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      The first in a collection of heartwarming time travel short stories. Fall back into America’s past.

      

      It all started with a broken promise.

      

      Isabella stood at the docks waiting for her love.

      

      But Alexandre could not be found.

      

      A broken heart leads to a chance encounter that changes everything.

      

      First in a series of enchanting tales of love that overcome the boundaries of time.
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        1830

      

      

      Isabella Montgomery stood on the wharf, the boardwalk jarring slightly beneath her feet as people left the little keelboat that brought them from the French ship, the Aigle. The newly arrived Aigle was anchored in the middle of the wide Mississippi River, its sails furled.

      New Orleans had come alive with the ship’s arrival from France. Conversations blurred around her, punctuated by the sound of boxes and trunks being loaded on carts and wagons.

      The ship brought news from Paris including the latest fashions, books, and music. Under normal circumstances, Isabella eagerly looked forward to catching up what was going on in the civilization of Paris and London.

      The brackish water of the Mississippi, smelling of the sea, lapped at the edge of the boardwalk as the keelboat’s sailor prepared to go back to the ship for another load of passengers.

      “Pardon.” Isabella stepped forward to the edge of the boardwalk, calling out to the sailor.

      Isabella wore a white taffeta underdress revealed beneath a light blue overdress. Her brunette hair fell around her face in soft ringlets. Her bonnet had a white ribbon tied into a bow just above her forehead. Her bonnet had a little plumage of soft feathers tucked into the back band. One of the feathers tickled her cheek as the wind breezed from over the water.

      Behind her, drivers waited with buggies to carry the weary travelers into town. The smell of horses was strong, reminding her of the early morning rain.

      The sailor turned and looked at her, a grin revealing the loss of all but two teeth.

      Isabella refrained from recoiling and rolling her eyes. Did men ever think of anything other than having a woman beneath them?

      But desperate times called for desperate measures. She’d been waiting for two hours, watching the keelboat come and go. Soon the heat would be unbearable and she needed to seek out shade.

      “Do you have an Alexandre Richard aboard?”

      The sailor scratched his chin. He was so obviously stalling for time, Isabella would have found it comical under other circumstances.

      She put a hand on one hip and looked at him with her most unforgiving stare. Coquettishness would have been far more effective, but she didn’t dare lay her charm on this man. Not when she was here unchaperoned on the wharf. Especially not when the sailor was grinning at her like he’d just spotted a most delectable dessert in the window of the bakery downtown.

      The ship’s bell rang out, no doubt summoning the sailor back. After scowling over his shoulder, the sailor looked back at her with a much more serious expression. “I ain’t seen no Alexandre Richard. Is he your husband?”

      “Are you certain? He was to be on this ship.” Isabella ignored the man’s personal question.

      “I don’t recall no one named Alexandre or no one named Richard. But I don’t hobnob with the gentry.” The sailor picked up the oars. “But if you ain’t seen him, he ain’t here. I just hauled over the last of ‘em.” He nodded behind her. “You can check with the man back there. He brung letters and whatnot from Paris.”

      She looked over her shoulder. Several ladies and gentlemen had gathered around a man dressed in sailor’s garb setting a large wooden crate on the ground. “Of course,” she said. “Thank you.”

      With one last longing glance at her, the sailor pushed off and began using the wooden oars to paddle toward the ship. Isabella turned and joined the growing crowd around the man with the box of letters.

      She craned her neck to see past the crowd, three deep now. The older grizzled sailor opened the box and took out a stack of letters.

      He studied the first letter for a minute, then stuttered over a name. “Oh hell,” he said, dropping his arms, the letters clutched in his hands. “Can any of you read? I can’t hardly make out these names.”

      Three seconds passed. No one said anything. Isabella’s hand shot up. “I can read.”

      She made her way through the crowd, reaching the sailor. He handed her the letters. She read the first name, then looked up expectantly. When no one claimed the letter, she went to the next name.

      Soon she had a dozen unclaimed letters in her hands. She turned to the sailor, still standing next to her. “Would you mind holding these for me?”

      She picked up another stack of letters and read the first name. This time a man called out, holding out his hand to take the letter. Encouraged, Isabella began reading through more letters, calling out the names more quickly now.

      “Isab-” Isabella Montgomery. A shiver shot through her. She swallowed thickly. Her name, in familiar handwriting, was scrolled across the envelope. She glanced up at the expectant faces in front of her and slipped the envelope into her skirt pocket.

      She rushed through the rest of the names. Then handed the unclaimed letters to the sailor. “Thank you,” she said, her heart racing. “I have to go.”

      She gathered up her skirts, turned, and dashed toward the Vieux Carré. She wasn’t sure where she was going until she found herself inside the nearby cathedral. She slid onto a cool wooden bench and, her hands trembling, dragged the letter from her pocket.

      She turned it over and ran a finger over the wax seal. She recognized the design as Alexandre’s family crest. She took a deep breath and held onto the thought that her name was in Alexandre’s handwriting. That meant Alexandre wasn’t here as he’d promised, but he was alive. He had to be.

      Sliding her finger beneath the paper, she broke the seal. The paper crinkled as she unfolded it and began to read.

      My dearest Isabella,

      It is with great regret that I find myself writing this letter. So much has changed since you left. My father has bid me to marry my cousin. I tried to tell him about you, but he wouldn’t listen.

      If I don’t marry my cousin, his estate will all go to my brother and I would be left penniless. I couldn’t bear that for myself, much less for you.

      So I will be staying here in Paris. And will probably be married by the time you get this letter.

      I hope that you are well and I wish you the best. I pray that someday we’ll meet again.

      Sincerely,

      Alexandre

      Isabella closed her eyes as shock and disbelief washed over her. Blinking back the tears, she read the letter a second time.

      Then a third.

      Alexandre wasn’t coming.

      When Isabella’s father had decided to move the family to America, Alexandre had declared his love for her and promised to join her within the year.

      That promise that Alexandre would be joining them had been the thing that Isabella had held onto during the long months at sea and the subsequent weeks of settling into a new country.

      She thought about him day and night. For nearly two years since she last saw him. Standing on the dock. She’d looked over her shoulder, the wind whipping her hair all around her. He’d lifted a hand to say good-bye.

      She’d thought his impassive face was his way of denying his sorrow. He was impassive while her heart broke into a thousand tiny pieces.

      They had decided it was best if they keep their love secret, so Isabella hadn’t told her family about him. And he hadn’t told his about her. Besides, her father would have considered her too young to be in love, much less marry at age fourteen.

      She’d imagined how Alexandre would show up on her doorstep and ask her father for her hand. They’d be married and live happily ever after.

      A cold resignation settled over her.

      Alexandre was marrying someone else. His cousin.

      And Isabella was stuck here alone in this God-forsaken country.

      In a burst of anger, she crumpled the letter and stuffed it back into her pocket.
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      Isabella wanted to go home. She wanted to curl up in her bed and stay there until her heart healed, however many centuries that might take.

      She walked through the French Quarter, her head down. Her reason was twofold. One, her heart was so broken, she could barely put one foot in front of the other. The other reason was that though the French Quarter was a short cut home, she’d heard tales of the voodoo practitioners who haunted the area. And truth be told, Isabella was afraid of them.

      “Come here, child.”

      Isabella turned toward the singsong voice of an older woman.

      “What’s troubling you?”

      Isabella hesitated, glancing toward the woman calling out to her. The woman dressed in gypsy garb stood outside a little tent. Her skin was dark and her eyes even darker.

      She immediately recognized Madame Marie Laveau. Madame Laveau had been to Isabella’s home where she’d styled her mother’s hair. Someday soon, her mother assured her, Isabella would be old enough to have her hair styled by Madame Laveau also.

      “Isabella? Right?” The woman smiled kindly, motioning her forward with one bare hand.

      Isabella sighed and walked toward Madame Laveau. What difference did it make anyway? Her life was over. What could Madame Laveau possibly do to make things worse?

      Isabella followed the voodoo princess into her little tent. They each sat on a little cloth mat across from each other. Isabella gathered her skirts around her, not even caring
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