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        Near Natchez, Mississippi

        March 2018

      

      

      

      I was going to be late.

      The mournful wail of the steamboat whistle broke the peaceful quietness of mid-morning. The mist lingering over the river seemed to trap the sound, keeping it in the air longer than normal.

      I tapped my fingers against the iron railing of the Mississippi Princess, the side-wheel paddleboat churning the waters of the Mississippi River as it slowed—finally—to turn back toward the Natchez dock.

      The trip was supposed to only last two hours. By my calculations, we had less than thirty minutes to get back to the dock before I was irredeemably late.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      My younger sister, Andrea, leaned her elbows against the railing and gazed at the tree lined shore as we passed. She held her phone steady, recording everything. No need to take notes when everything was recorded right there. My, how things had changed since I was a student. And it hadn’t been all that long ago. It was like the world was in fast forward.

      “Do you ever go back and look at your videos?” I asked.

      “All the time.”

      I blinked against a mist of river water carried on the soft breeze from the paddlewheel churning steadily in the murky water.

      “I’ll admit,” I said. “It has its charm.”

      My sister, a student at Louisiana Tech University, was nothing if not serious about her work.

      She was writing an article for a journalism project about a steamboat explosion that had happened in 1859.

      1859.

      “Nobody really knows what happened,” I’d told her two days ago. “Just make it up.”

      “Don’t worry,” Andrea had assured me. “I’ll make up just plenty. But I want to get the details right. The details are going to help me win.”

      Turns out it was more than just a class paper. Andrea was submitting to a national writing contest of some sort.

      I had to admit that being here on the river like this was a whole lot different from reading about it in the history books.

      Andrea was a smart girl. If anyone could win this contest based off an actual historical event, she could.

      “This is the Captain speaking. May I have your attention?”

      I rolled my eyes at Andrea at the slow, drawling announcement.

      Andrea just grinned.

      “We’re going to have to dock here for an hour or so before heading back to Natchez. Nothing serious. Just have to make a quick adjustment.”

      “Adjustment?” I echoed, looking up in the general direction of the pilothouse. “Seriously?”

      “Look!” Andrea pointed to the shore where we were headed. “That’s the Becquerel Estate.”

      I looked at my Apple watch.  “We’re supposed to be on the way back by now. I have to be in Ruston for my appointment.” The appointment was actually a meeting with a graduate student. The student was undoubtedly going to wash out of graduate school, but I had to go through the motions. Nobody in academia cared about my gut feelings. Or even if they did, I had to have more than that before we expelled him from the counseling program.

      “Just reschedule it,” Andrea said, looking up from the phone held out in front of her. “Not a big deal.”

      I glared at my sister. She didn’t even know what my meeting was about. But Andrea had a certain nonchalance that I truly wish I had inherited.

      Nonetheless her enthusiasm was contagious. With the huge oak trees draped in moss, the plantation did make a pretty sight.

      The captain edged the boat closer to the bank.

      “Are we supposed to get off the boat?” I asked.

      “I hope so,” Andrea said, holding her phone steady, wearing a mischievous grin.

      I just rolled my eyes.

      But I took out my own phone and texted my student.

      ME: Unfortunately, I have to reschedule. A family matter.

      It was more information that I was required to give him, but I really didn’t want him going to the department chair about this.

      His not following protocol was one of his problems to begin with.

      The captain was talking again.

      “While we’re docked, you all take the opportunity to get off the boat. Take a look around. When you hear the whistle blow three times…”

      He blew the whistle three times to demonstrate.

      “When you hear that,” he said. “it’s time to come back to the boat. Wouldn’t want to leave anyone behind.”

      Nothing worse than a steamboat captain who thought he had a sense of humor.

      Andrea picked up the backpack she’d dropped at her feet and slipped it over her shoulders.

      Sometimes the six years between us seemed like a chasm. It didn’t help that I was a college professor and she was a student—a senior—but a student nonetheless.

      Other times, we were more like twins. We even had another sister, Bailey, between us, but Bailey lived with our father and we rarely saw her.

      Altogether there were four of us girls. Andrea and I had stayed with Mother until we’d left home while Bailey and our youngest sister lived with Father.

      Life had gotten messy for a time. Fortunately, I’d already been out of the house before the divorce. Andrea was about to graduate high school so she had come to live with me.

      Right about then, Mother had gone off the deep end and moved to Florida with a new boyfriend, leaving our other two sisters with Father.

      “Come on,” Andrea said over her shoulder, edging toward the ramp after the boat bumped against the dock.

      I took a deep breath and adjusted the strap of my shoulder bag. There were worse things than spending a quality afternoon with my sister. I’d never know how she’d come through all our family drama unscathed.

      I had clients who’d been through a lot less and weren’t coping nearly as well as young adults as Andrea was.

      I followed her to the gate as the boat gently nudged against the dock.

      When I was a teenager, there had been a whole lot of hype around the Becquerel Plantation.

      According to the legends, several women had disappeared from there.

      There were all sorts of theories about what had happened to them.

      Alien abductions. A serial killer. Time travel.

      Some of my classmates used to drive out here just for the thrill of hoping to catch sight of something. A spaceship maybe.

      Personally, I’d stayed away from the whole thing.

      As we stepped off the boat onto the path leading up toward the house, I was inclined to go with time travel.

      Standing at the edge of the grounds leading to the house was like standing at the precipice of another world.

      A place where time slowed down. Where no one had meetings to rush to.

      I was really looking forward to reading my sister’s article.

      If I knew Andrea like I thought I did, there would be more in her article than just facts about a steamboat explosion.

      There would be descriptions about three-hundred-year-old oak trees with limbs so heavy they dipped down to the ground, all covered with veils of silver moss.

      She’d have a better way of describing it. She had a way of charming people with her written words.

      I didn’t have that.

      But I was a damn good listener.
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        March 1863

      

      

      

      I lowered my telescope and pulled a cigar out of my haversack.

      I didn’t light it. Didn’t need to in order to get a full sense of the taste.

      Besides, lighting it could give away our position.

      From what I’d seen so far, the Becquerels’ life was about as interesting as watching ants build an ant hill.

      A lot of movement, but none of it amounting to anything at all.

      But it was my job to follow up on any rumors that surfaced. And the rumor that there was a spy on the Becquerel property warranted a good following up.

      In the last eight hours I’d watched a woman, no doubt, Mrs. Becquerel wash a tub of laundry and hang it up to dry.

      I’d watched an older fellow, the elderly Mr. Becquerel, ride out into a tobacco field and collect a sack full of tobacco.

      He was sitting on the back veranda now, sorting it out, going through it. Whatever a planter did with tobacco.

      One more hour and we would be out of here as planned.

      A lieutenant in the Confederate army now, I was an attorney by trade as was my father before me and his father before him.

      Anything I knew about the planting of tobacco had to do with the legal ramifications.

      I seriously doubted that there was any kind of code in either petticoats hanging from a clothes line or stacks of tobacco leaves sorted out to dry.

      My horse, a black stallion named Midnight, shifted beneath me.

      Midnight had good ears. He’d heard the motor of the steamboat before I did. The boat slowly made its way up the river, slowing as it reached the dock.

      The boat had more potential for interest than anything else I’d seen so far.

      I lowered my telescope and scanned the passengers. Even with the mist hovering over the river, I could tell it was just the usual. Well-dressed men and women unaffected by the war.

      The war was mainly being fought over toward the east, leaving this area of the country out of it.

      These people had no idea just how lucky they were.

      Personally, if it was me, I’d be preparing for the war instead of going about my day-to-day business like there was no war.

      Of course, to be fair, war or no war, day-to-day business had to happen.

      But the war was coming toward them. I had no doubt about that.

      For all the people who had  thought the war was only going to last a month or two, well… they might as well walk into a post.

      We were a year into this war and it wasn’t going anywhere.

      I lifted my telescope to get a better look at the steamboat as it came to a stop at the dock.

      One young lady was stepping off the boat onto the dock ahead of the others.

      Finally, something of interest to look at.

      I adjusted the lens on my telescope.

      The young lady was unconventional, to say the least.

      Her solid blue dress was short, stopping halfway from her knees to her lace up ankle boots. The skirt was loose, but she wore no traditional bell-shaped hoop beneath it.

      It was like a young girl would wear. Yet… she was definitely not a young girl. She had curves.

      She also wore a cute matching jacket with a white shirt beneath it.

      I lowered my telescope and considered her from a distance.

      Must be the latest fashion from France.

      Mon Dieu.

      Maybe the woman was from France. I couldn’t imagine any of the ladies I knew in New Orleans wearing a dress that revealed their calves. They would declare it very improper.

      The woman’s brunette hair fell loosely around her shoulders, caught in a gust of wind.

      I looked up. I’d been so focused on watching the inane activities of the Becquerels that I hadn’t seen the ugly black cloud coming up behind me.

      A flash of lightning lit up the sky behind me, catching the eye of the mystery woman as she stepped off the boat.

      There was something funny about the light. Something odd about the juxtaposition of the light coming from the flash of lightning behind me and the setting sun in front of me. It was hazy, making the girl look fuzzy.

      “Lieutenant?” My second in command Private Cooper Miles rode up on my right.

      I stuffed my cigar in my pocket, lowered my telescope, and turned to face Cooper.

      “How long do we have to stay here?” Cooper asked.

      “Until we know what’s going on,” I said.

      “Ain’t nothing here if you ask me,” Cooper spat a stream of tobacco.

      A nasty habit, if you asked me, but the men didn’t have much pleasure. And if they found pleasure in chewing a wad of tobacco instead of smoking it, who was I to judge?

      Hell, I wasn’t much better. I chewed on my own cigars. Somehow, though, it just didn’t seem as disgusting.

      “Nothing but a bunch of farmers,” Cooper added.

      I was inclined to agree with him, but those who seemed the most innocent could easily be the ones we were looking for.

      Spies in plain sight.

      But right now it wasn’t spying that I was most interested in.

      It was the woman who’d stepped off the dock ahead of the others.

      “Let me—” I said as I turned my gaze back toward the dock.

      The woman wasn’t there.

      In fact, there was a man coming forward to open the gate and drop the gangplank.

      But… I’d just seen the woman step off the boat… onto the dock…

      Thunder rumbled behind us. It was going to be a long night.

      A trick of the light. That’s what it was.

      “We need to pitch a tent,” I said over my shoulder. We aren’t going anywhere.”

      “But you said—”

      “I know what I said, Cooper, but things are different now.”

      Cooper looked past me toward the river.

      “What’s different?”

      I looked up and shook my head. Why did they have to send me off on a mission with such a nitwit?

      “The steamboat,” I said.

      Cooper spat again. Sat back on his horse.

      “What boat?”

      “The steamboat.” A splatter of rain landed on my sleeve. “we need to pitch that tent.”

      “Lieutenant?”

      “What is it Cooper?”

      “There’s no boat.”

      I turned and pointed toward the river.

      But Cooper was right.

      There was no boat.
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      “I guess everyone’s getting off the boat,” I said, looking over my shoulder at the dozen or so other tourists who were coming along behind us.

      “If we hurry,” Andrea said. “we can get to the house before they do.”

      “Why would we do that?” I asked, stepping over a puddle of water in an otherwise dry pathway.

      “To get a feel for how things were,” Andrea said.

      “I have a pretty good feel already,” I said. “There’s nothing here.”

      Andrea twirled around, her arms outstretched.

      “It’s so quiet,” she said. “Can you imagine how much quieter it would have been back in the 1800s?”

      “It would have been very quiet,” I said, but truly, it was plenty quiet enough for me already.

      “All that land behind the house would have been tobacco fields,” she said, sweeping a hand to encompass the land behind the house in all directions.

      I walked faster to keep up with her. She was wearing blue jeans and canvas sneakers. I was wearing a long skirt, but at least I’d worn boots. My usual heels would not have been comfortable walking out here on this uneven path. Especially not with the water puddles. Andrea didn’t even seem to notice.

      “When did you become such a history buff?”

      Andrea grinned.

      “A good journalist learns everything she can about whatever she’s writing about.”

      “Well,” I said. “You are going to be an excellent journalist.”

      “I know,” she said. “Because
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