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Dear reader,


When I first visited the Rosswood Plantation while researching for The Accidental Spy Series, I made an interesting discovery. Miss Jean, the wonderful lady that owns the house (and mother of Mr. Ray Hylander, who you will have the pleasure of meeting in the story) told me how they found a yellow Civil War era gown in a trunk in the attic. They believe it may have belonged to Mabella, Rosswood’s historical lady.

Miss Jean allowed me to see the dress, gently clip to my shoulders, and take a few pictures with it. While posing with the gown, I had a wild idea. What if by putting it on, someone could travel back in time? Thus, the story was born. And, dear reader, that is all it is meant to be.

This story is not meant to spark a theological debate on if God would allow the miracle of time travel. Second Corinthians tells us that when we are away from our earthly bodies, Christians go to the presence of the Lord. Hebrews 9 teaches it is appointed to men once to die. Knowing these things, I do not mean to say I believe in any kind of reincarnation by allowing my character to have a life in two different eras.

Several of the things regarding the time-slip in the 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. Let’s go discover a mysterious gown and see what it might be like to step back in time…

Happy Reading!

Stephenia
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Lorman, Mississippi

Late October, Present Day

If only leaving her problems behind were as simple as leaving town. Lena drummed her fingers on the faded paint on the car door and watched the landscape slide by. Wind spilled through the open window, teasing strands of her hair free and whipping them around her face. She thought to brush them away but decided against it. She might as well enjoy the feeling while she still had the chance.

“Are you even listening to me, Amberlena Elizabeth?”

Lena blinked and turned her attention from the passing trees to her mother’s concerned expression. Any time Momma used Lena’s full name, she meant business. “Sorry, Momma. I was just thinking.”

Momma reached across the narrow console in her vintage Volkswagen bug and squeezed Lena’s hand. “We promised we wouldn’t think on that for two whole days.” Tears filled Momma’s deep brown eyes, but she shooed them away with an overstuffed smile.

Lena fashioned a smile of her own, though her lips seemed to strain against the falsity. She’d promised they would enjoy this mother-daughter trip and pretend life wouldn’t be waiting for them when they got home. And Momma certainly deserved the break. If it would make her happy, then Lena would gladly pretend. She brightened her tone. “Tell me something about this one.”

Momma wiped away the lingering drops of reality from her eyes and cut on the blinker. “They say some of the guests have seen a man and woman walking arm in arm on the front lawn.” Her voice held a mixture of humor and awe. Momma always did like a good ghost story, even if she didn’t technically believe in them.

Lena leaned forward and studied the big white house looming at the end of the long drive. Four massive white columns supported the two-story mansion, another testament to what Momma called the age when cotton was king. Deciding to tease Momma a little, she shrugged. “What’s so special about that? No couples allowed on the lawn?”

Momma rolled her eyes. “You hush now. You know what I mean. They say he’s still in his Confederate uniform and she’s wearing one of those big hoop dresses.”

“They probably paid actors to cause a stir.”

Momma grinned. “Guess we’ll find out.” She pulled up to the side of the house and parked underneath an ancient oak. After giving Lena a wink, she hopped out.

Lena paused with her hand on the door handle and drew three deep breaths. Two days to spend with Momma and try to forget. Two days out in the fresh country air with nothing to do but chat and remember the good times. To have one last retreat before…

“Come on now, Lena,” Momma said, poking her head back inside the car. “What are you waiting on?”

Lena swung the door open, placed one worn tennis shoe onto vibrant grass, and stepped from the car. Birds trilled and flitted around in the branches overhead, the stately tree having not yet decided to don its golden autumn gown. Lena flung her bag over one shoulder and rounded the front of the car to help Momma get the latch unstuck. Volkswagens were strange like that, with the trunk in the front and the engine in the back. Part of the charm, Momma always said.

“You know, you really need to get something a bit more reliable,” Lena said, pushing on the trunk. “I had my doubts this thing would even get us down here.”

Momma wrenched the handle and the trunk popped free. “Nonsense. Betty here is an old friend.”

Lena didn’t bother replying. What would have been the point? She reached in and grabbed Momma’s overnight bag, its fraying edges a testament to Momma’s motto of use it up, wear it out, make it last, or do without. As a single mother with more determination than formal education, Momma had her reasons for how she saw life. Degree or not, she was still the smartest person Lena knew.

Momma took the bag with a smile a bit too cheery. “Ready?”

A lump in Lena’s throat kept her from answering. Would this really be their last trip together? She swallowed the thought and wrapped her arm around Momma’s shoulders. They climbed the front steps to the massive house and stood on the porch. Lena looked up at the blue porch ceiling while Momma knocked on the door.

Momma had always loved these old houses. She reveled in the history, the stories, and the grandeur of the antebellum age. She’d almost named Lena Bonnie Blue after Scarlett’s daughter in Gone with the Wind, but thankfully had changed her mind. Though Amberlena Elizabeth was bad enough.

The front door swung open, and they were greeted by a tall, stately looking gentleman with a friendly face and graying hair. “You must be the Lowrey ladies down from Jackson. I’m Ray Hylander.” He pulled the door wider. “Welcome to Rosswood.”

Momma bustled in, her big brown eyes flitting over everything in the entry. Lena smiled at the gentleman. “Nice house.”

Momma waved a hand. “Manners, darling.” She turned and looked up at the tall man. “I’m Celia Ann, and this is my daughter, Lena Beth.”

Lena stuck out her hand. “Just Lena is fine.”

Momma made a face, but Lena ignored it. Mr. Hylander shook her hand and then fished a key from his pocket. “I have your room ready, ladies, if you would like to put your things down.” He turned and started up a staircase at the end of the long, wide entryway and Lena and Momma followed. At the top of the stairs another wide hallway boasted a seating area and cases filled with books, the hallway itself a kind of open-ended living room. It looked like a perfect place to sit and read.

Their host turned the key and opened the door to one of the rooms, revealing period furniture and high ceilings. Exactly the kind of place Momma swooned over. Lena smiled to herself. This had been a good choice. It would make Momma happy, and she’d need some of that happiness to carry into the days to come.

“Peggy serves breakfast at nine,” Mr. Hylander said, calling them back from Momma’s twittering over the room. “You won’t want to miss that. Finest homemade biscuits in the South.”

Momma shot Lena a grin. “Our mouths are watering already.”

“We also have a library downstairs you’re welcome to use,” he said, “and there are some journals left from the plantation days.”

Momma clasped her hands. “Oh! How exciting.”

Mr. Hylander’s lips turned up. “Soon as you get settled, I’d be happy to give you ladies the tour and tell you about the history of the house.”

“Thank you, sir. We’re looking forward to it.” Momma took the key from him, promising they would be down in a bit, and shut the door. She patted the curly hair she’d passed down to Lena. “Isn’t this great?”

Lena’s lips curved. “You’ll have to bring Carl down here sometime.”

Momma’s eyes widened. “Lena! What a thing to say. Bringing a man to a bed-and-breakfast.” She scrunched her nose. “That would be quite an inappropriate invitation.”

“Why? You can get two rooms.”

Momma rolled her eyes.

“Or a wedding band…”

Momma blushed and waved her hand. “Oh, you hush now.”

Lena grew serious. “He’s a good man, Momma, and I know you like him. A lot. Why do you always hold back?” Momma frowned, but Lena held up a hand to stay the words she knew Momma would say next. “Things are different now. You no longer have a child to care for on your own.”

She stepped closer and put her hands on Momma’s shoulders. “You’re only thirty-nine. You need to let yourself have a life. You’ve spent every moment since you were seventeen taking care of me. And now…” She cleared her throat. “Momma, I don’t want you to be alone.”

Momma’s eyes glistened. “We aren’t talking about that, remember?”

Lena pulled her closer. “We don’t have to talk about it now, but you still need to think on it. It’s time you found some happiness, and I think Carl would go a long way to helping you find it.”

Momma waved her hand again, shooing away anything she didn’t want to discuss. “I’m going downstairs to ask our host about recommendations for where to eat supper tonight.” She pointed a finger at Lena. “And when I come back up here, you are going to be ready for our tour, right?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Momma smiled. “Good girl. I’ll be right back.”

Lena’s shoulders slumped as soon as Momma closed the door. She shouldn’t keep pushing. Momma deserved exactly what she’d asked for—one weekend without all the concerns that plagued them back home.

She turned to a large wardrobe on the wall. She’d unpack their clothes while she waited. She averted her gaze from the reflection taunting her from the inset mirror and pulled open the carved wardrobe door. Inside, a yellow gown with yards of ruffled fabric took up one end. Odd. She pulled it out.

It looked old but in good condition. The gauzy material draped across the neckline, and the skirt was made of layers of delicate ruffles. Lena laughed. She’d been right. This must be one of the costumes they had the actors wear to walk around and make guests think Civil War couples still roamed the grounds!

She held it up to her and shut the wardrobe door. The mirror there showed her the reflection she’d avoided looking at for weeks now. She ignored the sallow cast to her skin and the dullness of her muddy brown hair and focused on the dress. It looked like it would fit.

Did she dare? It might upset the owner if he saw her in the costume someone had forgotten to hide from the guests, but Momma would be thrilled. And that would be worth it. Before she could change her mind, Lena slipped out of her jeans and blouse and tugged the gown over her head, fastening the hooks behind her neck.

A wave of nausea overcame her, and she closed her eyes, gripping the bedpost. They were getting more frequent now. Lena pulled long breaths into her lungs and let them out slowly until the sensation passed and the room stopped spinning. Then she straightened and ran her fingers over the material.

Huh. It seemed a much brighter yellow on her than it had when it was hanging in the wardrobe. The ruffles fell all the way to the ground.

Lena propped her hands on her waist. The dress fit almost as if it had been made for her. She giggled, feeling much better. Momma would get a kick out of this for sure. She kept her eyes away from the mirror and tugged her curls into a bun at the nape of her neck. Now. Surely she looked the part.

Footsteps sounded in the hall, and Lena turned toward the door. Wouldn’t Momma be surprised? The doorknob turned, and Lena gripped the sides of her skirt, pulling it up so she could curtsy when Momma came inside.

But when the door swung open, it wasn’t Momma standing stunned in the hallway. A woman who looked a little younger than Lena saw her and stumbled back, her blue eyes wide in shock. Lena yelped and dropped the skirt. Heat crawled into her face as the actress, who wore an even more authentic dress than the one Lena had found, gaped at her. Lena gulped.

Busted.

The woman grabbed the cotton fabric at the base of her throat and then her eyes narrowed. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“I, uh, this is the room that Mr. Hylander gave us.”

Her face contorted. “Who?”

“Mr. Hylander,” she repeated, speaking slowly. “You know, the fellow who owns this bed-and-breakfast? This is the room he gave us.” She stepped back. “I’m sorry about the dress. Give me a second to change and then we can go downstairs. I’m sure he can clear this up. I didn’t realize he’d mistakenly given us an actor’s room.” She winked at the gaping woman. “But don’t worry, I’ll pretend I didn’t see you. You can still do your thing for Momma. She’ll like it.”

The woman stared at her. “Miss, I don’t know who you are or what kind of farce you are trying to conduct here, but this is my house.” She frowned. “And we don’t take any painted ladies for the soldiers. Best you be moving on.”

“What?” Painted ladies? This woman…no, girl, really, took her part far too seriously. “This is a bed-and-breakfast. Momma and I are staying…” Her words died as the blonde girl adamantly shook her head.

“Rosswood belongs to me. You’ll have to look for your man elsewhere.”

Man? Now what nonsense was she talking about? Annoyed, Lena pursed her lips and stepped around her, meaning to go downstairs and have a word with the owner about his actors taking their roles entirely too far. But when she stepped into the hall, the sight before her nearly buckled her knees. Suddenly, a stench that could have curdled the wallpaper rushed over her, making her stomach heave. How had she not noticed it before? She wrapped an arm around her middle, begging her body to behave as the scene unfolded.

This couldn’t be happening. Not yet. Not now.

“Miss, you need to go.” The girl’s agitated voice seemed real.

But then, so did those men, and… No!

No. She couldn’t start hallucinating yet. The doctor had said she had more time…

Lena began to pant, the sickening smells of unwashed bodies and blood taking hold of her olfactory senses and making her body believe they were real. Nausea washed over her again, and her vision began to fade.

A man’s voice called out, but Lena slipped to the floor, her mind’s cruel trick fading into oblivion. Darkness enveloped her, reminding her of all the things she was supposed to be forgetting this weekend, and swept her away to a land of cold indifference.
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What he wouldn’t give for some release from this monotony. Something to distract him from the long wait to return to duty…and the humiliation of his missing eye.

Sergeant Caleb Dockery focused on the men around him, at least the best he could in his condition, and wondered if they felt the same. Private Paul Jenkins looked at Caleb over his cards, offering a smile that came often and easy to his thin lips. Now there was a man who seemed to have no trouble finding contentment in whatever condition he found himself. Even his long bout with pneumonia didn’t seem to dampen his spirits.

Sergeant Wells looked at Caleb as well, appearing impatient. Was it his turn? He couldn’t remember. His mind had wandered again. Then the sergeant swiveled, the rising voices on the other side of the upper hall in this makeshift hospital drawing the eyes of every pitiful soul forced to tarry here.

They all watched as a young woman bounded into their midst and then collapsed in a heap of sunflower frills. She looked like a wilted flower, her delicate sensibilities too fragile for the realities of war. A shame, that. They’d worked too hard to protect their women from the more unpleasant things in life only for them to be doused by the worst of humanity now.

Miss Ross, the poor young woman whose unfortunate honor it had been to open her house up as a hospital, put her hands on her hips. “Peggy!”

Caleb shifted and tried to get a better look through his good eye. The colored woman who always hovered by Miss Ross’s side shuffled over, her hands filled with the strips of cloth they’d been using for bandages.

“Lawd, what be goin’ on here?”

Miss Ross scowled. “I don’t know. Seems this lady is a bit confused about where she is. She worked herself into a dither and then had a spell.”

Peggy knelt and put a hand on the lady’s shoulder. Caleb leaned to the side to get a better look at the woman who had succumbed to the flutters. What was she doing wearing such a thing in a hospital? And in late afternoon, no less?

“You got any smellin’ salts?” Peggy asked.

“You know I don’t.” Miss Ross glanced around at the staring men and lowered her voice, though Caleb had no trouble hearing her anyway. “Why would you even ask?”

The other woman huffed. “Never know what you be up to. You is liable to get your hands on all kinds of stuff. ’Member that chloroform?”

Miss Ross’s blue eyes widened. “Hush! You know good and well that was your fault, too.”

Caleb couldn’t help but chuckle at the absurdity of the scene. He’d grown accustomed to the banter between these two who acted more like friends than slave and mistress, but the fact that they chose to jab one another while one of
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