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By

Augustina Van Hoven

Chapter 1

The Governess

“I’m sorry, Ms. O’Sullivan, but when the future Mrs. Mason arrives, we won’t be needing your services anymore.” 

The rest of Mr. Mason’s words were lost to the rush of panic that filled Anna’s ears. 

For the last few weeks, since he had made his announcement that he was remarrying, anxiety and uncertainty had gripped the staff of the Mason household. A new wife meant changes. She’d have her own ideas about housekeeping and menu planning. Anna had remained cautiously optimistic, hoping her close bond with her young charge and her five years of service as governess would be looked upon favorably. After all, the new Mrs. Mason would want more children. Wouldn’t she?

“I’m sorry, Ms. O’Sullivan,” Mr. Mason repeated, pulling her from her daze. He may have been speaking to her, but he was looking at the carpet, the plush wool rug she and Mary often sprawled across while they were reading in the library. Grief mingled with her panic. 

“But...” She couldn’t think of a proper response.

“Mary loves you,” Mr. Mason said, his voiced weighted with somberness. She had to strain to hear his quiet words. “And while that’s been a wonderful boon to her since her mother died, I’m afraid that might...make it harder for her to love her new stepmother.”

It made a sad kind of sense. And it might even speak well of the woman none of them had met if her concern was her relationship with Mary. The thought didn’t do much to lessen the blow.

Annabelle O’Sullivan had been barely twenty when she’d taken the job as governess to Mr. Mason’s daughter, Mary, a forlorn five-year-old who had missed her mother terribly. Not only had she come to truly love the child, but Anna also got along well with the other staff, and, because Mr. Mason was often away on business, she made a lot of decisions about Mary’s education and upbringing herself. Mary had already faced so much upheaval in her life. For her sake, Anna hoped the new Mrs. Mason believed in kind, loving child-rearing. 

She bit back a sob and stiffened her spine. There was nothing she could do except make the best of her remaining time with Mary. 

“When does your...fiancée arrive?” Her voice cracked mid-sentence, and Mr. Mason flinched. He stared at the blotter on his desk, as if unable or unwilling to look up at her. 

“One week,” he said.

It was a far cry from the dreams she had foolishly spun for herself. She had hoped to remain in the position for another three years, until 1928, when Mary would be sent to a young lady’s school. She’d have a good amount saved by then, and it would be time to look for a husband. That was her dream, to raise a family of her own. 

Now she was standing in Mr. Mason’s office being given her notice four weeks before Christmas, and with nowhere else to go. Her stomach felt like it was sliding down the sledding hill and leaving her behind.

With an effort, she focused on what Mr. Mason was saying. 

“It grieves me, Ms. O’Sullivan, to have to let you go. But I know how attached Mary is to you, and if she is ever to have a bond with her new mother, she cannot have you here acting as a distraction and a barrier. I’m prepared to give you an extra month’s salary as a severance, and a good reference. I’m sure that someone of your talent and abilities will be able to find a suitable position very quickly.” 

Anna swayed from the shock. It was the dead of winter. A suitable position was going to be hard to find. If she had to stay at a hotel or a boardinghouse, her savings and her severance pay would be gone in a few months.

Shock or not, this was her new situation. She’d faced difficult times in the past, when her own mother died and she was forced to find work to support herself. She could make it through this. 

Anna nodded at Mr. Mason. “I understand. I am sorry to be leaving, but I wish your family the best. And I appreciate your...generosity.” The words almost choked her, but it wouldn’t do to make a fuss about her situation and lose the severance he was offering.

Mr. Mason sagged as if relieved to have the conversation over without too much histrionics. Without another word, she fled the library for the little room beside the nursery that had been her home these past five years. She didn’t have much to pack, but her sorrow would add significant weight to her luggage.
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True to his typical style, Mr. Mason left the next day for New York, saying he would return in one week. He left it to her to break the news to Mary. As Anna had expected, Mary was devastated. She cried for hours and refused to eat. Anna tried to console her, telling her that she was getting a real mother and, possibly in a year or two, a brother or sister. That seemed to help. 

They decided since they were going to be together for only one more week, they would set aside the schoolwork and make it a time of fun. That way, they would both have happy memories to look back on.

Anna wanted to have one of the footmen go to the forest and bring back a Christmas tree so they could decorate it, but Mrs. Burns, the head housekeeper, overruled her. She said Mr. Mason’s new wife would want to decorate the tree in her own taste and might even be bringing some personal ornaments with her. She and Mrs. Burns compromised by having a footmen chop down a very small tree that would fit on the table in Mary’s room. For two days, she and Mary made their own decorations and hung strings of popcorn, ribbons, and ornaments made of paper and cloth on the tree.

The next day they helped Agnes, the cook, in the kitchen, baking cookies and making custard pudding. They played with Mary’s dollhouse, had tea parties in the morning room, and made a formal gown for Mary’s favorite doll. 

When the last day came, the weather was clear and crisp and the snow was thick on the ground: a perfect day to play outside. They built a snowman outside the dining room window and gathered some small pine branches for Mrs. Burns to place around the house. After lunch, they climbed a large hill near the side of the house, one they’d climbed hundreds of times over the winters, dragging a sled and anticipating the thrilling ride down. The hill—smooth, steep, with a three-foot shelf midway down—sent the sled airborne for a few feet before landing back on the hill and finally slowing down as the ground flattened. The sled was a long one made to hold two people. A rope tied to the two handles gave it a minimum amount of steering.

It took them a while to haul the heavy sled up the hill. When they reached the top, they sat on a large rock and rested. 

Mary leaned up against her. “Anna, I don’t want you to leave.”

Anna gave her a hug. “I know, sweetheart. I don’t want to leave either, but your new mother is coming tomorrow and she will take care of you.”

“I want to write to you. I want to be able to tell you things. It won’t be like talking to you, but at least I won’t lose you.” Mary sniffed. 

Anna pulled a handkerchief out of her pocket and handed it to the little girl. She knew full well that Mr. Mason would never allow Mary to write. He wanted Mary and his new wife to become like mother and daughter. He was right. If Anna stayed, Mary would always come to her rather than her stepmom. 

“I’ll tell you what, I promise to answer every letter that you write.” 

The wind was picking up, and it was getting colder. They finally prepared to slide downhill. Anna sat in the front so she could hold the rope and steer. Mary sat behind her, clinging to Anna’s coat, with her feet on the sled on either side of Anna’s hips. 

The sledding conditions were perfect. The snow was a four-inch layer of soft powder. The sled picked up speed as they headed down the steep incline. Everything was going well until the runners hit a rock hidden by the snow. The sled lurched hard to the left, and Mary lost her grip, coming off the sled and rolling in the snow before stopping. The loss of her weight made the sled go even faster. Anna was afraid to let go and roll off in case there were more hidden rocks. 

The sled hit the shelf and flew through the air higher and faster than Anna had ever traveled before. She was frightened and clung to the steering rope. 

The air in front of her seemed to shimmer. Her gloves slipped off the rope, and before she realized it, she and the sled parted company. She fell into darkness.

Chapter 2

Daniel

Daniel Wagner gripped the steering wheel and slowed down. The road was slippery from the last snowstorm. The driving was miserable, but it meant good powder for the ski runs and lots of tourists for the resort. The first weekend in December was coming up, and he wanted the hotels and restaurants to be packed. 

His daughter, Olivia, normally came home on the bus, but today he had business in town, so he was able to pick her up on the last school day before the Christmas break. 

“Livey, I went to the agency, and they’re going to send a babysitter for you either tomorrow or the day after. They’re going to let me know just as soon as they have a candidate who could work the hours I need.” Daniel glanced over at his daughter. She was frowning, and her lips were puckered in a pout. She looked so much like her mother when she made that face, and it broke his heart every time he saw it.

“Olivia, you know you can’t be left by yourself yet, and this is the busiest time of the year for me. I need someone to take care of you while I’m at work. I’ll make sure that she’s really nice and will play video games with you so you don’t get bored.” He slowed the car down as they approached a sharp curve in the road.

“Dad, you say that every year. The first day or two they’re willing to play some games with me, but by day three, they’re spending the whole day on Facebook or talking on the phone and I end up playing by myself. Can’t I go to the lodge with you? I can help with the Christmas decorations. I like all the decorations; they remind me of Mom.” She shifted in her seat.

“Honey, I can’t be worried about you and what you’re doing and give my full attention to the lodge. I have to have a babysitter for you.” The sky was beginning to glow from the lights of the parking lot around the lodge.

“I know, Daddy. I just wish I could spend more time with you and that we could decorate our cottage like we used to with Mom.” She turned her head away from him and stared out the window at the passing forest.

Daniel knew she wanted a Christmas tree and all the trimmings, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Karen had been the family decorator. She loved the holidays and had always filled the house from top to bottom with Christmas decorations. Their special family outing to the tree lot had always ended when she found the perfect tree, one that would fill the entire corner of the living room. She had even decorated upstairs in the bedrooms, placing an angel on Olivia’s nightstand, one so big it nearly crowded out the lamp. Olivia loved it. Now, like all the other Christmas decorations, it was packed in a box in the attic.

He found an excuse every year not to decorate. He knew it wasn’t fair for Olivia, but he couldn’t look at all the decorations without thinking of Karen and the giant hole in his heart she left behind when she died.

Maybe this year they could get a small tree, something that could fit on the coffee table. He could buy a few small ornaments to decorate it. It could be a compromise between his needs and Olivia’s.

They were almost at the parking lot for the Evergreen Mountain Lodge when Olivia suddenly jerked upright her seat and screamed, “Daddy!”

Daniel hit the brakes, and the car started to slide. He turned the wheel into it and slowly regained control. They came to a stop near the side of the road, and he thanked the Lord for four-wheel drive and good studded snow tires. 

“Olivia, what is it?”

Olivia undid her seat belt and scrambled out her door.

“Olivia, where you going?” He reached for her, but she was already out of the SUV.

Daniel undid his own belt and got out. He moved slowly on the icy road; he couldn’t afford to slip and break something at the busiest time of the year. He made it around his vehicle to where Olivia leaned over a bundle lying in the snow. As he got closer, he made out the shape of a woman in very old-fashioned snow clothes. She appeared to be unconscious.

Her cheeks were red, and she was breathing. He shook her shoulder. “Miss, can you hear me? Miss?” The woman didn’t stir. Where had she come from? There were no footprints around her except his and Olivia’s. Had someone dumped her here out of another car? She didn’t look injured, exactly. Still, alarm made him check the area around him for lurking danger.

“Daddy, she’s not dead, is she?” Tears were running down Olivia’s cheeks.

“No, sweetie, she’s unconscious. We need to get her warm.” And out of reach of whatever or whoever had put her here in the first place? That was a mystery for later. Right now, he just needed to take care of her. “Go back to the car and open the door to the back seat.” Olivia did as she was told.

Daniel looked down. He would have to move her, possible injuries aside. Even if he covered her with the blanket he kept in the back of his SUV, it was too cold to leave her out here while they waited for the ambulance to make its slow way from town on these roads. And he didn’t want him and Olivia to be sitting ducks if someone decided to come back and finish the woman off. If that’s how she got here. 

Moving her with the bulk of her winter gear wouldn’t be easy. He lifted her and slipped his arms under hers, crossing them on her stomach. He stood and pulled her through the snow, with her heels dragging on the ground. He was no slouch. He worked out regularly and the woman wasn’t very heavy, but she was wrapped in thick clothes. Moving her deadweight took a bit of effort. He finally managed to get her onto the seat and closed the door. He stood squarely on his feet, but it seemed like he was unbalanced. The stranger was the first woman he’d held since Karen.

Daniel wiped the sweat off his forehead. 

Now what? 

It was probably best to take her to the clinic, but that was on the other side of the resort. It was important to get her warm as quickly as possible, and his cottage was not far away. The best thing to do was to take her there and call for the doctor while building up the fire in the fireplace. Normally, he didn’t mind that the cottage didn’t have central heating, but this was one time it would have come in handy.

“Buckle up, Olivia. We have to take her home.”

Chapter 3

Anna

The doctor sat next to the woman on the couch. He looked up and took off his stethoscope. “Well, I’m baffled. I don’t know why this woman is unconscious. She has no broken bones. No bruises. Her vitals are strong, and she’s not hypothermic. By all the things I was taught in medical school, this woman should be sitting up on the couch and talking to us. Where did you find her?” He got up and stretched before putting his stethoscope in the black bag on the coffee table. Doc Bennett was in his fifties, with a medium build and completely bald.

“She was lying on the side of the road not far from the resort parking lot. I was concentrating on the road, and I didn’t even see her. Olivia saw her. We brought her here to get her warm.” Daniel ran his fingers through his hair and paced in front of the fireplace, hoping he had done the right thing.

“Well, getting her warm as quickly as possible was the right thing to do. Do you have any idea who she is?” The doctor closed the latch on his worn bag.

“Not a clue. We get a lot of guests through here, and while I don’t know them all, I’d be willing to swear I’ve never seen her before.” He looked down on the sleeping woman, admiring her long, curly, red hair and sweet cherub face. Her eyes were closed, but he’d be willing to bet they were green.

The doctor glanced over at him with a knowing smile. “Yes, that’s a face I wouldn’t forget either. Was there any identification in her coat?” He looked at her odd jacket draped over a chair.

“No, I checked all the pockets, but other than an embroidered handkerchief, there was nothing.”

Olivia came back into the room. “Daddy, is the woman going to be all right?”

Daniel looked at the doctor.

“As far as I can tell, she should be waking up anytime now. I’d call for an ambulance to take her over to the clinic, but they’re both busy. One of them is in the shop getting a tune-up in anticipation of the weekend. The other is dealing with a snowboarder who broke his ankle. I’m heading back to the clinic so I can take care of the snowboarder. If she doesn’t wake up in the next hour, give me a call and I’ll send the ambulance over.” He walked over to the coat rack, grabbed his heavy jacket with a thick collar and hood, and slipped it on.

Daniel followed him out of the cottage. “Thanks, Doc. What should I do with her when she wakes up?”

“Make sure she’s not feeling dizzy or sick. And find out who she is. Call me when she wakes up. I’ll talk to you later.” 

With the doctor gone, Daniel felt very awkward having a strange woman in his house. He paced the living room and kept glancing back to the woman on the couch, expecting her to wake up. He even wandered into the kitchen but didn’t stay long. The woman on his couch was like a peacock in his living room, beautiful but completely out of place there. With any luck, she’d wake up soon and leave, and things could get back to normal. 

“Olivia, why don’t you grab a book or your video game player and sit in the chair where you can watch her? I’ll be in the kitchen opening a can of beef stew for dinner.”

“Sure, Daddy.” She ran out of the room and came back a few minutes later carrying her video player and a teddy bear. She set the game on the table, went over to the woman, and put the teddy bear on the woman’s chest. Olivia adjusted the woman’s blanket before picking up her video player and sitting down.

Fifteen minutes later, Daniel walked back into the room, carrying two steaming bowls of stew. He went back into the kitchen and returned with a glass of milk and a roll. “Why don’t you kneel in front of the table so you don’t make a mess?” He left and returned with two rolls, some napkins, and a bottle of beer. He pulled another chair closer to the coffee table and sat down, both he and his daughter holding vigil over the stranger. 

“Who do you think she is, Daddy? Olivia asked through a mouthful of stew.

“I suspect she’s one of the guests, and when she wakes up, she’ll go back to her room in the lodge.” That was hope talking. He had no idea who she was or how she ended up on the side of the road.

Thirty minutes later, the woman woke up.
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Anna’s eyes fluttered open. The room was warm but blurry. Something was on her chest, and she reached for it. It was a stuffed animal. She must’ve been hurt when she fell from the sled and Mary had placed one of her animals under the covers to keep her company. 

Her head hurt, and she wondered who had brought her back to the house. She started to sit up only to have a gentle hand ease her back to the couch.

“Careful, you’ve been out for a while. Don’t sit up too quickly or you might get sick.”

The voice was kind but unfamiliar. She looked up straight into the blue eyes of a complete stranger. She struggled, pulling her arms and legs away from the stranger.

“It’s okay. You’re safe. You were out cold on the side of the road, and my daughter and I brought you home. The doctor was here. He said you have nothing bruised or broken. You can relax; you’re safe.”

The look of concern on the stranger’s face did more to calm her fears her than his words. She lifted her hand, and he stepped away. Slowly, she moved herself into a sitting position. She looked at the man, who was tall, handsome, and had dark brown hair. She turned her head slowly and found a little girl about Mary’s age staring at her. She turned back to the man, took a deep breath, and tried to keep the terror out of her voice.

“Where am I?”

“You are in my cottage at the Evergreen Mountain Lodge.” He sat in a chair.

His words didn’t make any sense. There was no place for skiing near the Mason house. “I’ve never heard of this skiing place. How far is it from the Masons’ house?”

“Masons?” The man looked confused.

Their conversation was interrupted by a knock on the door. A woman opened it and came in. “Daniel, sorry to barge in but...” She fell silent, staring at Anna.

****
[image: ]


Daniel turned around. Beth Darcy was in his living room. Beth, a tall, muscular woman with short, bleach-blonde hair, was in charge of the hotel part of the resort. She oversaw personnel from the cleaning staff to the concierge, and she was also in charge of the hotel’s holiday décor. 

“What’s up, Beth?” He kept his voice calm even though he was furious that she had barged in.

“I’m sorry, Daniel. I didn’t know you had company.” She stared at the woman. 

“Beth, why are you here?” He tried to get her attention back on him. This time, he couldn’t keep the edge out of his voice.

She turned and looked at him. “I’m sorry. A representative from the corporation that owns the lodge is here, and he’s asking for you. I tried to call, but you didn’t answer your phone so I came here to get you.” She turned her attention back to the woman on the couch.

Daniel ran his fingers through his hair. He had to get to the lodge, but he couldn’t take Olivia with him. The resort had been purchased earlier in the year by a corporation out of Colorado. They were sending representatives to the lodge to make sure everything was being done according to their standards. They were also evaluating all the current employees because they were going to make some changes. He had to make sure that everything went perfectly if he wanted to keep his job. And he certainly couldn’t take the stranger.

“Come on, Daniel. I left my car running outside. We need to go now.” Beth was speaking to him, but she hadn’t taken her eyes off the woman on the couch.

He didn’t want to leave Olivia alone with a strange woman, but his job was at stake. He worked year-round, was well paid, and had good benefits, including the use of a house. If he lost it, he had no idea where he would go and how he would support the two of them. Should he take the risk that this unknown woman was as harmless as she looked? 

Something whispered at the back of his mind, “Go, they’ll be fine.” For a second, he could swear that it was Karen’s voice.

His gaze tangled with the woman’s. As he’d suspected earlier, her eyes were green, soft and inquisitive. Kind. She had kind eyes. A soul-deep sense of peace washed over him. It really would be okay.

He turned to his daughter. “Olivia, can you stay here and watch over our guest? I’ll call the doctor on my way to the lodge and have him come over. Do not leave the house unless you’re going with the doctor. Okay?” He walked over to her and kissed her forehead and then went to the coat rack and grabbed his coat and scarf.

“Don’t worry, Daddy. I’ll look after her.” Olivia got up from the coffee table where she had finished her stew and went to sit on the couch.

Daniel slowly followed Beth out the door.
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Anna watched the whole scene in disbelief. The man had saved her but then had left his daughter alone with a stranger—and he didn’t even know her name. She put aside her fears and confusion before turning to the little girl. “Hello, my name is Anna. What’s your name?”

“I’m Olivia. Are you hungry? I think there’s more stew in the kitchen.” She stood and walked away.

As if on cue, Anna’s stomach growled. “Yes, I am rather hungry. Let me help you.” She shoved aside the blanket and slowly stood. She wasn’t dizzy but did have a headache. Perhaps when the doctor came, she could ask for some headache powder. 

She followed Olivia, and she ended up in the kitchen. Or what she guessed was a kitchen. She froze. The room looked like nothing she had ever seen. Instead of a large wood cookstove, there was a strange metal cabinet with a glass window in front. Another huge metal cabinet against one wall emitted a humming sound. She didn’t recognize any of the other items on the countertop.

Anna clutched one of the counters. She felt like she had missed a step on the stairs.

The little girl walked over to one of the cabinets and opened it. Inside were rows of cans with brightly colored labels plus other boxes and containers holding different types of food items. Anna didn’t recognize any of the names on the boxes or cans, but she was struck by how little variety there was and the lack of fresh fruits and vegetables.

Olivia grabbed a can and walked to the counter. She placed the can in an odd-looking contraption that held it in place. When she pushed down a handle, the can began to turn as the machine made a grinding noise. A moment later, Olivia removed the can while the machine held onto its open lid. 

“Anna, can you grab the lid and put it in the trash? Daddy doesn’t like me to touch them because the edges are so sharp.”

Anna moved toward the machine like a sleepwalker. What type of household was this? She reached up and pulled the lid loose, only then realizing that it was being held in place by a magnet. She blinked. What a clever invention. Had the man created it? She looked up to see the little girl watching her. Olivia was a pretty girl with curly, brown hair; a pleasant smile; and clever, brown eyes.

“The trashcan is over there.” Olivia pointed to a metal container against the wall.

Anna approached it. Why was everything in his kitchen made of metal? She reached down and pulled up the top and dropped the lid inside.

“You don’t have to lift it. If you step on the foot pedal, it lifts itself.” Olivia sounded a bit surprised.

Anna found a small, black protrusion at the bottom of the metal container. She stepped on it, jumping back when the lid opened and dropped back down. What kind of place was this? Could Olivia see how foreign all these things were to her?

Olivia got her attention again by pointing to a cupboard. “Anna, can you hand me a bowl from that cupboard? It’s too high for me to reach.”

Anna opened the cupboard. Inside were neat stacks of plates, bowls, and glasses. She grabbed a bowl and handed it to the little girl. Olivia dumped the contents of the can into the bowl and placed it into a strange, boxlike machine. She pressed buttons on the front, and a light came on. Anna gasped when the bowl began spinning inside.

Olivia turned to look at her. “Don’t worry, Anna, my dad lets me use the microwave. He taught me how to use it and to be careful when I take the hot things out.”

Anna backed up until she reached the wall. Where was she? Nothing here made sense.

Olivia kept staring at her. Anna bumped something on the wall, and it fell to the ground. It had a pretty color photograph of the mountains on it, and she picked it up. It was a calendar but not like one she’d ever seen before. Then she saw the year on the top, and everything went dark.

Chapter 4

Confusion

Anna woke up on the floor to find another strange man bending over her. She jerked away from him.

The man spoke in a slow, soothing voice. “Easy, it’s all right. You’re safe. I’m Dr. Bennett. I examined you earlier when Daniel brought you home. Olivia says you fainted. Are you still feeling lightheaded or dizzy?” He looked her in the eyes.

“I’m a little hungry, and I have a headache.” She, in turn, eyed the older man suspiciously.

“Well, I’m not surprised. Come, let me help you back to the couch.” He stood and held out his hand.

She took it cautiously, and he pulled her to her feet, holding her hand as he led her back to the living room and got her comfortably settled on the couch.

“So, Daniel neglected to give me your name. What is it?” The doctor stood over her, watching her every reaction.

“My name is Annabelle O’Sullivan, but everyone calls me Anna.” She glanced over at Olivia, who stood by a chair opposite the couch, with tears running down her cheeks. What’s going on?

“Olivia, what’s wrong, sweetheart?” She’d seen that same look of fear on Mary’s face.

“I thought you were going to die like Mama did.” Her tears started falling more rapidly.

“Oh no, sweetheart, I’m just a little disoriented. I’ll be all right. Come here.” She held out her arms, and Olivia came running. The little girl buried her face against Anna’s shirt and cried even harder. Anna wrapped her arms around Olivia and patted her back. “It’s all right. Everything will be fine. Hush now. There’s no need to cry. It will be all right, Olivia. I’m here.” 

She glanced up at the doctor, who gaped at her with his mouth open.

“What?”

“Well, I’ve never seen Olivia get that friendly with someone other than Daniel. Hmm.” He shook his head. “Olivia said she was making you a bowl of beef stew, and you fell after bending over to pick up a calendar you’d knocked from the wall. Did that make you feel lightheaded or dizzy?” He went to his black bag on the coffee table and pulled out his stethoscope. “I’d like to listen to your heart again and make sure it’s beating properly. Or I could take you both to the clinic and hook you up so I can get an EKG readout.”

The doctor’s words didn’t make any sense. “I’m sorry, sir. This may sound like an odd question, but what is the date?”

The doctor’s eyebrows rose almost to his hairline. “The date? It’s December 3, 2019.”

The room started to spin, and she clung to Olivia like the little girl was a life raft.

“Anna, are you all right?” Dr. Bennett frowned as he took her pulse.

“I will be.” For some reason, she found the fact that she had leaped ninety-four years into the future more calming than upsetting. It explained all the strange things she was seeing. She rubbed Olivia’s back as the little girl snuggled closer. Holding the child in her arms helped her stay calm while she considered the big questions: how had she gotten here, and how could she get back?

She was painfully aware of the doctor; he still hovered over her, watching her every move. She couldn’t let the man know she’d traveled through time. He’d think she was mad and have her committed to one of those hospitals she’d heard about. She shivered and rubbed Olivia’s back again. Those hospitals were horrible. Agnes, the cook’s second cousin, was sent to one, where she received terrible treatments and got worse. She finally died in that place. 

Anna was painfully aware that she was here alone with no one to vouch for her. If the doctor thought she was crazy or a danger to Olivia, he would, at the very least, send her away. She had nowhere else to go.

Olivia’s tears slowed and then stopped, and she sat up.

“Are you feeling better, Olivia?” Anna straightened the little girl’s bangs.

Olivia turned her tear-stained face toward Anna. “Are you going to stay with us?” She sniffed.

The doctor reached over and pulled a tissue out of the box on the end table and handed it to Anna. Anna wiped Olivia’s face and gave her the tissue so she could blow her nose.

“Everything will be fine,” Anna said by way of an answer. It seemed to be enough for now.

With Olivia calmer, the doctor checked Anna’s vitals. He seemed pleased with what he found. “Where are you from, Anna?”

He made the question sound conversational, but Anna knew he was probing again. She straightened on the couch. “I was born and raised in upstate New York.” She’d learned this way of answering questions from Mr. Mason. 

Her former employer often held business meetings in his study, and many times he had left the window open while she and Mary were playing croquet outside. The other businessmen present fished for information by asking questions like this. Mr. Mason always answered truthfully and literally while giving the barest minimum of information. It was a nice technique, answering the question the man asked instead of telling him what he really wanted to know.

“How did you end up here in Vermont?” He put his stethoscope and blood pressure cuff back in his bag.

“I took a job as a governess. I worked for a businessman whose wife had died and left him to raise a little girl. Last week, he got married again, and he wanted his new wife and daughter to bond, and that meant he no longer needed me.” Olivia was sitting beside her, absorbing every word of the conversation.

The doctor nodded. “That explains why you do so well with Olivia.” A ringing came from his pocket, and he pulled out a flat, rectangular object and spoke into it. “Dr. Bennett.” He paused for a moment. “Okay, okay, slow down. Now tell me again what happened. Yes, all right, I’ll be right there.” His voice went from soothing to commanding.

As he tucked the object back into his pocket, he said to Anna, “I have to go. There’s been an accident at the bar. I’ll probably run into Daniel while I’m over at the lodge. I’ll tell him you’re okay. I’ll leave you here to watch over Olivia. If you have any more dizziness or lightheadedness, call me immediately. It was very nice meeting you, Anna. I’ll show myself out.” He grabbed his bag and his coat and headed out the door.

****
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Daniel made a note on his clipboard and followed Fred Mays, the company man, into the hallway. He knew from the first time they’d met that Fred was a bit of a pain and a stickler for details. He had them throw out all their lemon-scented cleaner and replace it with pine-scented because he wanted people to be reminded that they were in the forest. Daniel had worked with his type before. All he needed to do was listen to Fred’s general ideas, and, when it came time to implement them, adjust them a bit so they fit more smoothly in the Evergreen Mountain’s theme.

“We really want to see a lot of Christmas decorations in the building. We want to make this a place where not only rich, young couples come to ski but a place where families want to come as well. We are planning on making a lot of changes in our summer program so Evergreen Mountain becomes a lot more family-friendly. I want people to get the idea that this is a good year-round place to play and relax.” 

Fred walked into the lodge’s main gathering room. There was a warm and cheerful fire in the huge stone fireplace. Guests filled the sofas and many of the chairs. None of the Christmas decorations were up in here yet. That was on tomorrow’s to-do list. After all, they had just pulled the Thanksgiving decorations out of here yesterday. 

Fred walked up to a middle-aged couple on a sofa and asked how they liked their skiing holiday so far.

Daniel checked his watch. The doctor should have been to his house by now, but he still hadn’t received a phone call. The weird sense of calm that had settled over him when he decided to leave Olivia with a complete stranger was starting to wear off, and he was getting worried. First thing tomorrow, he’d call the agency and get someone by noon to watch Olivia. He shook his head, fighting against that encroaching sense of peace. Truly, the responsible thing to do was hire a complete stranger from an agency instead of trusting a complete stranger literally off the street.

He glanced over at Fred, but the man was still in conversation with two of the guests. He slipped his phone out of his pocket and was about to dial the doctor when it buzzed in his hand.

“Hello.” He couldn’t keep the tension out of his voice.

“Daniel, it’s Doc Bennett.” The man’s voice was calm and reassuring, with the sound of a car engine in the background. “I checked up on Anna and Olivia. Anna had another fainting spell, but she seems to be okay now. Olivia is quite taken with her. I mean, over the last several years, I’ve seen how your daughter reacts to people, and I was quite surprised by how well she gets along with Anna.”

Olivia liked her. Anna. The woman’s name was Anna. “I’m surprised to hear that. It takes Olivia a while to warm up to strangers.” Daniel’s head was spinning.

“Uh-huh,” the doc said. “But she seemed have had quite a scare when Anna collapsed in the kitchen. She was crying over the woman when I got there. Anna woke up shortly thereafter, and Olivia kept whimpering. It was really touching to see Olivia snuggling with her on the couch and crying on her shirt. Anna got her calmed down and comfortable. It’s not surprising, considering she was a governess.”

Daniel stood stock-still with his mouth open, at a loss for words.

Chapter 5

The Guest

“Daniel, can you hear me? Daniel?” 

The words penetrated his consciousness. Beth stood beside him. 

“I’m sorry. I was lost in a thought.” He glanced around the hall to see if Fred was looking for him.

“It must have been a doozy. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” She smiled at him. 

His defenses immediately went up, and he pulled his clipboard up to his chest like a shield. He liked Beth. She was a very nice woman, but he wasn’t ready. There was no hard and set rule for when a person stopped mourning the loss of a spouse, but he could tell people thought he was pushing the limits. Co-workers were constantly trying to set him up with friends and relatives of theirs. But the grief had been with him so long, it was almost comfortable, a large security blanket keeping the world at bay.

When Beth spoke again, she sounded sympathetic. “Fred is being a complete pain. I know the new company wants to make changes to draw more people to the resort year round, but I don’t think they’ve really thought it all through.” She shook her head.

Was that really what she thought he was worried about? She was nice, and she gave off all the signals that she was interested, but she just couldn’t read him. “Where is Fred now?” he asked as he put his phone back in his pocket, his voice harsher than he had intended.

“Malcolm is busy kissing up to him. If I were you, I’d be very careful. Everyone knows the company is going to make some personnel changes, and I think Malcolm has his eye on your job.” She reached out and patted his arm.

Daniel stepped back. “Malcolm has been after my job for the last three years. He thinks he can do it better than I do. The problem is, he doesn’t pay enough attention to details and things fall through the cracks. Also, he’s lousy at delegating,” he said, rebalancing his clipboard and papers. “I’d better go find Fred.” He gave her a nod and left the hall.

Fred was in the security office with Malcolm, as Daniel had expected. They were sitting in the chairs at the security console, looking at a video screen display while Malcolm described what he probably thought was a better way of keeping a watch on the guests. This room always made Daniel think of a governmental surveillance outpost with its bank of video screens and all the electronic gear and lights.

“Malcolm, what are you suggesting?” Daniel set his clipboard down but hung on to his tablet. The device had too much confidential information on it to ever accidentally leave anywhere.

“I was just saying we should have audio to go with the video on all these cameras. We would find out how our guests are enjoying the resort, and if there are any problems, we could act before there is a formal complaint lodged.” Malcolm grinned and looked very pleased with himself.

“Malcolm, you’re suggesting that we eavesdrop on our guests and act on what they say?”

Daniel shook his head, trying to keep the horror out of
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Chapter 6

Breakfast
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Chapter 7

The Lodge
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Chapter 8

Babysitting
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Chapter 9

Settling In
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Chapter 10

Decorating
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Problems













[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]















[image: ]














[image: ]






Chapter 12

The Storm
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