
  
    [image: When Heartstrings Echo]
  


  
    
      When Heartstrings Echo

      THREE NOVEL COLLECTION

    

    
      
        KATHRYN KALEIGH

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WHEN HEARTSTRINGS ECHO

        TIME TRAVEL

        (Reading Order)

      

      

      
        
        Messages Across Time

        Falling Through to Forever

        Once Upon a Winter’s Spell

      

      

      
        
        TIME TRAVEL

      

        

      
        (INTO THE MIST)

        Written in the Wind

        Scripted in the Stars

        Destined in the Twilight

        Promised in the Mist

        Trapped in the Melody

      

        

      
        (DRAGON’S BLOOD)

        Dragon’s Blood

        Lavender Blue

        Champagne Silver

        Twilight Frost

        Mountbatten Pink

      

        

      
        (WHEN HEARTSTRINGS BECKON)

        Rescued in Time

        Meet me in 1879

      

        

      
        (BECKONED)

        Before the Storm

        Twist of Fate

        When the Stars Align

        Once Upon a Christmas

        Once in a Blue Moon

        A Wish Upon a Star

      

        

      
        (BEGUILED)

        When Lightning Strikes

        Storm of Time

        Midnight Storm

        When the Moon Falls

        Stormborn Angel

      

        

      
        (SPELLED)

        Time Tempest

        The Heart Remembers

        A Moment in Time

        Moonlight Shadows

      

      

    

  


  
    
      When Heartstrings Echo

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Messages Across Time]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          TARA BARRETT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fifteen years ago

      

      

      She had never seen so much stuff in one house. It was a big house, too. Two stories with a big, grand stairway right inside the front door. The kind of staircase in mansions in the movies.

      Grandaunt Gabby, Momma’s aunt actually, lived in this big house all alone. Unless her three cats counted. The cats were the best part of visiting Grandaunt Gabby.

      Ten-year-old Tara Barrett stood looking up at the tall grandfather clock in the foyer. The pendulum moved steadily back and forth, never tiring. Every fifteen minutes it chimed.

      She stared up at the clock face, waiting patiently. Just one more minute until the hour—ten o’clock to be exact. The clock chimed every fifteen minutes, but when it chimed on the hour, it sounded more beautiful than the music box Grandpa had given her when she was eight.

      When the chiming ended, the last notes hanging in the air like mist on an early morning, the pendulum kept steadily swinging, marching in time with the minutes vanishing one by one.

      Even at ten years old, maybe because she was ten years old, Tara had an uncanny awareness of the passing of time.

      Her grandparents had children late in life as did her own parents—waiting until they were forty-something to have their one and only child—making everyone in Tara’s family inherently old. Everyone in her family was old. It didn’t help that her parents were also only children.

      That put Grandaunt Gabby at eighty-three-years-old. Eighty-three. And she still lived alone in this big house with her three cats.

      Momma said that was why she had so much stuff. Old stuff. Like the grandfather clock that Grandaunt Gabby’s grandparents had left behind.

      Somewhere in there, Tara’s ten-year-old brain stopped computing.

      Stepping into Grandaunt Gabby’s house was like stepping back in time. Momma said everyone who ever lived here left something behind.

      Tara adjusted her backpack as she listened to her mother and Grandaunt Gabby having a serious discussion back in the kitchen.

      Tired of watching the clock, Tara went into the parlor and settled on the couch. The parlor was like her family room in Dallas, except that it didn’t have a television.

      It did have a fireplace, but Grandaunt Gabby never used it. She claimed it was too hot. Momma said it was because it was too hard for her to bend down and tend it.

      Momma wanted Grandaunt Gabby to go to a nursing home. Tara didn’t know much about what that meant except that it meant Grandaunt Gabby would have to go away. Momma said a nursing home was a place for old people who couldn’t take care of themselves to go and live.

      Personally, it seemed to me like Grandaunt Gabby was doing a fine job of taking care of herself.

      Momma seemed to think that Grandaunt Gabby was having trouble remembering things, but Tara disagreed. Momma brought her down here to visit every couple of months and Grandaunt Gabby always remembered to have Tara’s favorite chocolate chip cookies. In fact, there were some in the oven right now.

      The scent of the fresh baked cookies blended with a musty scent that lingered in the house. She figured it smelled musty because everything was old.

      Tara used to like coming to Grandaunt Gabby’s house, but the last few times, after discussing—arguing—with her Aunt, Momma would cry when she got in the car. Momma didn’t want Tara to know this, but Tara knew. Even sitting in the back seat, she knew.

      Tara knew that Momma worried about Grandaunt Gabby living out here by herself. There was no doubt that it was out in the country and there were no neighbors. Even though she agreed that Grandaunt Gabby should be able to live out here if she wanted to, she kept it to herself.

      Unzipping her backpack, she pulled out the novel she was in the middle of reading. It was her favorite and it was the third time she had read it. It was what Momma called a romance novel.

      Momma wanted her to read other kinds of books that were age appropriate and Daddy wanted her to read biographies so she could learn about life through the experiences of other.

      Tara thanked them both, took the books they gave her and stashed them on the bookcase in her bedroom. Then she went right back to reading her romance novels.

      She stuffed her AirPods in her ears to block out the voices coming from the kitchen. With the music blaring in her ears, she started reading, quickly getting lost in the words.

      “Tara?” It was Grandaunt Gabby.

      Tara jerked the AirPods from her ears and stuffed her book back into her backpack.

      Grandaunt Gabby always had a smile for Tara and today was no different.

      “Where’s Momma?”

      “She took a walk outside.”

      Tara nodded. What Grandaunt Gabby meant was that Momma went outside because she was crying.

      Grandaunt Gabby was the only relative Momma had left and Momma worried about her.

      “Momma worries about you,” Tara told her.

      “I know,” Grandaunt Gabby said. “But she doesn’t need to worry. I’ve lived here my whole life and I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Do you ever get afraid?” Tara asked.

      Grandaunt Gabby waved a hand. “No. I’m not afraid. Nobody’s going to bother an old lady like me.”

      “You’re not old, Grandaunt Gabby. But I think she worried about you falling down or getting sick.”

      “I know.” A shadow crossed her face, but she hid it behind a smile. “Your mother thinks I’m getting old.”

      “She just worries about you. I hear her talking to Daddy sometimes late at night.”

      “You’re young, Tara,” Grandaunt Gabby said. “You shouldn’t be worried about me. Or even your parents. Life goes too fast. You need to do what makes you happy.”

      “Okay.”

      “What makes you happy, Tara?” she asked.

      With a quick glance over my shoulder, I pulled my book back out of my backpack.

      “I like reading,” Tara said.

      “Can I see?”

      I handed Grandaunt Gabby my book.

      “This looks like a good one.”

      “Have you read it?”

      “Not this one. But I read a book every few days.”

      “You read romance?”

      “Oh yes,” Grandaunt Gabby said. “I don’t read anything else.”

      “You can keep that one and read it.”

      “I can’t take your book.” She handed it back.

      “I’ve read it twice already. You can read it and tell me if you like it.”

      “Okay,” Grandaunt Gabby said. “I’ll read it and give it back the next time you come to visit.”

      “Okay. I hope you like it.” Tara handed the book back and as much as she wanted to share with Grandaunt Gabby, she hated giving up her favorite book, even for a little while. It could be two or three months before they came back to visit.

      It would be worth it though to have someone else appreciate her favorite book.

      “I know I will.” Grandaunt Gabby looked at me a moment, her head tilted to one side. “I have something I want to show you.”

      “Okay.” I jumped up and waited for Grandaunt Gabby to stand up. I followed her upstairs and down the long hallway.

      There was a faded painting of a woman there on the wall just outside the room, one I’d never been in.

      “What’s this room?” I asked.

      “I call it the writing room.”

      “The writing room?”

      “Yes. It first belonged to her.” Grandaunt Gabby nodded toward the painting.

      “Who is she?”

      “She was a woman who lived here a very long time ago. My great great… great? Grandmother. Her name was Vaughn and this was her favorite room.”

      My pulse kicked up while she opened the door.

      “I see why it was her favorite,” I said.

      This room was different from the other rooms in the house.

      There was a wall of big floor to ceiling windows letting in soft morning sunlight. Little sparkles floated in the sunlight making the room look like magic.

      This room smelled different, too. It smelled like cinnamon and vanilla, probably coming from the big candle sitting on the table.

      Grandaunt Gabby closed the door. “I don’t let the cats come in here,” she said.

      “What’s that?” I asked walking to where a machine with a keyboard sat on the other side of the desk. But it was not a computer.

      “That’s an Underwood Typewriter,” she said, with a touch of obvious pride.

      “Like a computer?” Tara asked, looking from Grandaunt Gabby back to the typewriter. She looked beneath it. “It’s not plugged in.”

      Grandaunt Gabby laughed. “It doesn’t run on electricity,” she said.

      “Then how does it work?” Tara sat down at the chair front of the desk and studied the keyboard.

      “Let me show you. You take a piece of paper like this.” She picked up a blank sheet of paper and inserted it into the typewriter.

      “Now you type.”

      I looked over my shoulder at her.

      “Go on,” she said, encouragingly. “Think of something and start typing.”

      Tara pressed the “h” key and nothing happened.

      “You have to push down hard.”

      She pressed it again, harder, making a little lever hop out and slap against the paper.

      Tara pulled her hands away and giggled.

      Grandaunt Gabby looked over her shoulder at the letter on the page. “You did it,” she said.

      “Can I do it again?”

      “Go ahead.”

      Tara typed out the word “hello.”

      Grandaunt Gabby showed her how to scoot the carriage back, going to the next line.

      “What now?” Tara asked.

      “Whatever you’re thinking.”

      Tara typed the date with Grandaunt Gabby’s supervision.

      May 3, 2008.

      “Very good.”

      “What is this for?”

      “It was what people used before computers.

      Tara had an involuntary image of dinosaurs.

      “It wasn’t that long ago,” Grandaunt Gabby said. “I used to write letters on it.”

      “Wow.” Tara sat back and tried to imagine typing out a letter on this ancient thing. It seemed like an awful lot of hard work, pressing the keys so hard.

      “Tara. Aunt Gabby.” It was Tara’s mother calling them from downstairs.

      “It’s your mother,” she said. “We should be going.”

      “Does Momma know about this room?” Tara asked as Grandaunt ushered her out of the room and closed the door behind them.

      “No one knows about this room except for you and me.” She placed a finger over lips.

      Tara did the same. “I won’t tell anyone.”

      “Very good. Let’s see what your mother wants.”

      We made it to the stairs. “I’m sure she wants to pack me up and haul me to the nursing home.”

      “Don’t let her do that, Grandaunt Gabby,” Tara said. “You should be able to stay here for as long as you want to.”

      “You always were my favorite niece.”

      “I’m your only niece,” Tara pointed out.

      “Wouldn’t matter,” Grandaunt Gabby said. “You’ll see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          TARA

        

      

    

    
      I powered down my computer, stuffed it in my satchel, and took one last look around the place I had worked for four years.

      The place I had called my own was nothing more than a cubicle. But it had been my cubicle and I had done some good work here.

      My cubicle was next to three others. Vaughn, a girl three years younger who marched to the beat of her own drum. Today her hair was purple with light pink streaks artfully placed here and there, no doubt designed to look random.

      Then there was Charlie. Charlie had been here at the magazine the longest. Once I got past his long hippy hair and the seventies gold chain he always wore around his neck with one too many buttons undone, I found that he was actually a fount of information, not just about the magazine, but about publishing in general. He was the one who had pushed me to submit my manuscript to the editor who had bought it.

      Directly across from me was Syble. Syble and I had become close friends over the years. She and I had come in together, so we’d learned together. But I was the one leaving, she wasn’t. I honestly didn’t know if she would ever leave. She would probably end up being the little old lady who had worked here forever. Maybe a female version of Charlie.

      But today she wasn’t talking to me. She was still mad at me for leaving. She didn’t tell me that, of course. On the surface, she was happy for me and supportive, but deep down she was mad at me for leaving her here.

      It was time for me to move on.

      Everything had come together so perfectly that it was almost eerie.

      I’d gotten the publishing contract. The editor had taken my first book with the promise to buy the next two. Or more accurately, I had promised to write two more for them. Either way, I had a lot of writing ahead of me.

      And then there was my Grandaunt Gabby. Grandaunt Gabby’s real name was Gabriella, but everyone had taken to calling her Gabby when she was a child. Or so they said. I’d never even known her real name was Gabriella until I’d read the paperwork.

      The last time I had visited her house in the country had been fifteen years ago when I was ten years old.

      I hadn’t been back since then.

      Six weeks after that visit, Grandaunt Gabby’d had a stroke and had to go into a nursing home.

      She hadn’t protested it because she hadn’t had the wherewithal to know what was going on.

      I’d been to see her a few times at the nursing home, but it had been too depressing and Momma had stopped taking me with her. On the surface, Grandaunt Gabby was her joyful, talkative self, but beneath that, she was never the same.

      After the stroke, she was never the same.

      Grandaunt Gabby had always liked me. Maybe it was because I was her only niece. Whatever it was, even in her death, she was changing my life.

      She’d left me her house.

      Her big rambling house in the middle of nowhere southwest of Dallas.

      I’d never once imagined myself living in the country. Seriously, there was nothing there.

      But since she’d left the house to me, it was my responsibility to do something with it. I had to go out there, clean it out, and put it on the market.

      It was what some people would call a perfect storm.

      I had books to write and she had given me a house to do it in.

      So I’d quit my job. Probably a bit drastic, but it seemed like the best thing for me to do.

      Balancing my cardboard box filled with my few personal items, I pushed the elevator button and waited.

      There would be no elevators where I was going. If I remembered correctly, there wasn’t even a town near her house.

      I had a lot of adjusting to do.

      Since I was packed already, I decided to go ahead and get on the road tonight.

      It would put me getting to the house after dark, but I had inherited Grandaunt Gabby’s fearlessness.

      The attorney had given me a key and the deed and I was all set.

      Standing at the elevator, I took one more long last look back at my cubicle.

      Syble looked up and raised a hand to tell me bye.

      I raised a hand in return.

      She might be mad at me now, but she and I were too close to let my quitting destroy our friendship.

      I would call her when I got there.

      It was only a three hour drive, maybe two, depending on traffic.

      Finding my SUV parked in my prime parking space—someone was going to be happy to get such a prime parking space.

      Surprisingly, as I climbed into the driver’s seat of my car, I felt nothing but relief.

      I never had to come back here again.

      I wasn’t sure I was going to like living in the country, but I knew I was going to like the long stretches of uninterrupted time to work on my writing.

      No one had lived in the house since Aunt Gabby went to the nursing home back fifteen years ago.

      I didn’t know what to expect, but whatever it was, I was prepared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          TARA

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t prepared.

      Grandaunt Gabby had more stuff than I remembered.

      Practically holding my breath, I walked through the foyer straight across the parlor and raised a window.

      I took a deep breath, as the cool air spilled inside. Much like the musty inside air, the outside air smelled unfamiliar. Instead of the exhaust I was accustomed to, it smelled like vegetation and murky water.

      The steady chirping of crickets mixed with the croaking of frogs in an odd symphony. A dog howled somewhere in the distance like a guest jumping into the mix, but no one seemed to notice. The frogs continued to croak and the crickets continued to chirp.

      When something scurried in the leaves a few feet from the window, I shoved the window down and, grabbing the curtains, pulled them closed.

      Dust from the curtains scattered everywhere.

      I might be brave in the middle of Dallas, but this kind of nightlife was an unknown.

      I turned around and faced the room.

      The attorney had said that a neighbor had been coming in, taking care of little things over the years while the electricity fees had continued to come out of Grandaunt Gabby’s account. The water came from a pump of some kind, so there was no water bill.

      Everything looked almost exactly the way I remembered it from fifteen years ago.

      It was essentially the way Grandaunt Gabby had left it.

      I had some work to do. Lots of work to do.

      But not tonight.

      I’d get up early in the morning and get started.

      Leaving my luggage in the car, I went upstairs, carrying my overnight bag on one shoulder and my computer bag on the other.

      I dropped everything off in the guest room that I had used before and raised the window, just a little. There was a screen, at least. Feeling restless, I walked around, going from room to room, checking doors and windows.

      It was a wonder that the house looked as good as it did after standing empty for so long. I’d always heard that a house that no one lived in would fall apart. A house needed life to keep it from falling in on itself.

      This house, though, had been here for two hundred years. It was strong and sturdy. Not going anywhere anytime soon.

      I stepped into Grandaunt Gabby’s bedroom, pushing past the feeling that I was intruding into her personal space. I’d been in here before, but never without Grandaunt.

      The room felt like her.

      The big four-poster bed had a bright pink, flowered comforter. Had that been a popular color fifteen years ago? The bed had half a dozen throw pillows in addition to the two regular pillows for sleeping. The throw pillows were in all sorts of different colors with little sayings on them like “Home is where my cats are” and the others had embroidered cats and flowers.

      Her dresser was still stacked with some of her personal items like a hair brush and a little box of make-up and cologne. I wondered why Grandaunt Gabby had never gotten married. She’d been an attractive woman who took pains to take care of herself.

      Maybe it had something to do with being out here in the middle of nowhere. She had lived mostly before the age of Internet dating, so she hadn’t really had that many choices.

      Her closet was crammed with clothes, mostly pullover shirts and cotton pants. There were a couple of formal dresses, one with sequins. Where had she worn something like that?

      I sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the things on her nightstand.

      The lamp was nice. A Tiffany lamp. I picked up the little stack of books and looked through them. Romance novels.

      I recognized the one on the bottom of the stack.

      It was what had been my favorite book back fifteen years ago. The one I had loaned Grandaunt Gabby. I had all but forgotten about it.

      She was supposed to read it so we could talk about it.

      Blinking back tears, I noticed an envelope tucked inside the pages.

      My name was scrawled on the outside of the envelope.

      My hands trembled as I opened the little card inside.

      It was a typed note. From the uneven letters, I guessed it was typed on the old typewriter.

      
        
        Dear Tara,

        Thank you for loaning me your book. I see why you love it so much. The romance is both heartbreaking and touching. I look forward to our discussion.

        By the way, I used the old typewriter to type this note. I hope you’ll try it sometime.

        Love always,

        Aunt Gabby

      

      

      I put the card back in the envelope.

      Aunt Gabby and I never gotten the chance to talk about the book. After her stroke, she wasn’t the same person, so whatever thoughts she’d had about it were lost. She’d never brought it up after she went to the nursing home and I just assumed that my book had gotten lost or misplaced or thrown out. But apparently no one had thrown out any of her things.

      She’d written the letter on the typewriter. Probably just because it was something we had just shared.

      I’d set my computer up in the writing room.

      Tomorrow. Tomorrow I would set everything up.

      Taking the book with the letter inside it with me, I went back downstairs, checked all the doors again, then turned off the lights and went back to my room.

      I put the book on my own nightstand.

      What was I going to do with all of Aunt Gabby’s things?

      If I was going to sell the house, I would have make it presentable.

      And that was going to take a lot of work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          TARA

        

      

    

    
      Things always looked better in the light of day.

      After crawling under the desk and plugging in my computer, I stepped back and studied my new workspace.

      I wasn’t ready to use the big oak desk in the middle of the room. I might not ever be ready.

      It was too large. Too assuming.

      I’d dragged a smaller writing desk over to the tall floor to ceiling window and set up a little workspace there.

      This way I could look outside while I worked.

      After working in a cubicle with three other people for so long, I needed something to look at while I worked besides my computer screen.

      I got a text message from Syble. I had forgotten to text her last night. It had been late and I had been tired.

      
        
          
            
              
        Syble

      

      
        Did you make it okay?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes. I’m here. I have lots of work ahead of me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Syble

      

      
        Let me know if you need any help.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled. I’d known Syble would get over being made at me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Come down whenever you’re ready.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Syble

      

      
        Ha. Ha. I’ll see what I can do.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sent her an emoji smiley face and pulled a phone charger out of my bag.

      Back under the desk I went.

      I sat down at the desk and tried it out. I had a good view.

      Half a dozen huge oak trees decorated with gray Spanish moss dotted the back yard. They were old. So old that some of their big heavy limbs dipped down to touch the ground.

      It was March, so the grass hadn’t had time to grow up yet. It would though. And I would have to find someone to mow it.

      These were things I hadn’t had to worry about while I lived in an apartment.

      I would figure it all out. I was confident about that.

      Thinking I would read back through the last couple of chapters, get my mind back into the story, I powered on the computer and started reading.

      I’d only gotten a couple of pages read when someone knocked on the door downstairs. At first I tuned it out. I was used to working in a noisy place, so it didn’t really register.

      But when they knocked again, I realized where I was and got up to answer the door.

      An older man stood there. He was wearing old jeans, a flannel shirt, and a faded baseball cap.

      “Good morning,” the man said, when I opened the door. “I’m Carl Moore. I live about a mile that way.” He pointed back over his shoulder.

      “A mile?” I followed the direction he pointed.

      “Closest neighbor,” he said, hooking his thumbs in his jeans pockets and leaning back on his heels.

      “Then you know that I’m Tara,” I said.

      “Yes ma’am.” He pulled off his hat. “I sure was sad to hear about your aunt. She was a good woman.”

      “Thank you. I agree. She’s been gone from here a long time. Are you the one who’s been keeping things up?”

      He held up a silver key on a red key chain. “I brought your key by. Mostly wanted to check in. See if you needed anything.”

      I was going to need so much I didn’t even know where to start.

      “I think I’m going to be okay,” I said. “Is there somewhere nearby I can get some groceries?”

      “There’s a little store just half a mile down toward the highway. They mark their prices up though, so if you need more than a gallon of milk, I’d drive the twenty minutes in to town. Go to the Piggly Wiggly.”

      “Right,” I said. “Do you want to come in?”

      “I’m just on my way into town now. The wife gave me a list of things to get.” He reached into his pocket. Pulled out a piece of ripped paper. “Wanted to give you this. Those are our cell phone numbers. We don’t have a land line anymore. Our son convinced us we didn’t need it. You can call either one of us any time.”

      I took the scrap of paper. “Thank you, Mr. Moore. You’re very kind. I really appreciate everything you’ve done around here. It must have been a lot.”

      “Oh. It was nothing. I mowed the grass. Fixed a couple of things here and there. Turned off the water in the winter. Just basic stuff.”

      “It means a lot. I know Grandaunt Gabby would have been grateful.”

      Mr. Moore looked away. “Yes ma’am. You need me to pick anything up for you while I’m in town?”

      “I think I’m going to make a list and head that way myself before long.”

      After Mr. Moore drove off in his old pickup truck, I went back inside to the kitchen, found a faded pad of paper and started making my list.

      Coffee was the first thing on the list.

      Thirty minutes later, I had a long list of things I needed from the store. Home delivery would have been nice right about now, but since that wasn’t going to happen, I went upstairs and changed from my sweatpants into jeans for the drive into town.

      I’d known getting the house ready was going to take some time.

      All I had to do was to figure out how to balance my time between packing up Grandaunt Gabby’s things and writing my books.

      I’d get some boxes, too, while I was in town. I needed boxes for storage and some for donations. I also needed to get some large trash bags.

      Syble might have been kidding about come down to help, but I was serious about her coming anytime. I could use the help and I certainly could use the company.

      I had not been prepared for just how quiet it was out here. Already I missed the sounds of the city.

      The muted roar of cars. Loud motorcycles passing by on the road below. Phones ringing. People tapping on keyboards and talking on their phones.

      This living out in the country would most definitely take some getting used to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          NATHANIEL MONTGOMERY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        March 1918

      

      

      The voices on the radio sitting on my desk talked about war. War. One after the other.

      War and the Spanish Flu. It was enough to make a man want to stay home, away from everyone and everything.

      I leaned back in my office chair—a high backed wooden chair hand made by my great grandfather—and put my hands behind my back.

      My desk, a massive oak thing with a well-worn top, three drawers on either side and a drawer in the middle, I’d inherited from my father, was positioned so that I faced the window.

      The windows were tall floor-to-ceiling windows put in by my father years ago when I was a tyke. This had been his favorite room, mostly for doing his books and reading. A place for him to escape.

      I had inherited his love of this room. Not for doing books, but for writing books. Like my father, I also did reading here, stretched out on the chaise lounge. I spent most of my time here in this room, even though I had a huge house with lots of comfortable rooms.

      Even though it was only March, the big oak trees were already budding out. Deceived by the warm weather, they didn’t know that there would be another cold spell in the days to come. There always was.

      Two Mexican workers, their jackets tossed and left on the ground, raked leaves that had piled up over the winter and burned them in little piles. Tendrils of thick white smoke drifted up, winding its way up toward the cumulous clouds in the otherwise blue sky.

      I was a fortunate man. The rest of the world was going to hell in a hand basket, but I was fortunate to live here in this stately old house that had been in my family for nearly a hundred years and do what I loved to do most.

      “Mr. Nathaniel, I brought you some fresh lemonade.” I swiveled around in my chair as Mrs. Wyatt put a tray with a pitcher of lemonade and a glass with little cubes of ice on my desk.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Wyatt.”

      Ida Wyatt had been in my family since before I was even born.

      After I lost my parents, God rest their souls, Mrs. Wyatt had stayed on with me. This was her home. Always had been and she would have a home here with me as long as she lived.

      “You know you’re welcome. Anything you’d like to request for Cook to make for dinner?”

      Cook was Mrs. Wyatt’s husband. His name was Elmer Wyatt, but everyone called him Cook. Even his wife.

      “Whatever is easy,” I said. “I’ll be working late.

      I had a novel to finish writing. I took a big swallow of tangy refreshing lemonade and listened as the man currently speaking through the radio encouraged everyone to stay home to reduce the spread of the Spanish Flu. They were calling it a pandemic. No matter how deadly the virus, people would not—could not—stay away from others.

      Fortunately I didn’t have that problem.

      My job allowed me to work anywhere I wanted.

      And I was right where I wanted to be.

      I set down the glass of lemonade and wiped my hands on my pants.

      Then I turned back to the typewriter.

      I’d read in a magazine about how it was hard for writers to be successful because they had a tendency to procrastinate.

      Procrastination was not my problem. If I didn’t have to sleep and eat and tend to various household needs, I could write every hour of every day. I was fortunate that I had Mr. and Mrs. Wyatt to take care of most things around here including preparing my food and doing the housework.

      I was part of a group of people called pulp writers. Pulp because we were fast.

      For me it wasn’t about typing fast, it was about sitting in my chair and making stuff up.

      Right now I was writing about a cowboy who lived on a ranch being threatened by the neighbors. Little did my characters know, but the main character was about to be married off to the neighbor’s girl. They’d been secretly seeing each other for years anyway. So they had to pretend that they didn’t want to marry each other.

      I loved my job.

      I scooted my chair forward, scraping it against the worn wooden floor, so I could better see the paper I was typing on.

      I turned the knob of my Underwood typewriter and scrolled up so I could see the words I’d been typing.

      Blinking at the words on the page, I scratched my chin.

      I had not gotten out of my chair, but someone had come in here and typed words on the page.

      There was no one here who would do such a thing.

      There was Mr. and Mrs. Wyatt and my younger brother who came and went as he pleased. Mostly he pleased to go, busying himself with chasing skirts.

      I scrolled the paper out of the typewriter and held it up to the light coming from the windows.

      Well. Someone had typed on my paper. I had been sitting right here. No one could have gotten to my typewriter without me seeing them.

      I thought back to the last few minutes.

      My nearest neighbor, a mile away, had two little boys who loved to visit this big house. I welcomed them, but they drove Mrs. Wyatt crazy with the way they were always into something.

      But they were not here today. I was certain of it. Mrs. Wyatt would have said something.

      I ran a hand along the letters on the page.

      I imagined a lot of things, but this was not one of them.

      Someone had written:

      Hello

      May 3, 2008

      Even knowing that there was no one there, I looked under my desk. Still holding the piece of paper, I went to the closet stashed with reams of paper as well as ballpoint pens.

      Perplexed, I took the paper with me down the hallway, down the stairs, straight back to the kitchen.

      I laid it on the table.

      “Good afternoon,” Mr. Wyatt said with a welcoming smile. He had white flour from his head to his toe. There was no way he could have come up to my writing room without being noticed.

      “Do you know who might have written this?” I asked.

      Mr. Wyatt glanced down at the words on the paper.

      “Writing about the future now? That’s a long way off. Nearly a hundred years.”

      “No,” I said, frustrated beyond words. “Never mind.”

      I took my piece of paper and stalked back up to my writing room.

      Everyone here knew that my writing room was sacrosanct. No one bothered my work.

      Whatever had happened, it didn’t matter right now.

      What mattered was that I was going to have to retype the page.

      I set the letter on the desk on the opposite side from where I kept my written pages. Propped it up against a stack of books. I loved writing. The making up of things. I did not like typing something I had already written.

      Typing was not writing. Something only another writer could understand.

      I may never know who the culprit was. But I was watching now.

      The little devil, whoever it was, would not get the best of me.

      I slid a clean piece of paper into the typewriter and began the process of typing my words over again.

      I may not know who did it, but I’d make damn sure no one did again. I did not have time to play games. I had work that needed to be finished.

      The courier would be coming in the morning to pick up my book. I had to have it finished.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          TARA

        

      

    

    
      It took me a good chunk of the day just to go to the Piggly Wiggly for groceries.

      After hauling in the half a dozen paper bags of groceries, I arranged everything in the refrigerator. Coffee creamer. Condiments. Vegetables.

      Someone had cleaned out the refrigerator. One of the many things I was grateful for.

      I put the loaf of bread on the counter in a little wooden bread box. When in Rome…

      I put frozen dinners in the freezer. As much as I liked to think that I would take the time to make salads, I knew myself.

      Being used to takeout and delivery, I knew that once I got busy with either writing or going through Grandaunt Gabby’s things, I wouldn’t want to take the time to stop and prepare food.

      And the thought of making that trip back to the Piggly Wiggly again gave me shudders.

      I mentally put it on my calendar that I would have to make the trip once a week whether I wanted to or not.

      After I had everything put away, I heard scratching at the back door.

      I stood perfectly still and listened.

      Definitely scratching.

      I picked up a broom—the only weapon at hand—and slowly moved toward the door. I looked out the window, but didn’t see anything.

      Images from horror movies flashed through my mind.

      At this point, I’d be screaming at the girl not to open the door.

      At least I wasn’t wearing heels or a nightgown. Or a nightgown with heels.

      The scratching stopped suddenly.

      All was quiet.

      I decided that whatever it was, it could just stay outside. I would stay inside and it could stay outside.

      Grabbing a bag of cashews and a bottle of water, I went upstairs to change back into my sweatpants before getting to work.

      There were definite advantages to living out here in the country where I didn’t have to worry about seeing anyone. If I wanted to spend all day in my sweatpants, I could. No one would know and if they did, they wouldn’t care.

      Hopefully the advantages of being out here outweighed whatever things were outside.

      I sat at my little desk and looked out the window as I ate my nuts and drank my water.

      I didn’t see any signs of anything moving about other than a red bird landing in the middle of the lawn, looking for food.

      A couple of squirrels scurried about in the tree limbs.

      While everything was quiet, it was a good time for me to go back downstairs and see what, if anything, I could see at the back door.

      Maybe it was a hurt animal. I didn’t know what I could do to help, but there had to be something.

      Picking my trusty broom up again, I stealthily made my way to the back door.

      Girl mauled by bear in her own house.

      Girl murdered by intruder who got her to open the door by scratching on it.

      Driving myself insane with my own imagination in full force, I took a deep breath and threw open the door.

      There was nothing there. And, oddly enough, I didn’t see any scratches on the door.

      I sat down in the nearest rocker and waited, keeping watch in every direction.

      Maybe I should get a gun.

      That’s when I heard the mewling.

      I was reminded of Grandaunt’s cats. Too much time had passed. The cats would have been given to new homes a long time ago.

      There. I heard it again. Closer.

      I looked down.

      At first I thought it was a raccoon. Probably rabid.

      But on closer inspection I saw that the little thing sitting at my feet was a Snowshoe kitten.

      I recognized the markings immediately. Somehow Grandaunt’s cats must have gotten outside instead of being rehomed.

      Not leaving.

      We’re out of here.

      Never think of us again.

      They must have gotten outside and made kittens.

      How did an indoor cat end up outside and survive long enough to make kittens?

      I picked up the mewling kitten in one hand.

      “Hello Little fellow,” I said. “What are you doing here? Where’s your mommy?” I held the kitten out and looked into its beautiful blue eyes and inquisitive expression.

      “Why aren’t you wild?”

      I looked around for others—a mother or siblings—for a bit, then gave up, nestling the kitten against me.

      I took him inside, gave him a bowl of water and some little chunks of ham I’d gotten for sandwiches.

      It ate like it was starving.

      So I had myself a kitten. I couldn’t put him back outside.

      So, I decided, I would keep him. Unfortunately, I was not equipped for taking care of a kitten. I needed supplies.

      Getting outside and leaving the kitten in the house wasn’t easy. Every time I opened the door, he tried to run out with me. Finally I put him in the utility room and took off toward the local General Store a mile or two down the road for some emergency cat food and litter.

      The kitten had to be a descendant of the ones Grandaunt Gabby’d had. I couldn’t just put him out and I knew what would happen if I took him to the pound.

      An hour later, I was home again and had everything set up for him.

      I knelt on the floor next to him while he ate his food. He was so tiny he stood with his front feet in the bowl while he ate.

      I was enchanted.

      “What should I name you?”

      He stopped eating long enough to look up at me and let out one of those shrill little kitten sounds.

      When I picked him up, he mewled again.

      “That settles it,” I said. “Your name is Gabby.

      Gabby followed me up the stairs—more accurately, he tumbled up the stairs and followed me into my writing room.

      Gabby sat at my feet while I opened my computer and pretended to do some work. I did a quick google search and learned that kittens this small required lots of sleep. According to the pictures I found, he was maybe two month old at most.

      Giving in, I picked up the kitten and used a blanket to make him a little bed on the corner of my desk.

      It didn’t take long for me to figure out that my little desk was too small for the both of us, so I moved everything—Gabby, my computer—to the big imposing wooden desk.

      I had to slide the big Underwood typewriter aside. It weighed about a hundred tons and since it hadn’t been moved in so long it was practically stuck to the desk.

      Finally, everything was rearranged.

      This was much better. We both had room now. Me to write and Gabby to curl up on his blanket and sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          NATHANIEL

        

      

    

    
      By the time the courier showed up the next morning, I had finished my novel.

      Typed The End.

      Gliding on the sense of relief and accomplishment that came with finishing a book, after the courier rode off with it, I went for a walk outside.

      It was a beautiful spring day. The birds were singing and fluttering in the limbs of the oak trees. Squirrels scurried about ahead and behind me, thinking I didn’t see them.

      A light wind coming from the west made me glad I’d worn a canvas jacket. That last cold spell of the season was imminent. It was coming sooner rather than later.

      Maybe I would take some time to chop some firewood. Open a bottle of wine and sit in front of the fireplace tonight. Read a good book that someone else sweated over.

      I made it as far as the little pond at the edge of my property and stood watching a momma duck lead her three baby ducks into the water.

      They were clumsy and awkward and made me laugh.

      With the sun directly overhead now, my stomach started growling so I headed home to get some lunch. Cook would have something ready. He always did. He always asked what I wanted and I always told him I didn’t care.

      With no one to eat with, meals were merely something I had to endure. Something that took me away from my writing.

      I envisioned a day, some day in a hazy, fuzzy future, when I would have a family of my own. Someone to share meals with.

      But I was at point A and that hazy future was point B. I couldn’t see a way to connect the two points.

      I never got out. I never met anyone.

      I was content with my life.

      By the time I got back to the house, kicked the dirt off my boots, and hung my jacket in the little cloak room just inside the back door, my feelings of relief at being finished with my novel was already fading.

      Instead, I was starting to feel antsy.

      Ready to get started on the next book.

      I didn’t know what I was going to write about. Wouldn’t know until I got in there, started typing, and met the new characters I was going to spend the next week with.

      Cook had prepared turkey sandwiches and French fries. As I ate, I entertained myself by thinking about my next book.

      I decided I would name the guy Nathaniel, for now  and the girl… Tara. I never knew where I got the names for my characters. I just logged them into my notebook so I wouldn’t use them again, then got going. I’d figure out a name for the male character later.

      Just as I was finishing up my lunch, my brother Thomas came wandering in through the back door.

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” I said.

      He sat down next to me. Picked up one of the turkey sandwiches on the platter on the table and scarfed it down.

      “Hello to you, too.”

      “Bro, you should take a bath. Where have you been?”

      He grinned and picked up another sandwich.

      “Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “You never know, you could use my escapades in your next book.”

      “Please don’t tell me.”

      I didn’t give him the satisfaction, but I used his escapades in my books more often than I liked. Since he didn’t read, he would never know.

      I pushed my chair back from the table.

      “Enjoy lunch,” I said. “I have work to do.”

      “Have fun,” he said.

      “Take a bath,” I said over my shoulder as I left him.

      I was ready now to get to my writing room.

      My plans for cutting firewood and spending the evening with a glass of wine faded just as I had known they would.

      I don’t know if it was my brother’s refusal to be productive that spurred me to work harder or if it was something else.

      There had been a time, before we lost our parents, that I would have joined Thomas on his escapades. But someone had to be the responsible one and as the older child, that particular burden fell on me.

      It was because I was able to write a new book every week for a publisher in New York that our taxes had been paid. It was my ability to churn out stories that kept Mr. and Mrs. Wyatt on. That put food on the table.

      Without my income, we would not have been able to hold onto this house.

      I sat down at my writing desk and stared at the blank page.

      Reminded myself that this was how every book started.

      I decided to start off getting to know my characters.

      Tapping the keys and getting going, I began writing, starting off in Nathaniel’s viewpoint.

      
        
        I have started this letter about a hundred times, but all I can do is write what is in my heart.

        I love you.

        I always have.

        I always will.

        Yours until the end of time,

        Nathaniel

      

      

      Sitting back in my chair, I considered the story. Now that I had the prologue I had to figure out who exactly these people were and not only what was keeping them apart, but also how they got together to begin with.

      This book was going to be fun. It might even be my best work yet.

      Of course, I thought that about all my books.

      Thomas wandered in and sat down on my chaise.

      I gave him a dirty look. “Don’t tell me,” I said. “You need money.”

      “You’re so astute,” Thomas said.

      “I can see right through you, Thomas.”

      “I know you can. You and I aren’t so different.”

      I bristled but kept my thoughts to myself. Thomas and I were nothing alike. Not anymore.

      “Maybe you could start using that law degree of yours.”

      “Who says I don’t?”

      “People who don’t know any better maybe.”

      “I’ll just wait here,” he said, putting his feet up.

      That was the thing about family. They knew us too well.

      Thomas knew that I didn’t want him sitting there on my chaise with his dirty shoes. He knew it was enough to propel me to get up right now and go to the safe to get him some money.

      Nathaniel and Tara would have to wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          TARA

        

      

    

    
      I got a good hour’s work in before the UPS driver rambled down the dirt road in his big truck.

      The fact that I heard it was a sure sign that I was getting used to the quiet.

      Curious, I went to see what he was delivering.

      I’d ordered a few things, but there was no way they would be here yet. Overnight delivery had not been an option, much less same day.

      I hauled in the box the driver left on the front porch and set it on the kitchen table. Whatever it was, it was big. A little heavy, too.

      To my surprise, it was a latte machine.

      Not the coffee machine I had ordered, but oh so much better.

      There was a little printed note from Syble.

      
        
        Something to remind you of civilization.

        And hopefully you’ll learn how to use it before I get there.

        XOXO

        Syble

      

      

      Laughing, I sent her a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks for the latte machine. You’re the best friend ever.

      

      

      

      

      

      She sent back an emoji smiley face.

      
        
          
            
              
        Syble

      

      
        In a meeting. Talk soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      I set the machine on the counter and gave some thought to trying it out. But it was best to wait until morning.

      Besides, I’d left Gabby on the desk. He would be wanting down by now. I hated the thought of him trying to jump off the desk.

      I grabbed a bottle of water and headed back upstairs. I was most definitely getting my exercise living in a two story house.

      When I got back to the writing room, I found Gabby curled up on the top of my computer, sound asleep.

      Well. So much for getting any work done.

      I couldn’t disturb the little fellow.

      I sat down in the office chair and swiveled around to look outside. Clouds were moving in, darkening the sky earlier than normal.

      I’d had a busy day, from driving to the Piggly Wiggly, then finding Gabby and driving again, to the General Store.

      I hadn’t gotten nearly as much written as I had planned.

      With a stroke of inspiration I swiveled back around to face the Underwood typewriter.

      I didn’t remember there being a piece of paper in it, but there was one there.

      Thinking it was something Grandaunt Gabby must have been working on, I twirled up the carriage to better read it.

      
        
        I have started this letter about a hundred times, but all I can do is write what is in my heart.

        I love you.

        I always have.

        I always will.

        Yours until the end of time,

        Nathaniel

      

      

      I pulled the piece of paper out of the typewriter and read it again.

      I’d had no idea that Grandaunt Gabby wrote books.

      That would explain why she kept this room to herself.

      I walked around the room, looking at the items on the bookcases for any evidence that my aunt had written other books.

      Maybe this had been her first.

      Then she’d gone and had the stroke, putting an abrupt stop to her writing.

      I sat back down, put my elbows on the desk, and leaned forward to watch Gabby sleep.

      There were so many things about my aunt that I didn’t know.

      If she had books, I’d find them while I was going through her things.

      Maybe I’d hold off on that until Syble got here.

      I’d already been feeling funny about going through Grandaunt’s things. Now I was feeling even more weird about it.

      It was bad enough being alone in this big house without stirring up things I knew nothing about.

      Gabby lifted his head, saw me and mewled.

      Hungry. He would be hungry again.

      At least I had Gabby to keep me company.

      I picked him up and when I cuddled him close, he started purring.

      Walking with him back down the stairs, I knew this little cat was stealing my heart faster than I’d ever thought possible.

      While I watched Gabby eat—he had a very healthy appetite—I thought about the letter in the typewriter.

      It was possible, but not likely, that it had been written by Grandaunt Gabby before she had her stroke. The more I thought about it, the more I doubted that she was the one who had written it

      It was more likely that someone else, perhaps someone who had been brought in to clean the house had typed it.

      It would have been someone who was playing around with the typewriter.

      Even so, I couldn’t help but think about that letter.

      Someone had addressed it to me.

      Or at the very least they had used my name.

      It was quite strange, but I felt compelled to respond.

      It was the writer in me, I decided.

      The writer in me was unwilling to let something like that go.

      Who was this Nathaniel?

      Even knowing he was a fictional character—probably—didn’t help.

      Making up people was what I did.

      Perhaps this was fate.

      Fate was a lot like ghosts to my way of thinking. I didn’t not believe in ghosts just like I didn’t not believe in fate.

      It was hard to discount something when it was possible. Since I had no evidence either way, I reserved judgement.

      After Gabby finished eating, I gathered him up and back up the stairs we went.

      I put his blanket on the floor with a crumpled up piece of paper and he entertained himself with batting it around.

      Again, I wondered who he belonged to. I didn’t want to think about it too much. If I found out he belonged to one of the neighbors, I would have to give him back.

      It took me a minute to do it right, but I got a fresh sheet of paper lined up in the typewriter and put my hands on the unfamiliar keys.

      My Dearest Nathaniel,

      Pressing each key with intention was going to take me a while. It was a whole lot different from typing on my computer.

      I flexed my fingers and started again.

      I was so pleased to receive a letter from you.

      I smiled. It was so easy to jump right in to a story.

      It’s been so long, I don’t feel I know what to say to you.

      I was going now. Typing faster.

      Then I hit the keys too fast and the little levers got jammed up on each other.

      It took me a minute to get them separated and I got ink all over my fingers.

      I typed a couple more lines, taking my time. Then stopped.

      This was far too much trouble.

      I powered on my computer pulled up my document.

      Surely I could at least get in a page or two before it was time to call it a night.

      As I typed, the storm rolled in, sending lightning crashing all around me.

      Gabby got under my feet until I picked him up and cradled him.

      It was time to accept that today was going down as a slow writing day. It happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          NATHANIEL

        

      

    

    
      It was two hours later before I got back to my writing room.

      After giving Thomas a small roll of money, I had to help Cook try to figure out why the chickens were getting sick.

      Turns out we only had two sick chickens, but with the Spanish flu going around, everyone was nervous about any kind of sickness.

      “Just keep me up to date, Cook,” I said. “Let me know if any of the other chickens get sick.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Cook said. “I’ll keep an eye on them.”

      I clapped Cook on the shoulder. “You’re a good man,” I said. “I trust you.”

      A storm was coming in. I could feel it in the air.

      The frogs knew it too. It was only afternoon and they were already croaking.

      My grandmother would say the frogs were calling for rain. Just one of the many odd sayings older people said that really didn’t make any sense.

      Finally, back in my chair, I stared at the page in the typewriter.

      I scrolled up to reread the words on the page.

      They were not the words I had written.

      
        
        My Dearest Nathaniel,

        I was so pleased to receive a letter from you.

        It’s been so long, I don’t feel I know what to say to you.

        So, I will endeavor to get reacquainted.

        There is a storm coming in. I can see it in the darkening sky and the wind whipping at the trees.

      

      

      The words stopped.

      They just stopped right there.

      I turned around and looked out the window. There was indeed a storm coming in, darkening the sky like a big bruise.

      I had not typed those words. I had typed a letter from Nathaniel to Tara.

      Twirling back around, I looked for the page I had written. It wasn’t in my stack of finished work. It wasn’t anywhere on my desk.

      Or on the floor. Or in the wastebasket.

      Thomas didn’t do it.

      I would bet money on that.

      There was no way he would go to the trouble to type five lines of text.

      He might have a law degree, but, despite his protests, he didn’t use it. He was much too lazy.

      Someone had done this while I was outside with Cook discussing what to do about the sick chickens.

      Maybe I was going a little crazy.

      Maybe I had been spending too much time alone in my own head.

      Maybe I needed to go into town or even go out with Thomas. Unfortunately, I had no desire to and even if I did, I didn’t have the time.

      I pushed against the wooden window frame, lifting it up a few inches to let in some fresh air. I liked the smell of rain on the air.

      Part of my contract with the publisher in New York was that I write a novel every week.

      It wasn’t hard work.

      But it required me to sit here and do it. Day after day. I didn’t have the luxury of going out with Thomas even if I wanted to.

      I clasped my hands behind my head and considered the paper in the typewriter.

      There was only one thing to do.

      I jerked the paper out of the typewriter and put in a fresh sheet.

      I reread the letter addressed to me, then got to work.

      
        
        Dearest Tara,

        Getting reacquainted is a wonderful idea.

        It is storming here, too, at the moment.

        My brother Thomas is home, taking a break from his rabblerousing.

        We had two sick chickens…

      

      

      I stopped abruptly, taking my hands off the keys.

      This… correspondence… had taken an unusual turn.

      Instead of the story I had set out to write, I felt like I was writing to someone named Tara. A person. Not a character in my story.

      And furthermore, I was writing about myself.

      I was writing a letter to someone.

      I thought back, trying to remember if I had ever read a book written in this style.

      I decided I had not.

      But that wasn’t enough to make me want to stop.

      If there was one thing I had learned in my years as a writer, it was to trust in the process. I trusted in the process.

      As a pulp writer, I had no other choice.

      If I stopped myself and went back to rewrite, I would not meet my deadline.

      Such was the life of the
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