, it was delicate when there were children involved. The younger kids in attendance now were too young to understand what rape was, and she wasn’t about to put their parents in a position to have to explain such a horrible thing.

      “After arriving here in 1634 and being among the earliest colonists in the entire country, the Hartley family quickly began building up their wealth. But having already come from wealth in England, it was easier for them than for many others who arrived here at the same time. Over the years, the family got rich from various endeavors such as practicing law, buying and selling products, and farming the land for tobacco, grain, and anything else they could grow successfully. With the help of hundreds of enslaved people, of course, who ran the house and what was once a 25,000-acre plantation.”

      Oddly enough, the younger children on today’s tour seemed more interested in Cecily’s talk than the grandparents, who seemed bored out of their minds.

      “You’re standing in the Great Hall, where the Hartleys used to have all types of gatherings. Everything from fancy balls to weddings and funerals.”

      “Funerals? They actually had dead people in here?” Barry asked, wide-eyed.

      Yep. That got people’s attention every time.

      “Oh yes, it was quite common to hold funerals in homes back in those days. They would lay the body out for viewing and everything,” Cecily continued.

      “Has anyone died in this house?” Barry asked, and his younger siblings perked up at the question.

      Cecily smiled. It was one of the most common questions she got on this tour, especially from kids. The query was often followed up with is this place haunted?

      “Yes,” she answered cautiously, glancing at the other children. The younger the kids, the fewer details she provided where death and dying were concerned. “In fact, it was quite common for people to die at home back in those days. There were no hospitals close by, and when a person was sick and dying, they would usually be taken care of by family members until they passed away.”

      Barry nodded, and the younger kids stared wide-eyed. Cecily figured she should stay on the subject of death for the moment, since the topic had clearly caught the attention of her audience. Walking over to one of the large portraits on the wall, she said, “For example, Oliver Hartley died upstairs in his bed.”

      It figured that bastard lived to be seventy-two years old.

      Cecily found it hard to hide her contempt as she glanced at the painting of the gray haired, dignified-looking man in a black coat with a white-collared shirt. Still, she managed to keep her expression neutral.

      “Did anybody get murdered in this house?” Barry asked.

      Cecily laughed softly. “Not that I’m aware of. But somebody did die out on the back lawn.”

      “Really?” he asked, eyes wide.

      “Yes. He was riding his horse and was struck by lightning.” A small stab of sorrow pierced her heart as she said the words. Poor George Hartley had only been twenty-seven years old at the time.

      “Cool!”

      Cecily let out a soft sigh. She understood the young boy’s natural fascination with death, but she wasn’t about to agree that the tragedy was “cool.”

      Whipping around to look at the portraits, Barry asked, “Which one is he?”

      “We don’t have a painting of George, unfortunately. I wish we did. I would love to know what he looked like.”

      She’d always felt a special affinity for George, though she wasn’t sure why. She couldn’t be certain that the ghostly presence in the house was him. Even if it was, for all she knew, the guy had been as big of a jerk as his father. And yet, something in her intuition told her the younger Hartley had been nothing like Oliver.

      “If you will all follow me, we can tour the dining room and then head upstairs to see the bedrooms and Oliver Hartley’s office.”

      The grandfather suddenly snapped to attention from his zoned-out state.

      “Oliver Hardy? Like Laurel and Hardy?” the man asked, his eyes wide.

      The old guy seemed very excited at the patently absurd idea that this house was once inhabited by a comedy team from the 1920s. Cecily had to bite her lip hard to keep from laughing before she responded.

      “No, sorry. I said Oliver Hartley.”

      The man looked disappointed, and she suspected she had lost his attention for the rest of the tour. She decided to focus on getting the kids more interested.

      “Upstairs, you’ll get to see the room where Mr. Hartley died.”

      “Cool!” cried all three youngsters in unison.

      Cecily continued the tour for the next thirty minutes, doing her best to keep the family engaged. The grandparents remained mentally checked out for the duration. The parents’ attention ebbed and flowed, as did the children’s. All in all, not her best tour, but not the worst either.

      After ushering the family out the door upon her concluding words, she heard the mother ask, “Did you guys have fun?”

      “Nooo!” shouted the middle child.

      Shaking her head, Cecily shut the door behind them. As always, she’d done her best. Still, she knew a brief tour of a historical house that wasn’t owned by Thomas Jefferson or Elvis or Laurel and/or Hardy wouldn’t be enough to turn resistant tourists into history buffs.

      She gave two more tours before lunch, and those went slightly better. Those groups had given her a chance to field more interesting questions, and the last group before lunch consisted of only adults. That type of tour gave her the freedom to tell more of the unvarnished truth about the history of the Hartley Mansion, which made her feel like she was actually making a difference in educating people about the past.

      After slipping back into her sundress and locking up the house for her lunch break, Cecily headed out into the bright June sunshine. The next tour didn’t start for two hours, so she could take her time and walk to the main historical district. The Hartley Mansion was about a half mile from the main part of Olde Town, where most of the other historical buildings were located. Though many of the tourists chose to take the shuttle from the town to the mansion, Cecily preferred to walk if the weather permitted. She often reflected on what it must have been like for the enslaved people and other servants to walk the same route to gather supplies from the general store and other places in town. The wealthy Hartley family members would have traveled by horse and carriage most of the time. Cecily pictured George, as well as his parents, sitting up all prim and proper in their fancy horse-drawn carriage, making their way to town.

      Olde Town, the historic tourist area within St. Mary’s City, Maryland was always pretty, but there was really nothing like the gorgeous greens of summer. The lush trees blowing in the breeze and the gardens bursting with flowers made her smile every time she gazed upon them. She particularly enjoyed this time of early summer because she could eat her lunch outside in the picnic area in the center of town.

      That all too familiar feeling of guilt swept through Cecily as she strolled the grounds of what had been only the fourth permanent settlement in the United States. She knew how utterly unfair it was that she got to work her dream job while so many others were stuck behind a desk at the mercy of their employers. Her family was extremely wealthy, not unlike the Hartleys. Both of her parents were rather famous technology moguls, so money was no object. Because of them, she had been a full-time student through college and while getting her PhD. So many others had to work hard to afford school, but her parents had paid for her education. Never having to work at a crappy retail job, she’d been able to focus entirely on her studies and hadn’t been saddled with any student loans. How unbelievably lucky she was.

      Cecily drew in a deep breath as she walked past the shimmering St. Mary’s River. She often took the longer walk to town—really only an extra block—to see the Ark and the Dove, two ships that had first brought settlers here back in 1634. A gorgeous wooden replica of the Dove bobbed up and down in the breeze at its spot on the dock, awaiting the next round of tourists. The ship was so tiny. Cecily could scarcely imagine what it must have been like to travel all the way from the Isle of Wight in England to here. What a miserable trip that must have been.

      “Hey, Dr. Rosewood,” called a familiar voice.

      Cecily turned her head to smile at Braydyn, a fellow historical tour guide. She always thought of him as “Braydyn spelled with a dyn” because that was how he’d first introduced himself. He was a sweet guy with his adorable slightly curly brown hair and inquisitive brown eyes. No matter how many times she’d told him to call her Cecily, he still addressed her as Dr. Rosewood. Braydyn was kind of a jack-of-all-trades historical reenactor who was a tour guide for the entire town, depending on the needs of the day. He frequently walked his tour groups over to the mansion, telling them facts about history along the way. He hung out inside the Hartley Mansion a lot, mainly to take advantage of the air conditioning when it was especially hot out. Many times, she would find him sitting on the bottom of the steps of the Great Hall, taking a break from the heat. She counted herself as quite fortunate to work in one of the buildings with A/C, and she never minded his friendly presence.

      “Where are you off to today?” she asked.

      “Today I’m pulling church tour duty,” he said with a smile.

      “Amen!” she said with a friendly salute as he passed her on the way to the churchyard.

      Cecily kept walking and soon neared the picnic area, lost in her thoughts of the past. She often felt the spirits of the men and women who once walked these grounds. Walking through Olde Town, it was as if you could see the progression of human history from the 1600s through today. The historic town featured various buildings, either partial or total restorations, including a bakery, a church, a tavern, a theater, and much more. Tourist season was in full swing today as the streets were crowded with people, all sporting their daily, weekly, or even yearly Olde Town passes on lanyards.

      Right now, of all the historical buildings in town, the theater was of tremendous interest to her, whether she wanted to admit it or not. And for once, her feelings had nothing to do with history.

      Her current fascination with that particular building had to do with Ryan “Canuck” Armstrong, who was currently conducting a restoration project there. The owner of Armstrong Property Services, the guy could be seen all over the historical district working on all sorts of projects. A native of Montreal, he had the most delightful French Canadian accent. His coworkers loved to tease him about being from Canada, hence the nickname “Canuck.” He never seemed to mind though, smiling good-naturedly when his friends teased him.

      Cecily’s breath caught in her throat when she spotted him working outside in the front yard of the theater. He looked especially delicious today, all sweaty with exertion, tight muscles rippling under his shirt. Ryan was legendary around here, and not just due to his chiseled jaw, dark brown hair, and soulful blue eyes—he was the quintessential tall, dark, and handsome man. But no, it wasn’t just his good looks that got people’s attention. The guy had once stopped a carjacking. He’d chased the perpetrator for four blocks, rescuing a woman and her two young children. The man was a hero.

      And so, so out of her league. He was remarkably smart, seeing as he owned his own company and somehow understood complex electrical wiring, building construction, and could miraculously fix just about anything. Sadly, he didn’t seem interested in her romantically. Around him, she always felt like a shy library nerd to his handsome jock. She knew for a fact he played hockey as a hobby, so he was definitely into sports. Her interests, which included reading history books and listening to classical music, would no doubt bore him senseless.

      But then there was one time, about a year ago, when they’d seemed to really connect. Though she had seen him around Olde Town for a few months fixing this and that, that hot day in late August was the first time she’d actually spoken to the man. They’d been standing in a long line for ice cream at a popular sweets shop just outside the historic district and had struck up a conversation. Ryan had seemed genuinely impressed that she had a PhD in colonial history, and they’d had quite an entertaining chat. Prior to that conversation, she had assumed erroneously that a hot guy who worked in construction would have no interest in history. After talking to him for a few moments, she’d found he was fairly knowledgeable about colonial history and seemed as excited to work in Olde Town as she was. By the time they’d gotten their ice cream, Cecily was almost certain he was going to ask her out. After all, they’d really hit it off, having instantly fallen into a fascinating conversation despite barely knowing each other.

      Alas, it was not to be. Once he’d gotten his ice cream cone, Ryan had bidden her adieu in his sexy French accent and gone back to work.

      Cecily had been crushed. And then she’d felt stupid for thinking for even one moment that a guy like him could go for a woman like her.

      Since that day last summer, Ryan had been filed strictly under the category of “you can look but not touch.”

      And yet, how wonderful it would be to touch him. Just once. Even with all her fancy education and degrees and advanced vocabulary, there was still only one word that could describe that delightful young Canadian buck.

      Dreamy.

      “Hey, Cecily,” Ryan called, brightening her day considerably. The jolt of adrenaline that shot through her system at the sight of his smile did more to wake her up than the two cups of coffee she’d had this morning.

      “Hey,” she said, returning his wave as casually as she could. As much as she wished she could just stop and stare at him, she forced herself to walk the rest of the way to her destination.

      Sighing as she sat down at a picnic table, she lamented that these brief encounters with the hunk of a man were never enough.

      If only something major would break at Hartley Mansion. Something that would take months to fix.

      The thought made her giggle to herself.

      After lunch, she had three more tours booked. On the second to last tour of the day, she noticed it was starting to feel a bit warm inside the mansion. It was a hot day, so she didn’t think too much of it until the tourists on the final tour of the day complained about the heat. Checking the thermostat, she found that the temperature was stuck at eighty degrees.

      Damn.

      If the system had stopped working earlier, she could have gotten maintenance to come and take a look and maybe even fix it right away. At this hour, all she could do was call in a repair request.

      On the plus side, if she was really lucky, Ryan Armstrong would be the one to come to her rescue. Though it was certainly possible, he had lots of guys—and gals— working for him, and any one of them could come to the Hartley Mansion to fix the A/C. She’d just have to wait and see tomorrow.

      As usual, she ended her night by glaring at the portrait of Oliver Hartley in the Great Hall and then heading over to the grand dining room.

      She paused in the doorway before turning off the light.

      “Goodnight, George,” she said softly. “Rest well.”
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      George Hartley sat at the dining room table enjoying a sumptuous meal of pork with stewed apples. Dinah, one of the kitchen slaves, appeared behind him and placed a second helping on the table without him having to ask. Everyone knew how much he enjoyed his supper. It was a wonder he managed to stay trim, given his penchant for fine dining.

      “How was your recent trip to New York?” his father Oliver asked, addressing Mr. Nathanial Taylor, a prominent lawyer and father of the woman George was expected to marry. No formal engagement had been made as of yet, but that was what dinners such as these were for. Getting both families together was important to make sure the arrangement would work.

      Perhaps “arrangement” wasn’t the right word, but George didn’t know what else to call it. George was hardly in love with Victoria, not that he believed in such nonsense anyway. The long and short of it was that George’s family was incredibly wealthy, Victoria’s family was incredibly wealthy, and that was all that mattered to anyone. George supposed some couples actually did marry for love, but his parents certainly hadn’t. Their marriage had worked out fine, and he figured his own would as well. Once he got all the marriage bother out of the way, he could get on with running the Hartley family business.

      “Excellent,” Mr. Taylor boomed in his loud, self-important voice. He went on to describe his various adventures in the big city while George concentrated on his savory meal.

      “Such a dirty city,” Victoria said, wrinkling her nose. Her light-colored curls bounced on the sides of her face as she spoke, her brown eyes squinting a bit.

      She wasn’t wrong. New York City might be an exciting, vibrant place, but it was also filthy. Trash filled the streets, and the air was thick with chimney smoke. It was noisy, too, with people shouting at one another and large carriages rattling around. Still, George found it a fascinating place to watch people. As he was expected to take over the family’s various business holdings, he frequently accompanied his father on his journeys to other cities.

      Victoria’s eyes roamed around the elegant dining room with its bright blue painted walls, gold velvet curtains, and large ornate mirror attached to the wall. His family ate and drank only from the finest of china plates and crystal glassware. The dining room boasted extravagance everywhere one looked.

      “I much prefer it here in Maryland,” she said, glancing at George approvingly.

      “I agree,” he said with a nod and a smile in her direction.

      Victoria giggled softly, demurely lowering her head. A slight blush bloomed on her cheeks, which was rather becoming. Her pale, delicate features combined with an impressive bosom were all points in her favor in becoming George’s wife. Oh yes. She would do quite nicely.

      As alluring as Victoria Taylor was, she couldn’t quite compete for his attention once dessert had been served. George’s eyes widened in delight at the slice of chunky apple cake that had been placed in front of him. Dripping with brown sugar sauce, the cake was one of his favorites.

      “My boy has a fine head for finance, I assure you,” Oliver said, grinning proudly in George’s direction. “He’s already proven himself indispensable when it comes to the family business.”

      The family business wasn’t one venture in particular, as the Hartleys had their hand in all manner of industries. Their land was actively farmed for tobacco and grain, they bred and raced horses, invested in art, and even produced citrus fruit all year round via their Orangery building.

      “Indeed, he takes after his father,” said George’s mother Penelope with a proud nod in his direction. No one was happier about his potential nuptials than she. As far as she was concerned, the sooner he worked on producing a male heir, the better. Penelope Hartley was quite concerned with the Hartley’s wealth and reputation, and she was determined to add to the Hartley family tree.

      George quickly lost interest in the mindless chatter once his dessert was gone and was pleased when everyone retired to the Music Room. He had become quite adept at playing the piano.

      Victoria sat primly on one of the floral couches with her parents, while Penelope and Oliver sat together on the smaller love seat. George relished the opportunity to play the piano for guests, and he did so whenever the opportunity presented itself. He played one of his favorites; a bouncy little tune known as “Polonaise in D Major” by Richard Wagner. It was such a fun song to play, and it gave him an opportunity to show off his musical skills.

      Upon playing the final note with a flourish, George earned a nice round of applause from his audience.

      “That was quite impressive. Absolutely lovely!” Victoria said before bowing her head demurely and blushing.

      “Thank you,” George said with a smile, pleased that she enjoyed his performance. He truly loved music and relished sharing his passion with her.

      Lifting her head slightly, Victoria’s face held an expression of slight confusion. “But you know, you can always get one of your slaves to play the music for you.”

      Penelope laughed. “Thank you, Victoria! I can’t tell you how many times I’ve told him that. There’s no need for George to wear himself out when we could just as easily give piano lessons to one of the slaves.”

      George stifled a sigh. Leave it to his mother to dismiss his hard work and talent, not to mention the pleasure he derived from playing. How insulting it was to say that a mere slave could possibly learn to play the piano as well as he could. But he shouldn’t have been surprised. Penelope Hartley was all about appearances, and she’d have much preferred using slave labor to flaunt their wealth in front of company rather than have her own son entertain their guests.

      “It would be truly lovely if you could have one of them learn to play, George, so that you could sit by me as we listen together,” Victoria said, fanning herself as if to ward off her blush.

      George stifled another sigh. If Victoria and Penelope teamed up and had their way, he’d never be allowed to play the piano again. While Oliver was the official head of the family, of course, he frequently did as he was told by his wife behind closed doors. He did whatever was necessary to keep his mother happy. Perhaps “happy” was too strong of a word. Oliver did what he could to make Penelope less angry.

      Without asking his audience if they’d like to hear another song, he plunked his fingers back onto the piano. He launched into another tune thinking he might as well seize his opportunity to play while he still could.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next afternoon, George found himself bored and craving something sweet to eat, so he decided he would ride into town and visit the general store to see if they had anything good. He rather enjoyed horseback riding, so that was his preferred mode of travel. However, Penelope did not approve. If he was to go into town, he was to use the horse-drawn carriage. His mother claimed to be concerned for his safety, which was ridiculous. George could race horses with the best of them, therefore a simple jaunt to town was hardly a challenge. The truth was Penelope would never waste an opportunity to show off the fact that the Hartleys were wealthy enough to own a carriage.

      He grudgingly agreed to take the carriage, but only if he could drive it rather than have one of the slaves or other workers take him. He rather enjoyed solitude from time to time, and he would much prefer a solo trip to town. Springtime in Maryland could be quite lovely, and he was looking forward to getting some fresh air.

      George pulled the string that was attached to the bell in the small hallway leading to the kitchen to summon Sam, his personal slave. Each member of the household, including his younger sisters, had their own slave to cater to them. Each bell had a different tone, which was quite convenient. Sam, a young man in his twenties, arrived quickly at George’s side.

      “Sam, my fine fellow,” George said brightly. “Fetch me my hat and bring the carriage ’round, please.”

      George prided himself on being one of the good slave masters. He was always polite and kind to his slaves, unlike some other masters he’d met over the years.

      He gazed out at the vast green lawn in front of the house, drawing in a deep breath of warm air. Once Sam brought the carriage around, the ride into the main part of St. Mary’s City proved to be as lovely as he’d hoped. His favorite part was riding past the St. Mary’s River, with its gentle, rippling waves shimmering in the sun. He arrived in town just as his stomach began to rumble.

      The scent of sugary goodness greeted George’s nose the moment he stepped inside Hawkins General Store.

      “Oh, sweet heavens, what is that I’m smelling?” he asked.

      Gene Hawkins, the slender, gray haired owner of the store, greeted him with a smile. “Mr. Hartley, it’s nice to see you! You’ve come on a good day. We’ve got fresh-baked molasses cookies.”

      George glanced over at the brick fireplace to his right where, sure enough, he spotted the aforementioned cookies browning slightly on a cast iron paddle. A woman with her back to him was pulling the delicious-smelling treats out at that very moment.

      The young woman turned around, and somehow George lost all interest in the cookies. For now.

      Clad in a blue cotton dress with a white apron, the cookie lady smiled at George as she carefully placed the paddle on the wooden table.

      Those eyes. They were absolutely stunning, the bluest of blues he’d ever seen, matching her dress perfectly. She wore a white bonnet, her pretty, loose blond curls bouncing slightly on her shoulders as she transferred the cookies to a plate.

      “Anna, this is Mr. George Hartley,” Gene said, gesturing toward him. “Mr. Hartley, this is my daughter, Anna.”

      Not typically one to be at a loss for words, it took George a moment to find his voice. “Charmed to meet you,” he said at last.

      Anna smiled warmly, a faint blush tinting her cheeks. Her shy expression was similar to Victoria’s, and yet different somehow. He couldn’t think of why or how. It was just … different.

      “Would you like to try a molasses cookie?” she asked, offering the plate to him.

      I think I’m in love.

      George damn near said the words out loud. After all, it wasn’t every day a lovely young woman offered him fresh-baked sweets.

      “Oh yes, I would. Yes, indeed,” he exclaimed, selecting a cookie from the plate.

      Anna smiled again, the joy reaching all the way to her eyes. Her cheeks bloomed with a slightly darker tinge of red, her smile still sweet and shy.

      It’s not fake. That’s the difference.

      The errant thought just popped into his mind. He wasn’t sure where it had come from, but he realized the stray thought was right. When Victoria giggled shyly and lowered her head demurely, it didn’t seem as real. Like she was putting on an act. It wasn’t uncommon for women to go pale and faint at the slightest provocation, and he’d never realized how much Victoria really leaned into that helpless female act. In the first thirty seconds since meeting Anna, George could tell she was different. For one thing, the idea of Victoria cooking or baking anything herself was preposterous. She would never do such a thing, would no doubt insist that was what slaves were for.

      He took a bite of the cookie, and the taste could only be described as heaven on earth. Closing his eyes, he moaned in delight. “This is delicious!”

      Upon opening his eyes, he was greeted by another smile from Anna. “I’m so glad you like it.”

      “That’s my girl,” Gene said proudly. “She’s a terrific baker. Anna can cook just about anything. Keeps me well fed, that’s for sure.”

      “And why have I never seen this lovely woman in the store before now?” George asked.

      “Welp, we used to have a lady work in the store with me, but we had to cut back a bit,” Gene answered.

      “I will certainly be bringing home a bunch of these cookies made by your daughter today,” he said with a grin. He forced himself to tear his gaze away from the lovely Anna as he looked around the store. “What else have you got for me today, Gene?”

      “Fresh-baked bread for one thing.” He gestured at a table filled with various breads and biscuits.

      “Did you bake these as well?” George asked, seizing the opportunity to look back at Anna.

      “Yes, I did.” She held her gaze on his in a way Victoria never would have done. He loved it.

      “Then I’d better bring some bread home with me,” he said. With a dramatic sigh, he added, “And I suppose I should be a good boy and bring something healthy back as well.”

      “Perhaps some apples and peaches?” Gene suggested hopefully.

      “Sounds delightful.”

      Much to George’s pleasure, Anna came to help him select his fruit. After all was said and done, he had an impressive amount of food to take home. Gene packed everything up neatly in apple boxes and, lucky for George, another customer came in needing assistance.

      “I’ll help him with his things,” Anna told her father.

      The notion of having just a few precious moments alone with her made him positively giddy.

      Anna’s gorgeous blue eyes flew open wide when she caught sight of the carriage outside the store.

      “My goodness,” she exclaimed. No doubt her reaction would have pleased his mother greatly.

      Stacking the boxes in the carriage took no time at all. George, desperate to extend his time with Anna, thought of the perfect thing to say. He was quite curious to hear her reaction.

      “Well, I’d best be going. I’d like to have some time this afternoon to practice the piano,” he said as casually has he could.

      “Oh, my,” Anna exclaimed, her cheeks flushing with excitement. “Do you really have your own piano? And you know how to play?”

      “Yes, I love to play.”

      “How lovely,” Anna said. “My cousin has a piano, and I just love to hear him play it.”

      “You enjoy music?” he asked, even though he already had the answer. He just relished speaking about his passion with a pretty woman.

      “Very much so.”

      “We have a harp in our Music Room as well,” George said, hoping he didn’t sound too pompous.

      Anna shook her head in wonder. “Oh, I adore the sound of the harp! Years and years ago we were invited to a fancy party where they had a lady playing the harp. So lovely, it was. That must be what heaven sounds like. Oh, I hope it doesn’t sound too stupid to say that.”

      She laughed at herself as she spoke. Now that was the sound of an angel in heaven. Once again, George enjoyed the flush of her cheeks. She wasn’t playacting as she spoke. Everything she said was so genuine, and it made him realize how fake everyone around him was by comparison. The way his parents were always showing off their wealth and how Victoria was forever fanning herself and pretending to be shy. At least his younger sisters still laughed and played and behaved like actual human beings. For now, anyway.

      “Not at all,” George said. He allowed his eyes to linger on hers much longer than was appropriate, but he couldn’t help himself. Anna was just so lovely in every possible way. “I wish I knew how to play it. Perhaps I should learn. We’ve had guests in our home come and play it, and yes, the harp does have a rather otherworldly sound I would say.”

      “Indeed,” Anna said dreamily.

      George nodded. He had run out of things to say, and they’d already spent more time together than was acceptable for an unmarried couple.

      “I suppose I should be going.” He didn’t even try to hide the reluctance in his voice. “But I will be sure to come back for more cookies soon.”

      “Oh, please do,” Anna said, still gazing into his eyes. In that moment, it was all too easy to forget that Victoria existed.

      “Thank you so much for all of your help.”

      “It was my pleasure,” she said softly.

      With that, George took his leave, hoping she was watching him ride off into the distance in his family’s carriage. Already, the seat next to him felt empty somehow. As if Anna Hawkins belonged there.

      George rode home in a daze, hardly glancing at the river on his way home. Not long ago, he and his family attended a performance of Romeo and Juliet at the theater. As entertaining as the play had been, he’d dismissed the whole thing as melodramatic, romantic nonsense. He’d thought the notion of love at first sight was beyond ridiculous.

      Now he wasn’t so sure.

      Throughout the rest of his day, especially while he was playing the piano, George’s thoughts were utterly consumed by Anna.

      He simply could not stop thinking about her.

    

  

OEBPS/images/the_heart_of_hartley_mansion_cvr_v3-1-sRGB-1200-70.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


    


  


