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      I hear nothing. Everything is silent.

      The rain has stopped. I don’t realize it at first, but the storm has moved on.

      Instead of the rain pounding against my skin, I feel the warmth of the sun on the top of my head and on the back of my neck.

      I hear a bird chirping.

      Slowly, cautiously, I move my hands from my ears and open my eyes.

      A large solid black horse stands over me, a rider on his back, holding the horse’s reins in his gloved hands.

      I try unsuccessfully to calculate just how long I’ve been crouched here.

      I don’t have a good sense of time. One moment I fear for my life and the next I’m crouched here on the ground—dry ground that smells of freshly turned earth—with a tall black horse standing over me. I tilt my head until I see the horse’s rider.

      The man is not an Indian. He is a well-dressed white man with dark hair and kind eyes. He’s young. Perhaps early twenties. Handsome.

      He dismounts in a graceful manner, takes off his gloves, then holds out a hand to me.

      “It appears you’ve had some kind of mishap,” he says.

      I blink, not knowing how to answer him.

      “My name is Nathaniel Becquerel. Perhaps I can be of assistance.”
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      I kneel on the soft ground, my plain tan linen dress billowing out beneath me. I stab a pointed spade into the rich dark brown earth to loosen the area around a little carrot plant and pull out little weeds that seem to sprout up every day. The bright green carrot sprigs are growing tall and fluffy, about half a foot tall now.

      Sister Marie assures me that the plants will not be full grown for at least another month. When no one was looking, I peeked at one of the little bunches of baby carrots a couple of days ago. She was right. They have a lot more growing to do before they are full grown carrots ready to eat.

      The wind blows softly against my cheeks, warmed by the early morning sunshine, and tugs a strand of hair loose from where my long hair is pulled back and secured beneath a kerchief.

      The little strand of hair touching my cheek oddly enough reminds me of my life before I was required to wear it secured beneath a kerchief at all times.

      I sit back on my heels and watch a flock of black birds fly noisily overhead and settle into tree branches several yards away. A hound dog follows one of the sisters as she carries an empty bucket to the well for water.

      I close my eyes and wait as the familiar sensation of loneliness washes through me. The waves of loneliness don’t come as often now as they did, but they’re no less painful.

      Sister Marie assures me that time will heal my pain, but healing is not what I truly desire. What I truly desire is to turn back the hands of time. To see my parents again.

      I shift, moving to the next little plant and repeat the process. Stab the spade to loosen the dirt and pull out the weeds.

      This time last year I was tending daffodils with my mother in our little garden. Thinking back, I could still smell their sweet scent and see the butterflies flitting from flower to flower.

      Those days I had a tutor to teach me history and literature and math. A governess to teach me dancing, music, and needlework, but it was memories of those moments spent with my mother that I cherish.

      Now I spend my days tending crops like these little rows of carrots, learning Latin, and studying astronomy. All in all, the main difference was that studies are now what I think of as being more practical.

      Tending carrots we can eat instead of daffodils that are pretty to look at. I still study music, but it’s different and certainly no dancing. Latin allows me to read scripture instead of literature for pleasure.

      A horse and two riders come in through the gates and head straight for the stables. I shade my eyes with my hand and squint against the sunlight, but I can’t make out their identity. They do, however, appear to be of royal status.

      It’s unusual to have visitors, but it’s nothing of my concern. I go back to weeding carrots and longing for days gone past.

      At least an hour passes before Sister Marie comes to fetch me.

      “Come, Child,” she says, absently swatting at the dirt on my skirt after I stand up. “You must get yourself cleaned up.”

      “Is it time already for lunch?” I ask, glancing up at the sun. I was accustomed to spending all morning tending the garden and it’s only mid-morning.

      “No, Child,” she says, nudging me forward. “You have a visitor.”

      “What? Who?”

      “Don’t ask questions.”

      I bite my lip and follow her through the courtyard inside to the cool halls of the convent.

      “Go,” she says. “Clean yourself up and make your way to the library posthaste.”

      I hurry to my small room, aptly called a cell, with one little rectangle window near the ceiling.

      It has a little bed with clean white cotton sheets. One single pillow.

      A nightstand with a candle next to the bed and my little trunk of clothes at the foot. I hadn’t worn any of my own clothes since I’d gotten here to the convent. Even my simplest everyday dress would stand out like a sore thumb among the plain clothed nuns.

      I go to the wash basin with a pitcher of clean water I had fetched myself.

      Everything was in stark contrast to where I had lived only a few months before. My large room with French windows, a big four-poster bed. An armoire full of beautiful dresses.

      I have found it best not to think too much about where I lived during what I think of as my life before.

      I pull my dress off, a little damp at the knees from kneeling on the ground, and hang it up to dry so I can wear it again tomorrow when I work in the garden.

      I have two plain linen dresses appropriate for wearing here at the convent. Convent issued. The one I just took off and one that was clean.

      After washing my hands and face, I put on my clean dress, then sit on the edge of the bed to brush my hair.

      A visitor? I don’t know of anyone who would come to visit me. Living now in a province two days ride from what had been my home.

      I have no friends who would ride this far to visit me.

      Perhaps I was being transferred to another convent. That was probably it.

      I sigh and slip my shoes on.

      I’d grown accustomed to being here, but other than the home where I had grown up, one place is like another.

      Things will never be the same.

      My hair pulled back and tied again beneath a clean kerchief, I head toward the library as instructed.

      I stop in the doorway and stare in awe at the man standing before me.

      He is dressed in royal attire. Black close fitting breeches beneath a maroon velvet jacket and a matching patterned waistcoat. A white silk cravat at his neck. His hair tied at the back with a fashionable bow.

      My jaw drops as the man, my brother Louis, turns and looks at me. How is it possible that he has already grown taller than when I last saw him?

      “Louis,” I say, my throat thick with emotion. I take a step forward. Then stop. Is it acceptable for me to greet my brother with affection?

      During my moment of hesitation, he holds out his arms.

      I wrap myself in his arms and hold on for dear life.

      He is my one connection with my previous life. Six years older than me, he was away at school when our world fell apart.

      “I never thought to see you again,” I say.

      “Didn’t I promise I would see you again, Little Wren?” he asks, wiping away tears I hadn’t even realized had fallen from my eyes.

      “Yes. But… it’s been so long.” And I’m so alone here living at this convent among strangers.

      Then my face brightens. “You’ve come to take me away from here.”

      “No,” he says. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. Not exactly.”

      “But…”

      He takes my hand and leads me over to sit on a sofa.

      “I’ve found a way to get you out of here.”

      Relief washes over me.

      “How? I can go with you? To Paris?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      “But—"

      “I’m sending you to America.”

      “What?” I sit back, feeling faint. A ringing shoots through my ears.

      “There are men, good men, in America looking for wives of good moral standing.”

      Wives?

      “I’m only barely sixteen years old.”

      “If we wait much longer you’ll be too old. You’ll soon be an old maid and no man will want to take you as a wife.”

      “I don’t care,” I say. “I don’t want to be a wife. I don’t want to go to America.”

      “You have no choice,” Louis says. I don’t recognize the hard lines of his face. What has happened to the brother I had grown up with? Had school done this to him? Or was it losing our parents?

      “I won’t go,” I say, sitting back and crossing my arms.

      “You have to, Little Wren.” His expression softens. “It’s the best thing for you right now.”

      “Are you going? To America?”

      “I can’t.”

      My last glimmer of hope vanishes. I can’t look at him. Why had he come here only to destroy my world all the more?

      “But I have something to give you,” he says.

      He pulls something out of his coat pocket and holding it in his fist, extends his hand.

      I hold out my palm. Holding my hand between both of his, he places something round and cool in my hand.

      “This will protect you,” he says, releasing my hand.

      I stare at the silver pocket watch with a chain in my palm.

      “A watch? How can that possibly protect me?”

      “It belonged to our grandmother,” he says as though that explains everything.

      “How did you get it?” I ask.

      Our home and everything in it, except for the trunk in my cell, had been seized.

      “I had it with me, but by all rights it belongs to you.”

      I open the watch.

      “I’ve never seen it before.”

      “There is an inscription on the back.”

      I snap the watch closed and turn it over.

      There is indeed an inscription, written in French, on the back.

      

      L'amour à travers le temps.

      

      I translate it to English and read it out loud.

      

      “Love through time.”

      

      “What does it mean?” I ask, looking up at Louis.

      “I don’t know.”

      I shake my head.

      “All I know is that it’s all we have left of our family’s heritage. She gave it to me before I left for university and instructed me to give it to you when it was time.”

      “When it’s time? How do you know it’s time?”

      “I just know, Little Wren,” he says. “I don’t know when I’ll see you again.”

      My eyes well with tears.

      “Louis.” I take his hands in mine. “You must promise me. Promise me I will see you again.”

      Louis swallows and something I don’t understand crosses his features, but he smiles.

      “I promise. We will see each other again.”

      I want to believe him. I do.

      But the tears streaming down my cheeks tell me otherwise.

      The tears streaming unbidden down my cheeks tell me that it is highly unlikely that I’ll ever see my brother again.
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      “Be still,” Sister Marie says as I stand on a short wooden footstool while she measures and pins the hem of the white dress I am wearing.

      I take a deep breath and blow it out.

      Things have moved quickly since my brother left yesterday. Apparently everything was already arranged before he came here to tell me that I would be going to America to marry a stranger.

      Even at sixteen, I have no agency over my own life.

      I’m old enough to take a husband, but not old enough to make the decision to take a husband. The inconsistencies make my head hurt.

      “I don’t want to go to America,” I blurt. What I don’t say is that I don’t want to marry a man in America. I don’t want to marry any man.

      “It’s for the best,” Sister Marie says, in her calm and patient voice. She’s already told me this a dozen times.

      “How? How can it possibly be for the best?”

      “Come,” Sister Marie says, helping me off the footstool. “Sit.”

      Sister Marie sits on a straight back chair and I sit at her feet on the footstool.

      I look up into her kind eyes.

      “You can’t stay here,” Sister Marie says kindly.

      “But I⁠—”

      “Living in a convent is not for a girl like you.”

      “Have I done something wrong?”

      “No.” She adjusts the skirts of what will be my wedding dress. “It’s nothing like
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