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        Chene Ruelle

        1765

      

      

      Ava D’Artois adjusted her black skirts as she sat in one of the green velvet chairs against the ballroom wall. She didn’t have to wear black. It had been two years since her husband had been killed in the French and Indian War. But she wasn’t ready to give up the social insulation wearing the color of mourning gave her.

      Couples swirled around the grand ballroom at Chene Ruelle. The men looked dapper, most of them in black. The ladies, however, wore brightly colored ballgowns in every color imaginable from yellow, blue, pink, and green. Ava’s daughter wore a lovely ballgown in silver as she waltzed with the man she would soon be betrothed to.

      Ava couldn’t help the secret smile that played about her lips.

      After all, her husband – Ava’s father – had arranged this marriage before going to war.

      Lively music from the orchestra filled the room providing the perfect backdrop for conversation and laughter. Ava sat near an open window and the smell of fresh gardenias drifted in on the evening breeze.

      She sipped champagne from a little crystal glass, enjoying the bubbly sweet tasting wine.

      It took all her energy to be here tonight. After two years of social isolation – meeting others only for business - she’d jumped back in wholeheartedly to attend the wedding of the season. Nathaniel Dumon and Sierra Miller were getting married at here at Chene Ruelle. Chene Ruelle was the newly built plantation mansion on the Mississippi River outside of New Orleans. The grand house and land as far as the eye could see and beyond belonged to the Dumon family.

      This weekend a select few had been invited to the festivities leading up the wedding including a barbeque and a hunt for the men.

      Almost wholeheartedly. She was here with her daughter Ryleigh. It’s was Ryleigh’s social debut. And Ava was doing her best to keep the focus on her daughter. And off of herself.

      For the most part it had worked.

      Ava swirled the champagne and watched her daughter.

      “She takes after you,” a male voice commented, pulling Ava’s attention away from her daughter.

      “Thank - ” She stopped in mid-sentence and blinked.

      Surely her eyes were playing tricks on her.

      Thomas Elliot sat in what had been an empty chair only moments before.

      An older version of the Thomas Elliot than the one she had known so many years ago.

      His hair was still full, but a lovely muted silver. His eyes were the same silvery blue and his smile was still trouble.

      But his most distinguishing feature was a little scar in the shape of a half-moon beneath his right eye. A scar he’d gotten in a dual protecting a woman’s honor.

      Thomas rested his elbow on the back of the chair and smiled at her.

      Confident. He’d always been confident. Perhaps a bit too much so.

      But then that had been a huge part of his charm.

      “It’s good to see you Ava,” he said. His voice had always had been soothing like a balm over her soul.

      “How are you here?” She asked. He hadn’t been at any of the other wedding festivities. Not the formal dinner last night. Not the barbeque earlier today. Not even the wedding. She would have seen him.

      Yet here he was. At the ball.

      Thomas Elliot was a man that went unnoticed. He had such a presence about him. Larger than life.

      Or maybe it was just her. Ava had been drawn to him since the moment she’d first seen him.

      Twenty years ago.

      She remembered the moment clearly.
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        20 years ago

        1745

      

      

      Ava had been a mere seventeen years old. She and her best friend, Victoria, had been about town, wandering around the Vieux Carré when they’d walked past a fortune teller’s tent.

      Victoria, an adventurous spirit, had talked Ava into going into the fortune teller’s tent.

      The fortune teller was a dark gypsy woman, tall and lean, with darkly rimmed eyes that seemed to pierce the soul. She sat at a little table covered with a red and gold fringed table cloth.

      The crystal ball in the middle of the table sparkled with reflections of a couple dozen lit candles about the little room.

      Ava and Victoria sat in the two empty chairs across from her. Ava adjusted the skirts of her new burgundy gown and laid her new parasol in a beautiful shade of light pink across her lap.

      “I’ve been waiting for you,” the fortune teller said.

      The girls looked at each and giggled.

      The fortune teller told Victoria that she would have six children and live in the city next to a church.

      Victoria’s family home was fairly close to the Catholic church where she currently lived with her husband. And she had indeed given birth to six children.

      The fortune teller then looked at Ava, quickly inhaled, and closed her eyes. Ava was terrified and would have run out of the tent if Victoria hadn’t been sitting there smiling at the whole thing.

      “You,” the fortunate teller said, opening her eyes and peering at Ava, seeming to search her eyes. Ava’s blood had pounded dangerously in her ears. Her hands fisted around her parasol.

      “You will meet a man posthaste. A man with a scar on his face.” The fortune teller waved a hand, her bracelets jangling loudly in the little tent.

      “You will have a child.” The fortune teller scowled. “Let me see your hand.”

      Ava glanced at Victoria, her eyes wide with uncertainly.

      “Just hold out your hand,” Victoria urged.

      Ava held out her hand. The woman peered over her palm, following its lines with a fingertip.

      “Ah ha,” she said. “Now I see.” She released Ava’s hand and sat back, a look of triumph on her face. “Your life’s path is not a straight line. You will suffer trials and tribulations, but in the end, you will triumph and find true love. Yes, you will triumph. Then live peacefully into your old age.”

      Ava jerked her hand back and gaped at the fortune teller.

      “You’ll see,” the fortune teller said, waving them out of her tent. “No charge for you.”

      “We can pay,” Victoria said.

      “No,” the fortune teller insisted. “Go. Spread the word of my talent and send others to me. That’s how you will pay me.”

      Shaken, Ava decided she would go home. Victoria shrugged and went along.

      On their way home, they came to Victoria’s house first.

      “Come in,” Victoria said. “I want to show you my new gown for next week’s ball.”

      Although Ava really just wanted to go home, she acquiesced and followed her friend. Just as they were going through the front door, a gentleman, their age, perhaps a couple years older than they were, was leaving.

      Victoria’s face brightened. “Thomas!” She cried, “I didn’t know you were here.” Victoria held out her hand for Thomas to kiss.

      “Ava,” Victoria beamed. “This is my cousin Thomas. From Boston.”

      Thomas turned and Ava gasped.

      Thomas had a little scar in the shape of a half-moon beneath his right eye.

      The fortune teller’s words haunted her. You will meet a man posthaste. A man with a scar on his face.

      “I apologize,” Thomas said, touching the red scar. “Most people don’t seem to notice. Or pretend not to.” He glanced at Victoria. “I can assure you I’m harmless.”

      Ava checked herself and forced a smile. “It’s just something someone said.” She held out her hand in greeting.

      Thomas smiled, keeping his eyes on hers as he lightly kissed the back of her hand. She looked past the scar and saw lovely silvery blue eyes.
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      “Nathaniel and I became close friends in the war. I had hoped to be here sooner, but unfortunately transportation didn’t cooperate.”

      “I see,” Ava said. Her heart was beating much too fast.

      She no longer heard the sweet orchestra music. Instead all she heard was the blood pounding in her ears.

      Thomas with the silvery blue eyes and the scar beneath his right eye. The scar had faded and if she hadn’t known about it, she would have thought it a mere trick of the eye.

      She fisted her hands in her black skirts. She suddenly wished she hadn’t worn black tonight. The color of mourning gave away more information about herself than she wanted anyone to know.

      It told the world – Thomas – that she’d been married and was now a widow. Yet it didn’t seem to matter. He obviously already knew about her daughter.

      Her mind swirled with a hundred different thoughts and she was unable to settle on any of them. She forced herself to think and to fall back on simple manners.

      “I hadn’t realized you were in the war.” She hadn’t actually known anything about him.

      Victoria never mentioned her cousin and Ava couldn’t bring herself to ask after him.

      “I feel I owe you an apology,” Thomas said.

      “An apology? Whatever for?” Ava asked. It had been twenty years.

      Thomas had called on her four times. Ava enjoyed his company, but she was so smitten with him that she hardly spoke to him.

      After four visits, he had stopped coming to call.

      At first, she looked for him to come again. Would walk the window hoping to see him coming down the walkway. Then she looked for him everywhere she went. At every social ball, every barbeque, every outing to the symphony.

      After a year had passed, her father had quietly arranged a marriage between Ava and Ryleigh’s father.

      “I should have written you.” He rubbed a hand over his chin. Ava saw what looked like true regret in those silvery blue eyes.

      It had been so long ago. A lifetime ago. Now she had Ryleigh and wouldn’t change that for the world.

      All her sadness. All her anger. All those emotions had been spent long ago.

      They were different people now.

      “Yes,” she said. “I had a lot of unanswered questions.”

      “And now?”

      “Not so much. It was a long time ago.”

      Even though it was a long time ago, she still felt a little pull toward him. She mused that that little pull would always be there.

      “Can we step outside? To talk?”

      The little flutter in her stomach was unexpected. She’d thought she was beyond that. Butterflies in the stomach were for young girls like Ryleigh.

      It wouldn’t hurt to talk to him though. Right?

      “Of course,” she said, with a glance around the ballroom. No one was paying her any attention. They were all doing their own things. Their own conversations.

      He held out his hand to help her stand.

      She put a gloved hand in his and his fingers wrapped around hers. At the touch of his hand, she felt that same little trip of the heart that she’d felt those twenty years ago.

      With her hand tucked in the crook of his arm, they made their way toward the nearest French door. She went through first, the bell of her skirts filling the doorway.

      When they were outside he took her arm again and side by side they walked across the veranda into the garden.

      Their winding path through the shrubs and flowers was illuminated by the full moon. They were enveloped by the scent of a variety of flowers from roses to magnolia.

      They could hear the laughter and muted conversation of other couples drifting through the garden, as well as the music. Ava felt a little odd thinking that she and Thomas were one of those couples out for a midnight stroll.

      “It’s a lovely night,” Thomas said.

      Ava took a deep breath. Reminded herself that she was no longer that young girl who had fallen head over heels for Thomas so long ago.

      “It is a lovely night,” she said. “Very peaceful.”

      “My father took ill,” he said. “It was rather sudden.”

      “That’s why you left.”

      Thomas nodded. “I was summoned home and there wasn’t time to tell you.”

      “You really don’t have to tell me this.”

      “I know,” he said, with a little smile. “That’s why I want to.”

      She looked up. The moonlight washed over his features, reflecting in his silvery blue eyes.

      Suddenly she was back at her father’s house in New Orleans. Close to Ryleigh’s age. Smitten with the debonair Thomas Elliot.

      He turned so that her arms rested on his, his hands lightly cupping her elbows.

      She swallowed and bit her lower lip.

      This was one place she never thought she’d be. Back in Thomas’s arms.

      She’d imagined it. Played it over and over in her mind.

      She’d imagined his lips on hers.

      Now twenty years later she still wanted to know what it felt like to kiss Thomas.

      “So…” he said. “When I finally got home and got everything back under control, it seemed like it was too late to write you. I told myself that you probably married someone else.

      She felt the creases at the center of her brow. “How long?” She asked.

      “Six, seven months.”

      There was no point in telling him that there had still been time. That if she’d heard from him, wild horses couldn’t have convinced her to agree to marriage to Ryleigh’s father.

      She looked away. She didn’t want him to see the pain that his words caused.

      He put a finger beneath her chin, urging her to look back at him. “I regretted it every day,” he whispered.

      Looking into his eyes, she shook her head. She didn’t want to hear this now. It had been too long. She’d put too much behind her.

      “Your marriage,” she said, not sure what she wanted to know.

      “No,” he said. “I never married.”

      “Never?” Ava tried to think if she knew anyone who’d never married. Only a couple of old bachelors and one spinster came to mind. “But surely.”

      How could a man as handsome and charming as Thomas have escaped marriage?

      “I could have married. Many times over. But it was too easy to get caught up in work, then the war came and well, I confess I had no interest.”

      “You have no heirs.”

      “My brothers have heirs. I’m the youngest so it wasn’t required.”

      “I see.” She took a deep breath.

      If she remembered correctly, he had five brothers and two sisters. It said a lot that she remembered this after all those years.

      The music changed to a soft romantic tempo. “We never danced,” he said.

      “No.” Her breath came on a whisper.

      “May I?” He asked.

      Before she knew what was happening, he swept her into a waltz.

      Ava hadn’t danced tonight. It wasn’t proper for her to dance while she was in mourning. It didn’t matter that her mourning state was self-imposed.

      She could just as easily have been on the dance floor. There were several eligible bachelors who had surreptitiously swept their gaze in her direction during the dance. There had been quite few people at the wedding and the dance that hadn’t been invited to the other weekend festivities.

      But now she was doing something she’d only imagined doing.

      Imagined since twenty years ago.

      Waltzing with Thomas Elliot.

      The orchestra music drifted out on the evening air, floated on the moonlight.

      And created a magic moment.

      Ava smiled as Thomas whirled around their little private dance floor beneath the moonlight. Among the flower blossoms.

      She didn’t know how long they danced. A song. Maybe two. But then the music came to an end.

      And silence filled the night.

      There were no longer any conversations or laughter drifting from the garden.

      Instead, there was a bit of discordant conversation coming from the ballroom as the guests prepared to either leave or go upstairs to the room as the case may be.

      That meant that her time with Thomas was at an end.

      Just like before, they’d had such a brief time together.

      Just like before - their time was cut short.

      After the music ended and was only a memory, he twirled her around a few minutes more. They danced in the silence.

      Then he pulled her toward him and hugged her. Just hugged her.

      His arms wrapped around her neck and hers around his waist.

      Ava laid her cheek on his cheek. And in that moment she was safe.

      Protected.

      Peaceful.

      And in that peacefulness, her mind was free to wander. The prophetic words of the fortune teller came back to her. You will meet a man posthaste. A man with a scar on his face.

      Ava tensed. She’d thought about those words from the fortune teller many times over the years. And she was still a bit startled at the accuracy of that prophecy.

      She had barely left the fortune teller’s tent when she did, indeed, meet a man with a scar. A man who sent her pulse skittering.

      Your life’s path is not a straight line. You will suffer trials and tribulations, but in the end, you will triumph and find true love. Then live peacefully into your old age.

      

      If the fortune teller had been right about her meeting the man with the scar – Thomas – was she right about her finding true love?

      Ava had loved her husband, but she’d never loved him like she’d loved Thomas – with that passion and yearning that was almost unbearable.

      A passion that had survived the test of time.

      She couldn’t imagine finding that kind of love with anyone else. So the fortune teller must be saying that she would live into old age. With Thomas.

      Ava found the thought that her life was predetermined unsettling.

      So unsettling that she needed to get away. To think.

      She pushed away from the safety of Thomas’s embrace. “I…” She put a hand on her forehead. Then looked up at him into those silvery blue eyes. “I have to go.”

      With that, she turned and raced toward the house. She had to get Ryleigh go to their bedroom suite.

      Before daybreak she would summon the carriage driver.

      Ava would be home by mid-day tomorrow.

      It was too surreal meeting Thomas like this now. After she’d made her peace with him leaving.
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      Ava sat with Ryleigh in the parlor of their home in New Orleans. The seamstress sat across from them going over some dress designs for Ryleigh’s wedding dress.

      Ryleigh had already decided, but the seamstress insisted on giving her more options.

      Ava found her attention wandering to other things. She gazed out the open window behind the seamstress. A hummingbird buzzed at the window’s edge, making a little chirping sound.

      The scent of coffee and fresh baking bread drifted from the kitchen. The maidservant would be coming in with refreshments shortly.

      After the wedding Ava had made the decision to put away her black mourning dresses and ease back into normal clothes. Today she was wearing a deep green dress with a bow tied at the back of her waist.

      “That’s pretty,” Ryleigh said, running a finger over one of the dress designs. “What do you think Mama?”

      Ava pulled her wandering attention back to her daughter. “I think you’ll be lovely in whatever you choose.”

      At that moment, someone knocked on the front door.

      Since the maidservant was in the kitchen, she wouldn’t hear the knocking.

      “Excuse me,” Ava said and went to open the front door.

      Thomas stood there looking a little uncertain. “Good morning,” he said.

      “Good morning,” she said automatically, her voice sounding calm while on the inside, her heartrate was fluttering as fast as the hummingbird wings.

      “May we talk?” He asked.

      The day was warm, but not hot. Ava made a quick decision and joined him on the porch, closing the door behind her.

      “How did you find me?” She asked.

      “It’s not hard. Everyone knows you,” he said. “Come. Sit down.”

      Ava sat on the porch swing arranging her skirts carefully and he sat next to her.

      “You look pretty in green,” he said.

      “Thank you,” Ava said, pleased that he’d noticed. “You wanted to talk?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I’m not sure about the proper way to go about this.”

      She looked at him, waiting, with genuine curiosity. “Most would say that best way is the direct way.”

      He laughed. “You always did like directness.”

      She shrugged.

      “I was wondering if I might court you. Is there a special decorum for that?”

      An involuntary laugh escaped her lips. She thought it must be the unexpectedness. “I don’t know. I’m sure there is.”

      “Would you be so kind as to offer guidance?”

      She laughed again. Thomas looked so boyish in his uncertainty. She found it charming. “I can try.”

      “Where do I start?”

      “I think you’ve already started.”

      He grinned in relief. “Does that mean you’d be open to it?”

      “I might be,” she said, unwilling to be readily available. “What are your intention?”

      He gaped at her.

      “Well,” she continued. “I have no living male in my family. So it seems I must handle everything myself.”

      He nodded. “My intentions are honorable.”

      Ava felt her face flush. “In what way?”

      “I would like to marry you.”

      Ava just stared at him, unable to find her words

      Instead, the fortune teller’s prophetic words came to mind. in the end, you will triumph and find true love.

      She felt a smile spread across her face.

      Ava wouldn’t go back and do anything over again. She had her daughter and that was something invaluable.

      Perhaps having a predetermined fate wasn’t so bad after all.

      The end.
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      Ashlynn Cooper lived in a fantasy world.

      And she preferred it that way. But her brother, a psychologist, had insisted that she get out and interact with real people.

      The Antebellum Belle riverboat was crawling with people. The problem was that, like Ashlynn, they were all writers.

      She stood next to the paddle wheel listening to the water splash as it churned the deep, murky water of the Mississippi. Water that smelled like old coffee grounds mixed with fish guts.

      She wrinkled her nose. Her brother was about half right. It was good to have new experiences. To give her new things to write about.

      Like the riverboat cruise down the Mississippi River. That was something she never would have thought to do, but when the Fiction Writers Association of Arkansas sent out the invitation for a retreat, it had seemed like a good way to make her brother happy.

      The writer’s retreat was by invitation only. They wanted people who wrote stories, not just wanted to write stories or just talked about writing stories.

      The retreat was for working writers only. Still, there were a few extraverts who were using the time to connect with others. Her brother would consider that a healthy behavior.

      The way Ashlynn saw it, the retreat was to get away from everyday life so she could actually write without distraction. But then again, she lived alone and worked alone, so she didn’t have that many day to day distractions.

      She walked to the bench where she’d left her little notebook computer while she stretched her legs. She’d trained herself to get up every hour to walk around.

      She opened the romance story she was writing and typed in the description while it was still in her head. The river smelled like old coffee grounds mixed with fish guts. It had nothing to do with the story she was writing, but it added sensory depth.

      After four years of college, Ashlynn had known that the only job she wanted was writing fiction. She’d been fortunate that she had parents who understood that writing was like learning to play a musical instrument. It took years and years of practice yielding very limiting income at first.

      She’d been at it, strong and steady, for five years now. At twenty-seven, she had gotten past the lean period and could now support herself with her writing income.

      “Hey, you’re Ashlynn Cooper, right?”

      Ashlynn turned and smiled. She may live in a fantasy world, but she knew how to interact with people.

      She knew the man who’d approached her by reputation and she’d heard him speak at a conference a couple of years ago. He wrote westerns under the pen name Buck Montana. She had no idea what his real name was.

      “I’m Brandon.” He held out his hand.

      “Ah.” That explained why he wrote under a pen name. Brandon sounded nothing like a western writer. “I’m Ashlynn.”

      “I know.” He grinned. He was at least fifty years old, but he wore a shirt unbuttoned one button too low revealing his chest and three gold chains around his neck. He was a middle-aged man trying to ignore the past twenty years. His receding hairline was a dead giveaway.

      “Some of us are about to meet and go over some outlines.” He clicked the ink pen he held in his hand.

      “Nice,” Ashlynn said. “Enjoy.” And there was that sick feeling in her stomach that kept her away from other writers.

      Brandon laughed and cleared his throat. “We thought you might to join us.”

      Ashlynn closed her computer and braced herself. “Oh. Thank you.”

      Brandon nodded smugly and clipped his pen to the vee in his shirt. She wondered if he did that to bring attention to his chest.

      She kept her gaze on his face. “But I don’t do outlines,” she said sweetly.

      The smugness turned to confusion and perhaps a little disdain. “I see,” he said, putting his hands in his pockets.

      She was reminded, perhaps too late, about the great divide between pantsers and plotters. Maybe her brother had been right. Maybe she did need to get out more. She’d completely forgotten that writers still worried about such silliness.

      “Anyway,” she said, slipping her computer into her leather shoulder bag and standing up. “thanks for the offer.” She glanced at her watch. “I have a conference call scheduled.”

      She breezed past him, deciding it was a good time to take a nap. She had no conference call to attend, but one of the benefits of being a writer was the ability to make things up if need be.

      Ashlynn’s room was on the third floor of the riverboat. She ran up the iron steps, her white sneakers lightly echoing on the metal, and walked briskly toward her room.

      She pulled her key, an old-fashioned actual iron key – out of her crossbody bag and checked the room number. 2B.

      The last thing she wanted to do was to try to get into the wrong room. Especially if it was someone like Brandon aka Buck Montana. It might give him the wrong idea.

      Inside her little room with a double bed, a small sofa, and a clothes wardrobe that would hold all the clothes she owned, she dropped her handbag and leather computer bag on the sofa.

      This was day one of the writer’s retreat. Three more days to go.

      What had she been thinking? She pulled her phone out of her pocket to call her brother. He needed to know that she’d been better off without his interference. With all the extra shopping and packing and the retreat itself, she lost probably two weeks of writing. She wouldn’t be getting that time back.

      Then she realized it was mid-afternoon and her brother would be knee-deep in clients. It wouldn’t be right to call him in the middle of his work day.

      So instead, she climbed into bed, shoes and all, and pulled the fluffy white Sherpa quilt up to her shoulders and settled in for one of her favorite parts of the day. A nap.
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      Ashlynn woke disoriented. It took a second or two to remember she was on a riverboat at a writer’s retreat.

      She’d slept too long. The last vestiges of the sunset came through the open window.

      Before she even opened her eyes, she knew what had waken her. There was music drifting from below. Ashlynn could sleep with the lights on, but with the slightest bit of noise, she couldn’t sleep at all.

      There was supposed to be live music at the dinner tonight. What was the point of having the retreat on a riverboat if not to have enjoyable activities?

      She blinked open her eyes and realized that when she’d fallen asleep, the window had been closed. Not only had the glass been down, but the curtains had been pulled. The deck outside the rooms was almost a walkway, so people could walk by and look into the rooms. Of course, she’d kept the curtains closed.

      But she was staring out an open window.

      She shifted under the quilt. Odd. She distinctly remembered the quilt material being fluffy white Sherpa because she had an electric throw at home made out of the same material. But now it was a colorful cotton patchwork.

      And the walls were painted bright green.

      She most definitely would have remembered green walls.

      She rolled onto her back and sat up.

      She gasped and grabbed hold of the quilt like a shield.

      There was a man sitting in the chair by the door. The chair that had been a sofa when she’d fallen asleep. She distinctly remembered it because she’d dropped her stuff onto it when she’d come in for her nap.

      Her first thought was that Brandon aka Buck Montana had slipped into her room. It was completely irrational and she dropped it before her brain even finished the thought.

      Her second thought was that someone had picked her up and taken her to a different room. That one she held onto. It would explain how everything was different.

      “Who are you?” she asked. Her heart was beating so fast, she could barely think or see.

      “Jonathan White.” The man sat forward, but didn’t move to stand up.

      Definitely not Brandon. This man, Jonathan, was younger. Maybe early thirties and wore formal clothing.

      She rubbed her eyes. Maybe she was still asleep.

      She liked that idea better than the one about being kidnapped. Anyway, it was a ship. Why would anyone take her to their room, especially a room with an open window, when she had a perfectly good room for whatever nefarious activities he might have in mind?

      Uncovering her eyes, she looked back at Jonathan. He was still there.

      “I’m imagining things. It’s not real,” she muttered to herself.

      Maybe living in a fantasy world had finally caught up with her. She reached for her cell phone. She needed to call her brother. He’d know what to do.

      She searched around her, but her phone wasn’t there.

      She returned her attention to the man watching her. He was a handsome man with dark, thick hair that fell just along the top of his collar. A lock of hair fell across his forehead. He pushed it back, but it fell right back down.

      He had clear, clean-shaven skin and kissable lips.

      He was wearing black slacks, a white button shirt – buttoned all the way up – with a crimson-colored tie and a matching black… tailcoat. She realized he was wearing a tuxedo.

      That told her he definitely wasn’t with the writer’s retreat.

      He was watching her now with a curious expression. “Might I get your name?”

      “Of course,” she said, pulling her gaze from those kissable lips back to his eyes. His eyes were kind. “Ashlynn Cooper.”

      He tilted his head as though he was trying to puzzle something out. “Have we met?”

      Had they? She sat up straighter, but kept her hands wrapped in the blanket. “I don’t remember you.”

      “I don’t remember you either,” he said quickly.

      She didn’t know what to say. He seemed to be as puzzled by her presence as she was.

      Then he stood up. “What are you doing in my room?”
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      The room was suddenly much too small. The deep emerald drapes and the green painted walls only accented the sick feeling Ashlynn felt.

      The music drifting from the main room below grew soft and somber. When the ship’s horn sounded, Ashlynn jumped, and stood up from the bed.

      Now she stood with the bed between her and the stranger named Jonathan.

      “Your room?” Her throat felt raw.

      Something was wrong. So very very wrong.

      She lifted her chin and looked directly at him. “This is my room. Room 2B.”

      Now that he was standing, he didn’t move. The seconds ticked past, then he just shook his head. “There was a mix-up. That’s all. They gave me 2B also.”

      Ashlynn was so confused. She’d been asleep when he appeared in what she supposed was some version of her room. “How long have you been sitting there?”

      “When I came in, a few minutes ago, I saw you.” He shrugged. “I didn’t want to disturb you, so I just waited for you to wake up.”

      If Ashlynn had walked into her assigned room to find a man sleeping in her bed, she would definitely not have just calmly sat down and waited for him to wake up. “That’s kind of odd,” she said out loud.

      It was so odd, she couldn’t even imagine making it up. And she was a writer, for God’s sake.

      “Not really,” he said. “Sometimes people are lodged together when they travel. It’s not a big deal. I was just told I’d have room to myself. I even paid extra for it.”

      “Oh.” Ashlynn didn’t know how to respond. It actually made some sense now. “I’m sure we’ll get it straightened out.” Hadn’t she heard someone say that all the rooms were filled? Even so, there was always something that could be done. Jonathan could room with another male writer. “Are you a writer?” If he wasn’t a writer, then they might have a bigger problem on their hands.

      “A writer?”

      Well, obviously he wasn’t. “Yes. You know. A fiction writer.”

      “Not me. I’m a carpenter. I could never make up enough stuff to put out a book a week.”

      “A book a week? Nobody does that.”

      “Of course, they do. If they want to be successful.” He reached behind him and picked up a paperback book. “Like this guy.” Ashlynn couldn’t see the title or the author of the book he was holding. “I buy a new one from him every week.”

      “Well, that’s not sustainable.”

      Jonathan shrugged and set the book down. “Not for me, but this guy. I’ve been reading his stuff for at least five years.”

      Ashlynn didn’t say anything. The writer obviously had ghostwriters. But fans wouldn’t know that and she didn’t want to destroy the illusion. Perhaps someone would do the same for her one day.

      “Why do you ask?” Jonathan adjusted his jacket. “Do I look like a writer?”

      Ashlynn bit her lip to keep from laughing. “Maybe,” she said. “I’m a writer. I thought maybe you were.”

      Jonathan looked blankly at her a moment, then he burst out laughing. “Now that’s an odd thing to say.”

      Ashlynn took a deep breath and let it out in a rush, feeling some of the tension fall away. This man seemed like a decent person. There had simply been a mix-up and they would straighten it out.

      He gestured toward a second chair she hadn’t noticed. “Come. Sit down and I’ll ring for someone.”

      “Sure.” She nodded and came around the bed as he stepped over toward the door and pulled on a long cord hanging from the ceiling.

      She sat on the edge of the soft oversized chair and waited until he sat back down. He looked at her curiously.

      She looked around, but didn’t see her handbag or her computer bag. A new wave of panic shot through her. She needed her handbag, of course, and her cell phone, but without her computer, she couldn’t work. “Have you seen my bags?”

      He shook his head. “You don’t have any other clothes?”

      She glanced down at her blue jeans, purposely ripped just below the knee, her white canvas sneakers, and her black button-down shirt. She’d thought she looked kinda cute, but compared to him, she was sorely underdressed.

      “I do have other clothes,” she said. “But they’re in my suitcase.”

      Someone knocked on the door. Jonathan opened the door to a young man wearing spectacles, carrying a large notebook. “How can I help you?” he asked, giving Ashlynn a curious glance, before quickly looking back at Jonathan.

      “We seem to have had a mix-up.” Jonathan explained. “Miss Ashlynn Cooper and I seem to have been assigned the same room.”

      “You aren’t traveling together?”

      “No. We’re both traveling alone.” He stopped and looked questioningly at Ashlynn. She nodded. “No,” he said again.

      The man flipped through his notebook. “I have you.” He nodded to Jonathan. “Mr. Jonathan White here in 2B.” He then turned his gaze to Ashlynn. “I don’t have any record of Miss Cooper.”

      “What?” Ashlynn stood up. “I just checked in this morning.”

      The man shook his head.

      “Check again,” she said, smiling pleasantly to hide her dismay. “There must be a mistake.”

      The man licked his fingers and flipped through the notebook. “No. Nothing.”

      Ashlynn huffed out a breath. “At least check your computer.”

      The man looked at Jonathan, then backed out of the door.

      “What?” She looked at Jonathan. “What was that all about?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I don’t think he can help us.”

      Ashlynn dropped back into her chair. “It’s no big deal for you. You’re registered.” She put a hand on her forehead. She should have stayed at home. This trip had been a bad idea. She could have been at home making up things. To happen to other people. Made up people.

      Things like this didn’t happen to real people.

      “It’ll be alright,” Jonathan said. “You can stay here.”

      She lifted her head. He was sitting in the other chair now, leaning forward.

      Her gaze met his and she looked into wonderfully clear blue eyes. Later, she thought, later she’d think of better words to describe them. Like a field of cornflower or a perfect, cloudless blue sky. But for right now, as she gazed into his eyes, she couldn’t think past clear blue.

      He smiled slowly at her, a little crooked grin, and the rest of her thoughts evaporated.

      Then what felt like a light touch swept across her cheek.

      She blinked and wiped at her cheek, but of course, there was nothing there. She was imagining things again. It was perfectly normal to imagine things happening to other people, but she was beginning to worry a little about herself.

      “How did you call him?” she asked, trying to clear her head.

      “The porter? The bell cord.” He nodded toward the rope he’d pulled earlier.

      “What does that do?”

      “It runs to a main room. When I pull on it, a bell rings on the other end and someone knows we need something and comes up.”

      She studied the rope. “That’s interesting.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” He grinned.

      “I need to find my things.” She had lots to think about later, like porters who didn’t use computers and bell cords that worked like phone calls, but right now, she needed to be practical.

      She was actually amazed at her level of composure, everything considered. She’d lost her handbag, her cell phone, and her computer, yet she still felt calm. Especially since, technically, she’d also lost her room.

      “What can I do?” he asked.

      She looked back into those blue eyes and shook her head. “I don’t know.” She needed to clear her head. “I think I’ll take a walk.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      She took a step toward the door. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but it wouldn’t be right for me to let you walk around unescorted.”

      Normally, Ashlynn would have been a little bit offended by that statement, but he wasn’t saying it with any kind of chauvinism. She found it a little bit sweet and endearing. “All right.” She reluctantly admitted to herself that she wouldn’t mind his company.

      Together they stepped outside and walked down the hallway to the deck. They hadn’t seen anyone else yet. Most everyone seemed to be at dinner.

      The music streamed through the open windows, a lively waltz now. She shivered and rubbed her arms. “When did it get cold?”

      Jonathan immediately shrugged out of his coat and held it while she put her arms into his sleeves. The sleeves hung down over her hands and the coat was long, falling to her knees. But it was warm and had an enticing masculine smell. A hint of tobacco, but there was something else she couldn’t identify.

      She looked up into his eyes and murmured. “Thank you.”

      He nodded slightly, but kept his eyes locked on hers.

      Ashlynn was enchanted. His old-fashioned manners were charming. Maybe she’d think about writing something historical.

      She froze. And her smile faltered.

      Where did that thought come from? Historicals? She wrote sweet and sexy contemporaries. She had a good career going. It made no sense to write something she knew nothing about. And had never really had any interest in. Though she did enjoy old movies and love loved When Calls the Heart. She never missed an episode.

      But more importantly, the realization that he acted old-fashioned was a little… unexpected.

      And not a little disturbing.

      They walked toward the dining room. “Are you hungry?” he asked.

      “A little.” Maybe she needed something to eat. Now that she thought about it, she’d only had a light lunch.

      They stepped into the dining room and waited for someone to seat them. While they waited, Ashlynn looked around the room. The couple seated nearest the door was dressed formally. The guy was wearing a tux, like Jonathan. And the woman was wearing a floor length dress with a wide skirt.

      Again, Ashlynn felt underdressed. She looked around to see if anyone else, especially one of the other writers, had come casually dressed.

      She scanned the room quickly, not seeing anyone familiar. Then she went back and looked more carefully.

      Surely there was someone here who was familiar. She didn’t even see Buck Montana and he didn’t seem like the kind to miss a social occasion.

      It was then that she realized that not only were all these people strangers, but they were all dressed formally. 1800s formally.

      She grabbed Jonathan’s elbow.

      “What’s wrong?” He put a hand over hers to steady her, searching her face.

      “I don’t see anyone I know. Why is everyone dressed like this?” Her voice was little more than a whisper.

      He quickly scanned the room before returning his gaze to hers. “I don’t see anything unusual.”

      Just then the host came up to them. “Good evening. Please follow me.”

      He led them to a corner table next to the window. As they walked through the room, conversations hushed as they walked past and Ashlynn caught several people staring.

      The host walked off and Jonathan held her chair for her, then sat on the other side of the little table covered with a white table cloth.

      Ashlynn leaned forward. “I think maybe we should go. I’m not dressed properly.”

      Jonathan glanced around, then locked his gaze onto hers. “They’ll get over it.” He smiled kindly.

      She smiled back and that same sense of calmness settled over her again.

      “Our food should be here in a minute.” Jonathan said.

      “We
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