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      I stepped over a two-by-four, my work boots sending up a plume of sawdust. The buzz of the table saws mixed with steady pop of air powered nail guns to create a cacophony found only at construction sites.

      Stopping at a door frame, I dropped my clipboard to my waist and studied the distance of the opening to the wall.

      “Here’s your helmet, Miss Becquerel,” Frederick said, handing me a white hardhat.

      “I don’t need—” Frederick put his hands on his hips. “Never mind.” I took the hat, though I honestly saw no point in it. No one was working overhead.

      “Thank you.” I put the hat on my head and smiled at Frederick. He was a middle-aged man—gray hair, obviously handsome in his younger years and still accustomed to using that to his advantage.

      It wasn’t fair to him that I was coming in now after he’d already gotten this far. Frederick was a good architect, one of the best in the state and THE best in Natchez.

      And just because I had a degree from one of the best architecture schools in the country, didn’t mean he didn’t have more experience.

      I’d seen the blueprints and I knew what he was trying to do.

      I had no problem with him replicating a house built hundreds of years ago, but there were always things that could be done better. There was no reason not to take advantage of knowledge gleaned over those hundreds of years, especially since central air conditioning, running water, and electricity had to be taken into account. And not to forget a modern kitchen built inside the house, not in an outbuilding.

      Besides, I couldn’t help myself.

      I put a hand on the door frame.

      “I hate to ask this, but do you think you could move this door down about…” I held my tape measure to the floor. “four and a half feet?”

      Frederick rubbed his chin and gave a valiant effort toward hiding his disappointment.

      “Sure,” he said, making a note on his own clipboard. “Not a problem.”

      “Thank you.”

      I stepped through what would be the doorway. This would be the study.

      The tall French windows would look out over the Mississippi River. It was a good view. Better than Grandpa Jonathan’s view.

      “Quitting time,” one of the men called.

      “Who made you the boss?” Another man asked, but all the saws turned off and the sounds of construction turned to sounds of men tossing tools into their tool boxes.

      “Nobody’s gonna argue with the clock,” a third man said and the men laughed.

      “Looks like the men are quitting for the day,” Frederick said. “I’ll stay ‘til you’re ready to go.”

      “Not a chance.” I turned and looked at him. “I can think better alone anyway.”

      “You sure?”

      Frederick was probably trying to decide if letting me think was a good thing or not.

      “Absolutely,” I said. “When I’m finished, I’ll walk over to Grandpa’s house.”

      “Text me when you get there, will you? Your father would tear me to shreds if something happened to you.”

      “I will.” I turned away, waiting for the men to leave so I could get focused again. I’d ridden out here with Frederick, so I could see his point.

      It was a fifteen-minute walk back to Grandpa’s. Five if I jogged it. I knew because I’d jogged it this morning before I drove into town to get a copy of the plat. Asking the clerk to send over an electronic copy had gotten me transferred to two different people before I’d politely been told that they didn’t do that here.

      As the men drove off, I removed the helmet and took a deep breath.

      Now I could really get a sense of how the house was going to feel.

      I was pretty sure there had been a garçonnière here at some point—many long years ago… certainly not in my lifetime.

      It was in the perfect spot to catch the breeze coming off the river and it was just far enough away from what had been the main house—now my grandfather’s house—to allow the older boys privacy. Living in their own apartment, but still on the property allowed boys to be on their own while still being part of the family and helping out with the crops.

      I walked around a bit, checking the general layout. The house was just a skeleton at this point.

      If I’d know about it soon enough, I would have been the lead architect myself. But that would have required me being closer than I was to my father and not just in physical proximity.

      I hadn’t planned on spending my first summer after college graduation in Mississippi. Top in my class at MIT, I’d had three job offers in the Boston area. I’d ultimately chosen the one that allowed me to start in September.

      And all because of one phone call from my father.

      He was retiring from the Air Force after a full twenty-year career and was building a house on his father’s land.

      The timing was a bit off though. Father’s retirement wasn’t until October, but he wanted the house to be move in ready when he got here. With his new wife.

      My momma could not have cared less. She had married her college sweetheart when they’d accidentally reconnected on Facebook.

      According to her, she’d searched for him after her divorce from my father, but hadn’t been able to find him. Then through the magic of Facebook, he had gotten a spontaneous friend request. He had accepted, messaged her, and there had been no turning back for them. They lived in France now. I missed her, but I was proud of her for following her dream and not letting anything hold her back.

      In that way she was my hero and my role model. I had no college sweetheart to reconnect with, but I had gone to Boston, an unfamiliar city, on my own.

      Father and I had never been close. Always at work, the Air Force was his life. But to his credit, he’d always taken care of his four children, even after the divorce.

      It was going to be dark soon. And despite my insistence that I could get to my grandfather’s house safely, walking in the woods at night was not something I cared to do.

      Still… I wanted to take some notes, so I sat on a bench, in what would be the parlor, the guys had thrown together for themselves and turned to a blank page.

      At first the music was faint… barely noticeable. Then it slowly got louder, until I couldn’t help but notice it.

      It was classical music… piano.

      It was too loud to be coming from Grandpa’s house.

      When I looked up, the bright setting sun was in my eyes.

      My vision still blinded by the sun, I put a hand over my eyes and looked to my right.

      I saw people… men… and ladies… Waltzing. The ladies were wearing long hoop-skirted dresses that swayed as they twirled.

      A vase of fresh white roses was in a vase at my right hand, where a side table would be.

      There were three couples dancing and one man standing off by himself, a glass in hand.

      I closed my eyes, squeezing them tightly together. Oddly enough, it seemed to help the music fade slowly into the background.

      But when I opened my eyes, the dancers were still there.

      The room was fully furnished, much as I imagined it being completed. A fire burning gently in the fireplace. Tall windows framed with emerald green curtains. The furniture was pushed back against the walls.

      The one man, dressed in what looked like a black tux with a white cravat, leaning with one elbow on the mantle, seemed to look right at me.

      His handsome face wore a confident expression. I couldn’t tell if he was looking at me or through me.

      I pressed my fingers against my brow and closed my eyes again.

      I was imagining things. I’d gotten swept away in visualizing the completed house.

      Shaking my head, I slowly opened one eye, then the other.

      The sun had dropped below the horizon now and again I was surrounded by the barely framed skeleton of the house.

      I blew out a breath and stood up. My knees were weak, so I sat back down to give myself a minute.

      It was going to be dark soon.

      I needed to pull myself together and get to my grandfather’s house.

      I could talk to him about it.

      He’d know how to make sense of it.

      Grandpa Jonathan was the wisest man I’d ever known.
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      The whiskey burned my throat all the way down while the music soothed my soul.

      My cousin, Isabella, played the piano like an angel. Probably one of the best things about being here with my cousins was listening to her music.

      Even now, my younger brother and two of my cousins danced with girls who were supposed to be at the main house with their parents.

      The Becquerels had invited several families over for a spring picnic and, since they had traveled some distance to get here, they had stayed overnight.

      My cousins were a bit rowdy for my taste… ironic since I was from south Louisiana—with its reputation for breeding men with a wilder nature.

      My family had come up from New Orleans for the summer—or however long it took—to get away from the yellow fever outbreak.

      Unless a person had had the fever and lived to tell the tale, they were not welcome in polite society. It was one of those unwritten laws of New Orleans high society.

      Since we had not had the misfortune of coming down with the fever, we would have been isolated.

      It made little sense to me, this being shunned for being healthy. But it was the code we lived by, at least at the moment.

      “Come,” my oldest cousin Martin said, “Join our dance.”

      “And who exactly am I to dance with?”

      “I’ll dance with you,” my cousin’s girl said over her shoulder as they twirled past.

      I didn’t hear my cousin’s response, but I noticed that he led her away, not stopping long enough to change dance partners.

      It was well and good enough for me. I was content to watch. Not interested in being part of their illicit affairs.

      Unfortunately, I was relegated to bunking here in my cousins’ garçonnière for the duration of our stay here outside of Natchez.

      I suppose I could have stayed in New Orleans. I was a grown man after all. But I needed to speak with my uncle Samuel about some business in the Natchez area. Besides, my brother, the oldest son, stayed behind to take care of the country house. Grant was content to be left to himself. The more alone time he had, the happier he was.

      So we’d packed up. My parents, my sister, and my younger brother and traveled with a caravan of wagons and buggies north. It had taken us three days to get here.

      After only being here a few days, the Becquerel family threw this picnic to introduce us to the locals.

      If you asked me, it did nothing but incite trouble—the possibility of it anyway.

      My younger brother was going to be in trouble before the month was out. I would bet money on it.

      Needing to get some fresh air, I stepped outside into the early evening air. The moonlight glinted off the Mississippi River. The same river that passed alongside my father’s property near New Orleans.

      The water moved quicker than it looked. The river looked, and smelled, more like a putrid pond.

      Tomorrow I would go into town. Do some initial research.

      I wasn’t one to put things off and since we’d been here for a few days, I was itching to get moving in a productive direction.

      That’s when I saw her.

      Not more than six yards away. The profile of a beautiful siren with long brunette hair flowing around her shoulders. She stood there, looking out over the river, much as I did.

      As the seconds became a minute, the girl turned her head and looked in my direction.

      But her eyes didn’t focus on me. Instead, she looked right through me. As though I wasn’t even there.

      I blinked and she was gone.

      A shiver ran through me, but I shook it off.

      A trick of the light, trying to distract me from following through with my plan.

      I shook my head.

      Not tonight.
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      I turned off the gas under the whistling tea kettle and poured steaming water in a mug filled with a hot tea bag.

      Grandpa sat at the kitchen table, reading a newspaper article.

      I sat down next to him, cupping the warm mug with both hands.

      Grandpa set the newspaper down and looked at me from beneath his reading glasses.

      “What’s bothering you, Pumpkin?’” he asked.

      “I was out at the construction site.” I forced a smile.

      “Is it coming along okay?”

      “I think it’s going to be good.” I nodded and sipped the hot tea.

      “But?”

      On the way home and through dinner, I’d repeatedly told myself that I had imagined seeing dancers waltzing around the framed-up skeleton of a house.

      Nonsense, I told myself.

      “I think I might have had a hallucination.”

      Grandpa sat forward, looking concerned now.

      “What kind of hallucination?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, looking down into my mug.

      “Sophia,” he said and waited for me to look up. “Describe it to me.”

      “There were people… dancers.”

      “Where?”

      “In what would be the parlor of the new house.”

      “That’s odd,” he said, sitting back in his chair.

      “Odd that I had a hallucination or odd that it was in the new house?” I said with a bubble of humorless laughter.

      Grandpa took off his glasses and pressed his fingers against his brow.

      “The house,” he said, softly.

      I thought he was kidding. He had to be kidding.

      “What else did you see?”

      “There were three couples… the women were wearing long dresses… ball gowns…” I said after taking a deep breath. “and there was one man standing off by himself.”

      “Did you recognize him?” Grandpa asked.

      “No.” I shook my head. “They were all young. I think he was a little older.” I swallowed and looked away. “He was handsome.”

      Grandpa nodded. When he didn’t answer, I looked at him again.

      “There’s something you should know,” Grandpa said, clasping his hands together. “Your grandmother—”

      My cell phone rang.

      “It’s Mackenzie,” I said.

      “Go,” Grandpa said, shooing me away. “We’ll talk later. Go talk to your sister.”

      “Hello.” Grandpa blew out a breath of relief as I walked away. He was humoring me. Trying not to make me feel like I’d lost my mind.

      As my sister chatted, I walked through the foyer, past the tall grandfather clock made in the 1800s. A chill chased down my spine as I looked up into its blank face.

      Grandpa said the clock was missing a part. A part that he had yet to find a replacement for.

      I dashed upstairs to my room.

      It was time to put this behind me and get back to reality.
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      It had been a long taxing day.

      With black storm clouds gathering in the distance along with the deep rumble of thunder, I nudged my dapple-gray horse—Firefly—into a trot.

      Firefly had been named by my little sister when she was knee-high to a tadpole and the name had stuck.

      I could see the tops of the oak trees that lined the road leading to the house from here, so I wasn’t far from the house.

      The wind whipped at the new growth budding out on the trees. Spring came a tad bit later here in the northern part of Mississippi than it did down in New Orleans. Not that anyone would notice.

      I’d been thinking all day about the young lady I’d seen last night. It had been for a moment, but I’d been drawn to her.

      It was doubtless the mystery that intrigued me.

      Being from New Orleans, I was not unaccustomed to the unexplained. However, I had only heard stories. I had never seen anything out of the ordinary myself.

      Here I was thirty years old and I was only just now seeing something that couldn’t be explained.

      And on top of that, I was seeing it in Natchez, not even in the city known for its unexplained mysteries usually involving people from the great beyond.

      I shivered at the thought.

      Had I seen a ghost then?

      She had been shrouded in moonlight, barely visible.

      It was a trick of the moonlight. That was all.

      And the fact that I couldn’t stop thinking about her merely told me that I had been too long without a woman.

      Even as I told myself that, I didn’t believe it. There had been a dozen young ladies of marriageable—and dalliance—age yesterday at the picnic and dance that had followed. Not a one of them had tipped my interest.

      I turned left and followed the road toward the main house. Hopefully I would make it there in time to avoid getting caught in the storm. Hopefully I could at least make the stable which was in the opposite direction from the garçonnière.

      “We’ll make it, big guy,” I sat, patting Firefly on the neck.

      The wind whipped at the gray moss hanging from the tall sturdy oak trees and lighting flashed in the distance.

      I was riding right into the storm. There was nothing I could do about it now.

      Nothing but keep going.

      As I neared the house, I slowed Firefly to a walk. It would be inexcusably ill-mannered to gallop past someone’s home, storm or no storm.

      Walking Firefly around the side of the house toward the stable, I looked up toward the window at the staircase landing.

      A young lady stood there, looking at me.

      It was her.

      It was the girl I’d seen last night.

      Only this time, she saw me.
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      The morning had dawned with a storm, cancelling any chance of construction for the day.

      I didn’t mind the time. I could use it to prepare for the Mississippi state licensing exam. Since my father was going to be living in this state, it couldn’t hurt to get my license here, too.

      After setting up a study area in Grandpa’s office, I dashed back upstairs to get some papers I’d left in my room.

      Coming back downstairs, I walked slower, my attention on the paper in my hand. A flash of lightning in the distance pulled my attention toward the landing window.

      I stopped to watch as the dark clouds rolled in, bringing the rumble of thunder and the flash of lightning with them.

      That’s when I saw the horse and rider below.

      It was the man I’d seen last night. The man standing away from the others who danced.

      He pulled on the reins, bringing the horse to a stop.

      Unlike last night when he’d looked right through me, he saw me now.

      My breath hitched in my throat.

      The man was dressed in black pants and a white button-down shirt, open at the collar and he wore a hat. Not a baseball cap, but what looked like what I would call a derby.

      He was a handsome man, but I was used to handsome men. Working in the male-dominated profession of architecture alongside almost completely all male construction workers, I saw plenty of handsome men on a day-to-day basis.

      None of them tripped off butterflies in my stomach like this man.

      I’m not sure how long we stared at each other. Five seconds. Maybe fifteen.

      He took off his hat and smiled at me.

      I took a step back.

      That’s when the rain started. The man put his hat back on and nudged his horse forward.

      I jumped at a bolt of lightning that crashed to the ground outside the window, a crash of thunder right behind it.

      Getting away from the storm, I continued down the next flight of stairs.

      As my right foot touched the floor, the grandfather clock began to chime the hour.

      I froze right there. One foot on the floor. One on the bottom step.

      How was it that in the span of mere seconds, my life had been turned upside down?

      I’d seen the mystery man from last night again… the man who wasn’t supposed to have been there to begin with.

      And now the clock.

      The clock that was supposed to be broken was steadily ticking, the pendulum swinging. The chime echoing through the quiet house.

      I forced myself to keep moving, but I stopped to stand in front of the clock. It looked different. Cleaner. Then I realized what it was.

      The rip across the front of the clock was gone.

      The rip had always been there.

      Being military brats, we hadn’t visited Grandpa but a couple of times. I’d spent the summer once when I was nine and the whole family had come for Christmas one year when I was a teenager.

      My grandmother had still been living both times. She was an incredible lady. Strong and caring. I regretted not getting to know her better. With my father working all the time and my mother trying to manage a household with four children, visiting her husband’s parents wasn’t exactly high on her list.

      The house was different now with Grandma Vaughn gone. Like it was in mourning.

      Grandpa was doing surprisingly well living on his own. Of course, it had been a few years ago now since Grandma’s passing.

      I turned down the hallway.

      I’d ask Grandpa about the man and the clock. He’d know.

      Lightning flashed, then Grandpa was standing right in front of me.

      “You scared me,” I said, putting a hand over my heart. “I didn’t see you standing there.”

      Grandpa was looking at me as though he’d seen a ghost.

      “Sophia,” he said. “We need to talk.”
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      The storm was one of the worst I’d seen. I couldn’t help but wonder if a hurricane had come in from the gulf. I had no way of knowing, of course.

      The oak trees stood strong, their moss blowing out like flags. But the pine trees weren’t so strong. They flexed, but some didn’t bend enough and they cracked.

      I took care of Firefly, brushing him down after being out all day and gave him fresh hay. While I was at it, I tossed the other horses some hay, too.

      The labor felt good and freed up my mind to try to process my day.

      First, I replayed my meetings in my head. They’d gone as well as expected considering they were merely introductory in nature.

      With that out of the way, I allowed myself to think about the girl.

      I’d seen her twice now.

      And this time I knew I hadn’t imagined it.

      She could be a guest, although that didn’t fit with what I’d seen last night. A regular person didn’t just disappear like that.

      She could be a ghost, but I didn’t want to believe that. I wanted her to be real.

      I kept myself busy until the storm passed. There would be lots of trees and other debris to clean up. There would doubtless be damage to my uncle’s crops.

      Fortunately, it was early in the year and things could be replanted if necessary.

      After the rain passed, I stepped out of the stable and surveyed the damage. It was almost too dark to see at all, but the full moon was already shining brightly.

      A couple of trees were down on this side of the house, but nothing too bad. Everything smelled fresh after the rain. Even the leaves on the trees were greener.

      As I walked toward the house, I looked toward the landing. The girl wouldn’t be there. And if she was, it would be too dark to see her. Unless of course she was a ghost haunting the house. Did people usually see ghosts at night?

      I held my breath, hoping not to see her, as I passed the window.

      Then, as I went through the back door, I looked for her, hoping to see her.

      I was obviously a little conflicted.

      There was no one in the dining room, but I heard voices coming from the parlor.

      Not wanting to get tied up with anyone, I stopped in the foyer next to the tall grandfather clock steadily ticked away the minutes, and looked into the parlor.

      My father was there, talking with my uncle.

      The ladies must have gone upstairs to bed early tonight. They were probably still recovering from the late night they’d had the night before.

      If the girl was here, she must have retired for the night as well.

      I tamped down my disappointment. It was for the best.

      I was going to be busy over the next few weeks and wouldn’t have time for courting.

      And I certainly didn’t have time to contend with being the only person here who saw a ghost roaming about the property.

      Mon Dieu. It wasn’t even something I could ask anyone else about.

      If the place was haunted, I was more than sure that my rowdy cousins would have told me about it.
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      I held the warm coffee mug in both my hands.

      An unopened newspaper sat on the breakfast table, still in its plastic sleeve covered in droplets of water.

      Grandpa had internet and a computer, but he still liked to read a printed newspaper. He wore a pair of jogging pants and a tee-shirt and in my opinion, looking quite hip for a grandfather.

      Still, there was something troubling in his expression.

      He wanted to talk to me.

      I tapped my fingers, forcing myself to be patient.

      “What’s wrong?” I wasn’t being very good at it. “Is someone sick or hurt?”

      “No. No,” he said. “Nothing like that.” His expression changed. “Actually it’s kind of the opposite.”

      I exhaled, letting go of some of the anxiety. If everyone was okay, then whatever it was, I could deal with it.

      “What then?” I asked, attempting a smile.

      “I’m not so sure where to start,” he said, rubbing his chin.

      “I guess you could start at the beginning.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Let me start with your Grandmother Vaughn.”

      “Oh.” I sat back. This was going to be painful, after all.

      “I don’t think she’s really gone.”

      “Grandpa.” I reached out and put a hand over his. “I’m so sorry.”

      “No,” he said. “She’s gone back in time.”

      I pulled my hand back and looked at him. Maybe I should call someone. My father. Grandpa was getting up in age, but he’d never shown any signs of cognitive decline.

      “What do you mean?” I needed to know more before I jumped to conclusions.

      “She was born in the 1700s. In France. She came to America as a young girl to get married. But once she got here, her traveling party was set upon by hostile Indians and everyone else was killed.”

      “She was the only one who survived? How?”

      “An old Indian, not one of the hostiles, cast a spell. The spell made a rip in time and she went through it.”

      I didn’t want to interrupt him, so I just listened.

      “She went to the 1800s for a time, then came here.”

      “Grandpa?”

      “The spell is very strong within her. She has no control over it. No control over when or where she travels. But it’s usually here or back in the 1800s.”

      “Are you saying she could come back? Here?”

      “It’s possible. And I’ll go to my grave waiting for her. But that’s not why I’m telling you this.”

      I had a really bad feeling about what he was about to tell me. A very bad feeling.

      “You have Vaughn’s blood, so you carry the spell.”

      I sat back in my chair and stared blankly into my coffee mug at the coffee that was getting cold by the minute.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you could go back in time.”

      “Could?” I looked blankly at him.

      “Maybe you already have.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            NATHAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I stayed busy over the next few days, much of it spent riding my uncle’s property, first without him, then with him.

      The man had amassed so many acres, it was unreal.

      We came to an agreement fairly easily. Uncle Samuel was a peaceful, reasonable man who knew that he had more property than he or his children could ever use. So he was generous in bestowing some of what he had to his one nephew who showed an interest in the land.

      My older brother would never come north. He was completely wrapped up in the New Orleans property. There was no accounting for what my younger brother would do. Right now he was sowing his wild oats.

      And my sister would marry a man who would take care of her. Not now. Right now she was too young. But one day when the time was right.

      I sat in my uncle’s study, head bent over his desk, pen in hand.

      My fingers were stained with ink.

      I was good with numbers and plans, but I preferred being outside doing the physical work.

      What I was proposing took both.

      A grand scheme. Unlike anything else around here.

      I could do it down south on my father’s land in New Orleans, but I didn’t want to. I wanted to do it my way—without my father’s input. And he would offer it. And whether he intended it to or not, his input would alter may plans.

      My uncle, on the other hand, would let me do things my way. Part of it was because I was his nephew and not his son. The other part of it was his personality. He was more easy-going. Could be why his sons were so rowdy.

      At any rate, I had come to the conclusion that the only way the south was going to prosper was to make its own factories.

      Why we shipped all our cotton north to the factors, then bought their cloth was beyond me. We had the capability to build and run our own textile mills. Yet we didn’t do it. So I’d taken it upon myself to study. To figure out a plan.

      I had the funds. That wasn’t a problem. I needed to procure the materials, hire the men to build it, and hire workers to run it.

      I’d buy cotton from my uncle and even my father. It was a win-win. I could sell cloth to the local merchants at a lower price because I didn’t have to ship everything north and then back again.

      I turned the large piece of paper, sketched in some details.

      My thoughts wandered back to the girl. I hadn’t seen her these past few days.

      But I’d watched for her. And I’d listened. I’d listened for anyone to say anything that even hinted that someone else had seen her.

      But I’d heard nothing. No one else mentioned anything about seeing a ghost or a girl.

      So I hunkered down and moved forward with my plan.

      I think I perplexed my family because I was a doer and not a talker. They said I took after my grandfather. My grandfather on my mother’s side was the one who had decided to plant crops. He’d thought it and he did it and now his family was reaping the rewards that he’d only had a handful of years to enjoy.

      When I decided to do something, I did my research, laid out my plans, and moved forward.

      Unlike my grandfather, I wanted to be successful at a young age. And unlike my father, I wasn’t willing to coast on the coattails of those who came before.

      I knew I was fortunate they had given me what they had.

      Irritated at my own thoughts, I got up and stretched. It was time for a break.

      Maybe it was time for me to think about finding a wife and settling down. Maybe that would calm some of the unrest I was feeling as of late.
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      It was a beautiful morning. And by all rights, I should be out at the construction site.

      Even from the breakfast room of my grandfather’s house, I could hear the saw running and the steady pounding of the nail guns. Every now and then I could even hear men’s voices.

      But after due consideration of what my grandfather had told me, I’d decided that it wasn’t safe for me to stay here.

      I still wasn’t sure whether or not I believed all the talk of time travel, but I had to ere on the side of caution.

      If—a big if—my grandmother had gone back in time and if the spell—perhaps more like a curse—had saved her life by sending her through time… and if—the scary one—I carried the spell in my blood or however it worked, then I could not risk staying here.

      I had a career. And plans. I was a licensed architect with a new job starting in the fall.

      Going back in time was not in my plans.

      I gazed out the window overlooking the back yard as I sipped my hot coffee.

      My luggage was packed and in the car. My purse and phone were in the car.

      I was ready to go.

      Just waiting for Grandpa to come downstairs to see me off.

      He’d taken a phone call, said it was important, and he would be right down.

      I could wait. I was early.

      My heart was heavy. I’d planned on spending the summer here. Spending time with my grandfather… working on the design of my father’s house… even getting my license here in Mississippi.

      Then I would be ready to start my job in the fall.

      I had plans.

      Finished with my coffee, I rinsed my cup and put it in the dishwasher.

      I walked toward the front of the house. As I passed the staircase, I could hear my grandfather’s muffled voice. I avoided looking at the grandfather clock as I kept going into the parlor.

      As I walked, I soaked in the design of the house. The tall archways. The tall French windows. I loved the style and found myself incorporating it into projects.

      I toyed with the remote control, bringing up the Weather Channel. After a commercial advertising a new action movie, the local forecast flashed across the screen.

      There was a storm coming in.

      Where had that come from?

      I would be driving right into it.

      When I’d checked last night, the radar had been clear. No chance of rain today.

      The construction workers hadn’t known it either or they wouldn’t have come out. This meant they would be packing it in soon.

      I stood at the window and watched as the dark clouds moved overhead.

      Well hell. It was not only going to rain… it was going to storm.

      If I was going to leave, I needed to do it. I looked at the radar again. If I left now, I could still get ahead of the storm.

      Putting the remote down, I went to the bottom of the stairs and looked up. Grandpa was still talking.

      I dashed up the stairs and went to the open door of his bedroom study. He was pacing, the phone to his ear.

      When he turned, he saw me standing there and held up a finger.

      I nodded and shrugged. Wandered to the window at the end of the hallway and looked out. The wind whipped at the silver moss hanging from the trees and sent fallen leaves and dust swirling about.

      A couple of the smaller pine trees bent over as a gust of wind swept through and rain drops splattered against the glass. Original glass panes, I noted, from the original house. I could tell because they were thick and wavy.

      It wasn’t a good time for me to be leaving right now anyway. I’d missed my window.

      I needed to go out to the car and get my purse… my phone. Maybe I should go now before the storm got any worse.

      I headed downstairs and slowed at the foot of the stairs.

      There was a loud pop and then the electricity went out.

      I froze.

      The house was dark, lit only by what was left of the dim light of day that survived the storm.

      I jumped as the grandfather clock began to chime.

      The broken clock…

      Chimed the hour…
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      I left my uncle’s study and wandered to the back door and looked out the window. It was a beautiful day, the bright sunlight glittering across the back lawn. The day was much too pretty to be cooped up inside.

      But it was nearly time for dinner, so the sun would be on its way down shortly.

      I’d put my papers away and poured myself a whiskey. Sat out on the back veranda and enjoyed a good cigar.

      I headed back to the study and stopped in the doorway.

      She was standing there, on the other side of the desk, in profile just like the first time I’d seen her.

      Seeing me, she turned and looked right at me. Blinked. She had the most beautiful clear green eyes the color of a spring field I had ever laid eyes on.

      “Good evening,” I said, my voice sounded a whole lot calmer than I felt.

      “Hi.” She blinked again and swallowed hard.

      “I’ve seen you before.”

      She nodded. “I know.”

      “Would you like to sit?” I asked, nodding toward the nearest chair.

      She dropped into it and stared out the window.

      “There was a storm,” she said.

      I sat next to her.

      She was a beautiful young lady, but there was something different about her. Different from other girls. Her skin looked smooth as silk and her hair was long and straight. Not pulled back in the current style.

      It was quite becoming.

      She was dressed differently, too.

      She was wearing denim pants that hugged her curves and a plain white tee-shirt with the painting of a teddy bear right there on the front of it.

      The painting was extraordinarily detailed, but someone, the artist perhaps, had dripped blue paint across the shoulder.

      “That’s a nice painting,” I said, pulling my eyes back to her eyes.

      “What?” She crossed her arms across her chest, covering up the painting of the teddy bear.

      “The painting on your shirt.”

      “Oh,” she said with a little smile. “Thank you.”

      “My name is Nathan Laurent.”

      “I’m Sophia Becquerel.”

      I sat back, startled. “How are you related to my cousins?”

      “I don’t know. Who are your cousins?”

      “Martin and George.”

      “I don’t know them.”

      “Seriously?” How could she not know them when she was in their house?

      “No,” she said.

      “Who’s your father?”

      “General Daniel Becquerel.”

      “General?”

      She nodded.

      “Texas?”

      “What? No.”

      “I see,” I said. Though I didn’t see. What I did see was a beautiful young lady who looked completely lost.
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      Things were not as they should be.

      The grandfather clock—the broken clock—steadily ticked the minutes away.

      And now the man I’d seen standing in a house that didn’t yet exist sat next to me, making what sounded like polite conversation.

      At first I’d thought the electricity had gone out. Then I had realized that there were no electric light fixtures to go out. There was no television.

      Grandpa had prepared me for this.

      As much as I had tried to avoid it and as much as I wasn’t sure it was really a thing, I knew. I knew it had happened to me.

      I had gone back in time.

      My conversation with Nathan was about to get me in trouble.

      If I didn’t come up with an explanation for why I was here, then whoever lived here now might decide I was an intruder.

      Being turned out in whatever year I was in would be nothing less than a disaster. Grandpa had said the location of the house itself had something to do with the time travel.

      “Actually,” I said, pressing my fingers against my forehead. “I don’t even know how I got here.”

      “You’re lost,” he said.

      “Yes,” I said with relief. “I have no idea where I am.”

      It wasn’t even a lie. I didn’t know where I was. It was possible I’d gone back in time, but I really didn’t know.

      Nathan seemed to consider.

      “What is the last thing you remember?”

      I decided to go with honesty as much as I could.

      “A really bad storm.”

      He nodded.

      “That’s when I saw you,” he said. “In the window. On the landing.”

      “Yes. I remember that.”

      “And nothing after that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “It will be okay,” he said. “We’ll find out who you are.”

      “I don’t know,” I said, looking up at him from beneath my lashes. I wasn’t sure if him finding out who I was would be a good thing or not.

      “If not, I’ll take you in. I’ll keep you safe.”

      “That’s very kind of you. But I couldn’t impose on you like that.”

      I hoped I didn’t need to. I hoped I could simply get back to my time, get to my car, and go. Just like I had planned.

      “It’s not an imposition,” he said. “You’re obviously somehow related to my cousins. They will certainly recognize you. I’ll go now and see if I can find one of them. Someone who might know you.”

      “No,” I said quickly, putting a hand on his.

      An electrical current shot through me at his touch and I froze.

      He glanced down at our hands, then locked his gaze back on mine.

      “Did you…?” I asked, pulling my hand back.

      “Yes.”

      “It must be the electricity in the air. From the storm.”

      He was looking at me sideways.

      “The storm,” he said.

      “Yes.” But the evening sun was streaming through the window. No evidence of the storm remained.

      “It was raining,” I insisted.

      Shaking his head, he smiled slowly.

      “It was a beautiful day,” he said. “No storm.”
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      The girl—Sophia—was not only lost, she was terribly confused.

      “How is it you remember your name?” I asked.

      Her beautiful green eyes widened.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “Are you sure about it?”

      She pulled her gaze away and stared out the window.

      I was still amazed at how much more beautiful she was up close than she had been the couple of times I’d seen her from a distance. When I’d thought she was a ghost.

      But when she’d touched me, any remaining doubt that she was real dissipated. It had felt like an electrical current shooting through me when her hand touched mine.

      “Yes,” she said, then looked at me again. “But I don’t think I’m supposed to be here.”

      “What do you mean? Why not?”

      She shook her head. “It’s just one of those things I know. I can’t explain it.”

      I sat back.

      “So if you don’t think you’re supposed to be here and you don’t want me to ask my cousins about you….” I leaned forward again. “What am I to do with you?”

      “I just need… to… I need a little time to figure things out.”

      “I’m certain the Becquerels could help you.”

      “No,” she said again, but didn’t touch me.

      “Well, I can’t hide you from them.”

      She stood up, walked to the window, then turned back to me.

      “How is it you’re here if you aren’t a Becquerel?” she asked.

      “My family is visiting my cousins for the summer.”

      “Then tell them I’m your friend.”

      “My friend? If they recognize you, that won’t work.”

      “No,” she said. “They won’t recognize me.”

      I stood up. Walked around to the liquor cabinet and took out a bottle of whiskey and a glass.

      I poured whiskey into the glass and swallowed it, enjoying the burn all the way down.

      “You going to share?” she asked, taking a step forward.

      “There’s only whiskey in here,” I said.

      “Okay.”

      “You want a whiskey?”

      “That would be nice. Thank you.”

      I took out another glass and filled it. Handed it to her.

      She swallowed it down. Impressive. I’d seen women drink whiskey before, but never a lady.

      “Thank you.” She set the glass down and walked back to the window.

      I poured myself another one.

      “The trees look different,” she said. “Smaller.”

      I chose to ignore that comment.

      “Do you know where you’re from?” I asked.

      “Boston,” she said after a moment’s hesitation.

      Perhaps she was having trouble remembering that, too.

      “How do you know?”

      She turned back to face me.

      “Some things I can remember, but not everything.”

      “Were you in some kind of accident? Maybe while traveling here?”

      “I don’t think so, but maybe.”

      “Who did you travel with?”

      “No one.” She bit her lip. “Actually I think maybe… I traveled with my grandfather.”

      “So you traveled here from Boston with your grandfather?”

      “Yes. I think so.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I sat back down.

      “So… again. I have to ask. What am I supposed to do with you?”
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      Nathan was right. There was no sign of any recent rain. Yet, I had seen it. And not just a rain, but a storm.

      The trees were smaller, but there were more of them.

      They’d been thinned out over the years, perhaps.

      “I just need some time to figure out what I’m supposed to do.”

      “Alright,” he said. “How much time do you need?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “And you’re sure my cousins or my uncle or my aunt won’t recognize you?”

      “I’d be surprised if they did.”

      “Do you know what you’re doing here?”

      She shook her head.

      “Well, I can’t just hide you in here.”

      “I need to get back,” I said.

      There was someone coming down the hall. I stood very still, as though that would keep the person coming this way from seeing me.

      A lady, dressed a long full dress stopped in the doorway. Looked at Nathan. Then at me.

      “Hello,” she said. “I didn’t realize we had a caller.”

      “Oh, I’m not—”

      “Aunt Eloise,” he said. “this is my… friend, Sophia.”

      “Hello Sophia,” Aunt Eloise said.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you Mrs. Becquerel.”

      “Has my nephew offered you any refreshments?”

      “No, but I’m good.”

      “Nathan,” she said. “At least get the girl something to eat. She looks famished. We’ll be in the parlor.”

      I bit my lip.

      “Come with me, Sophia.”

      I did as she asked. The woman obviously wasn’t going to take no for an answer, anyway.

      I followed her down the hall. Past the ticking grandfather clock in the foyer.

      Into the foyer with no television.

      “Please, have a seat,” she said.

      I sat in an armchair in front of the fireplace and Mrs. Becquerel sat across from me.

      “Tell me how you met my nephew,” she said.

      “It was quite by accident,” I said, pleased with my quick thinking.

      Nathan came in with a small tray of fruit and cheese in one hand and a glass pitcher in the other. He set both on the coffee table. Looked from one of us to the other.

      “Surely you can tell me where you met,” Aunt Eloise said, her gaze pinning mine. It was clear she demanded an answer.

      “It was at the construction site,” I blurted. And now I wasn’t so pleased with myself.

      Nathan moved to stand next to me.

      “I’m afraid she doesn’t know about the construction yet,” he said.

      Aunt Eloise shifted her pointed gaze to Nathan.

      “Nonsense. Your uncle tells me everything. It’s what makes for a good marriage.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Nathan said, then looked down at me. “You hear that, dear?” he asked me.

      “What?” I looked up at him.

      He bent close to me.

      “It’s ok,” whispered. “I think we can tell Aunt Eloise.”

      I shook my head, but it was too late.

      Nathan took my hand and knelt next to me. Looked at his aunt and spoke softly.

      “Sophia and I are to be married.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          
            NATHAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I doubted I would never know what had come over me.

      But with my aunt Eloise peering at Sophia in a way that felt like a punch to the stomach, I went into protective mode.

      I had only just met Sophia, but I couldn’t bear the thought of her having to endure questions from my family.

      They would probably send for the doctor. Start making inquiries with the neighbors. In short, they would put her through hell.

      I couldn’t have it.

      So I went with the first thought that occurred to me.

      I claimed to be betrothed to her.

      “Please forgive us,” I said. “but Sophia is exhausted and I was about to show her to the guest room. You will forgive us, won’t you Aunt Eloise?”

      “Of course,” Aunt Eloise said. I had caught my aunt in a moment of sheer surprise, otherwise she would have insisted that I give her more details.

      But I had to give her credit. After a moment of obvious shock, she kept her face impassive.

      “I’ll bring the refreshments to your room,” I said to Sophia. “and leave you to get some rest.” I looked back to Aunt Eloise. “Please forgive us.”

      I gathered up the tray and the glass pitcher and held out an arm to Sophia.

      “Ready, my dear?” I asked. I normally would have been concerned about just how easily the words rolled off my tongue, but there wasn’t time for me to think.

      She stood up and hesitantly put her hand in the crook of my arm.

      We left my aunt and headed back through the foyer to the stairs.

      The grandfather clock began to chime the hour. Three o’clock.

      My timing was accidentally impeccable. Three o’clock was the perfect time for an afternoon nap.

      She watched me from the corner of her eyes as we went upstairs and I led her to what I knew was an empty guest room.

      The door stood ajar so I pushed it open with my elbow and waited for her to enter first.

      Her manner of dress was most unusual. I would have said she was dressed in boy’s clothing, but even a boy didn’t wear pants that hugged the body as closely as she wore.

      It was quite flattered and sent my imagination down a most ungentlemanly direction.

      I set the tray and pitcher on the little table in one corner and, facing her, braced myself for what would no doubt be a scathing reaction to telling my aunt that we were betrothed.

      She looked at me with those lovely green eyes that tipped me off balance.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “My apologies.” The words were so poised on the tip of my tongue that I hadn’t had the wherewithal to adjust them before I spoke.

      “No need to apologize,” she said. “It was very kind of you. Your aunt was most intimidating.”

      I laughed softly.

      “Fortunately, I caught my aunt completely off guard, otherwise, we would have been forced to come with a story right there on the spot.”

      I took two glasses from the tray and filled them with water.

      “Sit with me,” I said, holding out a chair for her.

      She hesitated, but sat in the chair and took one of the glasses of water.

      Using the little tongs, I made her a cheese plate and set it front of her, then made one for myself.

      “I would behoove us to come up with a plausible story about how we came to be engaged.”

      “This should be interesting,” she said, taking a piece of cheese and biting into it.

      “Yes,” I said. “It should.”

      This girl was nothing like I expected. Nothing at all.
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      I sat with Nathan at the little table and nibbled on squares of cheese. The cheese was like none I had ever had before. It was tangy and sweet all at once.

      The room was the very same room I used in my own time. It was the same, yet different.

      The window was open, letting in a soft breeze that fluttered the light blue curtains. The bed was much the same. In fact, it could have easily been the very same bed, though the quilt draped over the foot was definitely different.

      Also, there were no light fixtures and the door leading to the bathroom wasn’t there.

      That was one of the first things I noticed simply because I’d been looking.

      Not only was I trained to look at how the room was designed, I looked because I needed to know if I was in a different time. If I was in the past.

      And by the looks of this room, I was most definitely in the past.

      Fortunately, this man—Nathan—had given me cover that would allow me the time to figure out to get back to my own time.

      However, the downside was that I needed to offer him an explanation. He was more like his aunt than he probably wanted to admit.

      “What do you suggest?” I asked.

      “The easiest thing would be to say you’re my sister’s friend,” he said. “but that would involve bringing my sister into our ruse.”

      “You have a sister?”

      “Yes. A younger sister.”

      “Can you trust her?”

      He popped a piece of cheese in his mouth and seemed to consider.

      “Not a good idea. She’s too young.”

      “I have two sisters.”

      “Ah. Then you understand.”

      “Except that I’m the youngest,” I said with a little smile.

      “Well, then, I suppose you do understand better than I.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Were you here for the picnic?” he asked.

      “Picnic?”

      “No.” He leaned back in his chair. “That would be too easy.”

      The customs in this time period would be different from anything I could think of.

      “Since my memory isn’t working very well,” I said. “I’ll have to leave it up to you.”

      “We’ll use that,” he said. “And we can teeter on the truth.”

      “How so?”

      “We’ll say that your grandfather was bringing you here to visit me and you had an accident. That’s all you remember. I’ll fill in the rest.”

      “What will you say?” I refilled my water glass.

      “I don’t know,” he said, but I’m sure I’ll think of something.”

      “I’m sure you will.” I added a little smile.

      “Do you know where your trunks are?”

      “My trunks?”

      “Yes. Your clothing.”

      “Not really.” My luggage was in my car, but that would make no difference.

      Unable to resist my sudden curiosity, I got up and went to the window and looked out. I should have been able to see my car from here, but, of course, it wasn’t there.

      Instead, there was an iron hitching post.

      Not only was my car gone, but I could see newly plowed fields all the way to the horizon.

      I knew this had been farmland a long time ago… a very long time ago. And in my time, there were trees. Pine trees and oak trees. Trees so tall, there was no doubt they had been growing for a hundred years.

      See the crops erased any lingering doubt I might have had about whether or not I was in the past.

      I was most definitely in the past.

      I turned and looked into Nathan’s eyes.

      He was watching me with obvious curiosity… and something else.

      Like me, he was a visitor here.

      Perhaps my travel into the past had been more than accidental.

      Perhaps I was here to do something. Maybe to change something.

      But what? I couldn’t even begin to imagine.
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      I left Sophia to meet with my uncle again.

      Sophia seemed unconcerned that she was dressed more like a boy than a lady.

      Her beautiful long brunette hair was an odd juxtaposition to her boyish clothing. To say that she intrigued me was an understatement.

      I was immensely curious about her.

      Who was she? How did she get here?

      I’d declared to my aunt that I was betrothed to her.

      I wasn’t sure how my parents would react. On the one hand, they may be furious because I didn’t tell them. On the other hand, they might be ecstatic to see me wed. especially since I was thirty years old and hadn’t courted anyone.

      Until now I hadn’t met anyone who piqued my interest enough to marry. Like any normal man I had my dalliances, but that was entirely different from getting married.

      I couldn’t actually marry this girl, of course. I didn’t even know who she was. My parents would insist on knowing who she was before I married her.

      They had the Laurent name to protect. Fortunately my bother Grant took the brunt of the expectations since he was the oldest.

      He hadn’t shown any interest in getting married either. My parents probably wondered where they had gone wrong.

      Three sons and none of them inclined to marry.

      I found Uncle Samuel in the stables, brushing one of his horses.

      “Eloise told me that you’re betrothed,” he said.

      Apparently, news traveled fast. Barely an hour had passed and already the word was spreading.

      “Yes,” I said, glancing around. “but no one else knows it.”

      “Not even your parents?” he asked, brushing the bottom of the horse’s hoof.

      “Especially not my parents,” I said.

      My uncle glancing at me, then went back to work on the horse’s hoof.

      “This one needs to have a shoe replaced,” he said.

      “Want me to do it?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll take her in to the blacksmith.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      “Why don’t we take a walk?” he asked. “you can tell me more about this girl.”

      “Very well,” I said. “but I don’t want to interrupt you.”

      “I welcome it,” he said. “especially since me knowing more than my wife will drive her crazy.”

      He would tell her. As he should. I couldn’t tell my uncle, or anyone for that matter, anything that I didn’t want everyone to know.

      That was the thing about living on a farm like this. There wasn’t much excitement. So an unknown girl showing up… alone… with no memory… was quite enough. Adding my being betrothed to her only added fuel to the fire.

      My uncle put away the brush and took two cigars from his pocket as we left the barn. He handed one to me.

      We didn’t light them, we merely just enjoyed the scent.

      “Should we begin planning a wedding then?” he asked.

      It was a natural question. It was, however, something that I hadn’t given nearly enough thought.

      I knew that I couldn’t marry Sophia. But I should have also accounted for my aunt and uncle being social bugs. A wedding was the perfect excuse for them to throw a party.

      “Where is Father?” I asked. “I didn’t see either him or Mother inside.”

      “They took a buggy into Natchez. I think they needed to post a letter to your brother.”

      I blew out a breath. The fates were on my side. I had to figure out what I was going to tell them about Sophia before they heard it from someone else.
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