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      SHORT STORIES…

      

      TIME WHISPERS

      

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

      

      It all started with a broken promise.

      

      Isabella stood at the docks waiting for her love.

      

      But Alexandre could not be found.

      

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

      

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

      

      UNEXPECTED ARRANGEMENT

      

      Southern Belle Addison Brooks longed to be an old maid. Anything other than wedding the man her father had promised her to.

      

      But today she would meet her betrothed for the first time.

      

      Desperate to find a way out of this betrothal, she enlists the help of a stranger.

      

      A standalone historical romance story set in 1852.

      

      AFTER BEGINNING AGAIN

      

      Savannah Worthington waited for Noah. Again. Even as she celebrated one her life’s greatest achievements.

      

      Noah Worthington risked everything to be at her side.

      

      Would Savannah be faced with her greatest nightmare?
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      A CHANCE CHRISTMAS

      

      An elegant private suite. Christmas music. A sparkling Christmas tree. A fire in the fireplace.

      

      A snowstorm that delays all flights.
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      HIDDEN

      

      Lucy’s short blonde hair with a pale blue streak falling across her cheek hid her natural long brunette hair.

      

      They would not find her.

      

      How long can Lucy hide her true identity and what will happen when they find her?

      

      If you enjoy sweet romance with a hint of danger, grab your copy of “Hidden” by this best-selling author.

      

      LOVE ALWAYS

      

      Caught up in the war weary home front strife of the Civil War, southerner Leah struggles to protect not only her home, but her aging grandmother.

      

      In the aftermath of a bloody Civil War battle, Jackson makes a promise to his dying friend. He must journey through dangerous territory to fulfill that promise to a stranger.

      

      While fulfilling his promise to his friend, Jackson’s life changed forever. And Leah finds more inner strength than she ever expected.

      

      An enchanting and spellbinding historical romance set against the backdrop of the American Civil War. 
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            TIME WHISPERS — THE BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

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

      

      It all started with a broken promise.

      

      Isabella stood at the docks waiting for her love.

      

      But Alexandre could not be found.

      

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

      

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

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Do you have an Alexandre Richard aboard?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      My dearest Isabella,

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

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

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

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

      Sincerely,

      Alexandre

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

      Then a third.

      Alexandre wasn’t coming.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      A cold resignation settled over her.

      Alexandre was marrying someone else. His cousin.

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

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

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

      “Come here, child.”

      Isabella turned toward the singsong voice of an older woman.

      “What’s troubling you?”

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

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

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

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

      Isabella followed the voodoo princess into her little tent. They each sat on a little cloth mat across from each other. Isabella gathered her skirts around her, not even caring that her dress was immediately catching dirt from the ground.

      “Tell me what troubles you.” Madame Laveau lit a little short candle as she spoke. “What has your beautiful face in such a state of despair?”

      Isabella simply pulled the crumpled letter from her pocket and handed it to Madame Laveau. Madame Laveau held the letter a moment, looking quizzically at Isabella. It was only then that Isabella realized Madame Laveau probably didn’t read.

      Then to her surprise, Madame Laveau unfolded the letter and quickly scanned it. “This Alexandre is not your true love.”

      Her words were like sand in an open wound. “How do you know that?”

      “He’s not here and...” Madame Laveau picked up a pebble and set it on the ground between them. “He’s chosen another.”

      “But he promised.” Isabella couldn’t help the little pout that formed on her trembling lips.

      Madame Laveau poured something from an earthen pitcher into a tin cup and handed it to Isabella. “Drink.”

      Isabella sipped, relieved that it was merely water.

      “Drink all of it,” Madame Laveau said, when Isabella went to hand it back.

      Isabella did as she was told, then passed the cup back to Madame Laveau.

      Madame Laveau refilled the cup from the pitcher and set it between them next to the pebble.

      Isabella watched as Madame Laveau picked up a short stick and drew a circle around all three items.

      “Everyone has a soulmate.” Madame Laveau’s voice was hypnotic. She lifted her hands and closed her eyes. “But they often get separated, sometimes never to find each other again.”

      Isabella held her breath, entranced by Madame Laveau’s words.

      Madame Laveau opened her eyes and looked at Isabella. “Your soulmate is not here. He is in a different time. I can cast a spell for you to find him, but it comes at a cost.”

      “What kind of cost?” Isabella whispered, grasping onto the only part of her words that were making any sense.

      “You must repay it fifty times over.”

      “Fifty times…” Isabella shifted her gaze to the circle Madame Laveau had drawn in the dirt. “What does that mean?”

      Madame Laveau smiled. “After you find the soulmate that is meant to be yours and live out your days together, your spirit will be charged with reuniting others.”

      Isabella recoiled. Madame Laveau was talking about spirits, the thing that frightened Isabella most.  She swallowed and fisted her hands in her skirt. She attempted a smile. “That can’t be so hard. But why do they need my help?”

      Madame Laveau ran her hand over the candle flame, then took Isabella’s letter and put the corner of it in the flames.

      Isabella gasped and reached out. Madame Laveau held out a hand. “This one is not for you.” She held up the letter and they watched as it burned. “Remember these words. Two. Be.” Madame Laveau took the ashes and scattered them inside the little circle.

      “Two be,” Isabella murmured.

      “Bradford…” Madame Laveau murmured.

      “Bradford?” Isabella looked over her shoulder, but no one was there.

      “Never mind.” Madame Laveau said. “That part’s fuzzy.”

      Isabella pushed her hair out of her eyes. Waiting in silence.

      “They’re the ones separated by time.” Madame Laveau reached out and touched Isabella lightly on the cheek.

      Isabella closed her eyes and for a moment her mind went blank.

      “Like you.”
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        Three years later

      

      

      Isabella clutched her ticket in one hand and her valise in the other as she made her way down the narrow train aisle. The train was crowded with men, women, and children of all ages talking excitedly.

      It was the first time that most of them, Isabella included, had ridden on a train.

      She jumped at the loud sound of the train whistle. She’d heard the whistle before. Just not this close and from the inside of a train car. Along with the whistle came a flurry of soot.

      Tasting the bitter soot, she wiped at her lips and came away with a streak of black on her fingertips.

      “You’ll get used to it,” an elderly man with gray hair and a cane said as she walked past his seat.

      “I’m not sure I want to,” Isabella said, wiping her hand on her skirt. Then she checked her ticket again and looked at the imprinted number on the wall.

      Seat 2B.

      “I think I’m sitting beside you,” Isabella said to the elderly man.

      “Ah. It’s my lucky day, then.” He stood up and allowed her to take her seat next to the window. She straightened her narrow traveling skirt and matching burgundy bonnet. She tucked a stray loose ringlet behind her ear.

      Isabella was traveling from New Orleans to Baton Rouge to spend the season with her father in their plantation home. Her mother wasn’t feeling well, so she’d be traveling a bit later. Father was so busy planting tobacco, that he didn’t have time to run the household.

      At nineteen, Isabella was considered a spinster. Her father had attempted to marry her off three different times, but she’d have none of it. Fortunately, her father didn’t force her to do anything she didn’t want to do.

      It broke her heart to know that he considered her to be a disappointment.

      Her seat mate settled back on the bench next to her. She kept her gaze out the window to discourage conversation. She wanted – needed – some time to herself. To think.

      As the train left the depot and the novelty began to wear off, she leaned her head back against the wooden bench and closed her eyes. She fell asleep to the erratic sounds of her seat mate snoring mixed with the rhythmic sounds of the engine steadily chugging along the tracks.
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      Isabella woke to the sound of a loud steady roar.

      Instead of the uncomfortable wooden bench, she was sitting on a soft comfortable parlor chair. And the air was clean.

      She was home then.

      She’d been having a most interesting dream about riding on the new train from New Orleans to Baton Rouge.

      She stretched her arms and opened her eyes. There was the back of another seat in front of her. It was designated as 2B.

      2B. She ran a hand along the smooth unfamiliar material.

      Remember these words. Two. Be.

      2B.

      Fully awake now, she sat up and looked around. The older fellow who had been sitting next to her was no longer there. Instead, there was an empty seat, also as nice as any parlor furniture.

      She looked out the window. If she’d thought they were traveling fast before… they were practically flying now.

      Her gaze was drawn back to the other passengers. She could only see half a dozen of them due to the high-backed chairs, but each and every one of them had their eyes glued to a small, thin box.

      Though they weren’t conversing, she heard a conversation in the background along with some music.

      “Well, hello there.” A man, with clear, clean-shaven skin stopped before sitting next to her, one hand on the back of the chair in front of him. He had perfect, white teeth revealed by lips that curved in a surprised smile.

      “Hello,” she said, completely at a loss.

      He was wearing denim britches and a… white undershirt. He glanced at the place number on the back of his seat. “Am I in the right place?”

      “I wouldn’t know.” Isabella sat up straighter in her seat as he sat next to her.

      “My name’s Bradford.” He held out his hand.

      “Bradford…” How many times had that name replayed in her mind over the past three years? More times than she cared to think about.

      When she put her fingertips against his outstretched hand, he looked surprised. But he quickly recovered and brought her hand to his lips.

      As his breath brushed over the back of her hand, she experienced that same blankness of mind that she’d had when Madame Laveau had cast that spell all those years ago.

      And this time she felt a tingle against her cheek. Nothing more than the sensation of a fingertip sweeping across her skin.

      As she gazed into his bluest of blue eyes, she was lost in an odd feeling of familiarity. Familiarity and a sense of belonging.

      This was not the time period she had fallen asleep in.

      But this was quite possibly the man she belonged with.

      Perhaps Madame Laveau had been right. Perhaps two people had to find each other in whatever time they found themselves.

      She smiled back at him. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sir. My name is Isabella.”

      Looking surprised and confused now, Bradford pulled a letter out of his pocket. “Isabella Montgomery?”

      She nodded, unable to speak. How could this man possibly know her name?

      “I have a letter written by you.”

      “No,” she breathed, taking the letter he handed to her.

      It was old and fragile with age, ripped in places. She carefully unfolded it and stared at her own handwriting.

      It was a letter she’d written to Alexandre when she’d still thought he would be joining her in America.

      Except… the salutation was missing and there were more smeared words than legible words.

      My dearest…,

      … I miss you every minute of every day…

      I can barely wait until you’re able to join me here.

      I miss you terribly…

      Forever yours… waiting… across… time and space.

      Isabella Montgomery

      “How did you get this?” she asked, not looking up at him.

      “It’s been in my family for decades.”

      Decades.

      Madame Laveau had been right then.

      She looked back up into eyes that looked ever so familiar.

      She smiled.

      True love transcended time.
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            UNEXPECTED ARRANGEMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Southern Belle Addison Brooks longed to be an old maid. Anything other than wedding the man her father had promised her to.

      

      But today she would meet her betrothed for the first time.

      

      Desperate to find a way out of this betrothal, she enlists the help of a stranger.

      

      A standalone historical romance story set in 1852.
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        North Louisiana

        April 5, 1852

      

      

      It was a beautiful April day. Practically summer already. A mother sparrow fluttered its wings in a nest tucked into a low hanging limb of the big oak tree that shaded the house. Baby sparrows chirped happily at their mother’s return.

      White magnolia blooms filled the air with a perfume that blended nicely with the pink roses that climbed one corner near the dozen or so steps that led up to the veranda.

      Addison Brooks leaned against one of the six columns, one white gloved hand against the painted white pillar, her hoop skirted dress belling out in front of her.

      And wished fervently for rain.

      The roads were already soaked, puddles making travel slower than normal. The water was already licking the edge of the road at the end of the half mile driveway.

      Another good rain would delay travel altogether. The Red River would swell and spill across the cotton fields. Even travelling from here to town by boat would be impossible due to the random flooding.

      A chicken walked past on the ground below, no doubt enjoying the abundance of bugs and worms that spring brought with it.

      Addison flipped open her little lace fan with one hand and fluttered it in front of her face. She wasn’t hot. Instead, she used the movement to help calm her nerves.

      Not that it helped.

      Today was the day she would meet her betrothed.

      Graham Robertson.

      Her father had informed her about Graham the day she turned fourteen.

      It had been the worst day of her life.

      As time had passed, she’d been relieved to learn that he was a Texas Ranger and his family went months without a word from him. Five years to be exact. Her birthday as next week and she would be nineteen.

      This gave her hope.

      Hope that he would forego his father’s wishes and marry a girl in Texas. Maybe even a Mexican girl.

      Anyone other than Addison would do.

      Or maybe he would declare her too old to marry. And convince their fathers to cancel the agreement.

      It wasn’t like she had a beau or anything.

      There was that time she had kissed Johnny Casey. But there hadn’t really been a spark between them and besides, he was married now. Addison suspected he learned of her betrothal.

      She’d had a crush on Nathaniel Beaumont. But she’d convinced herself that she no longer did. Almost.

      The sound of laughter drifted from the house. Her cousins were here.

      The weekend was to be a celebration for family. Near and distant relations. Her father, of course, and his wife, her stepmother. Her older brother Tad and her younger brother Theo. Then there was her aunt, uncle, and their five children ranging in ages from five to fifteen.

      There was also an older aunt, whom Addison had just met. Aunt Dorothy, her father’s sister, was a spinster. Addison supposed there was worse fate than being a spinster. Her aunt seemed happy enough.

      The lawn was set up with a croquette court. That was for the early afternoon. In an hour or so, there would be food. Lots of food.

      There would be grilled ham. Fresh tomatoes, cucumbers, and pies.

      Addison’s mouth watered, just thinking about it. Especially the apple pies. Her favorite.

      At least something good was coming out of this.

      Then tonight there would be a dance. The neighbors were invited as well as some of her father’s friends and their families from town.

      It would be quite an event.

      All to celebrate Addison’s impending marriage.

      To a man she’d never met.

      She didn’t know the whole story, except that it had something to do with her stepmother. The arrangement had been made shortly after her father had married Francis.

      She didn’t know a lot about Graham. Other than that he was a Texas Ranger. But there were a few things she’d gathered over the years. He was seven years older than she was.

      She imagined him with gray hair, perhaps even a receding hairline. He probably wore a hat to disguise his balding.

      He was probably short. And weathered. A Texas ranger would be weathered.

      Her father insisted that he came from a good family, but a weathered ranger would no doubt be a coarse man. Coarse language and ill manners.

      A man who spent months at the time on a horse around only other men of similar ilk doing whatever it was that rangers did, would be nothing other than coarse and ill-mannered.

      She placed a hand on her stomach and took a deep breath to still the nausea that always came when she allowed her thoughts to go down this path.

      Perhaps it would be good to get this meeting over with. Once she met him and knew for certain just what he was like, she could figure out how to deal with it. The nature of the beast.

      Her aunt Dorothy came out through the front door and stood next to her. Like Addison, Dorothy’s hair was pulled high on her head and fell in soft ringlets around her face.

      Dorothy looked barely older than Addison, though she was certainly old enough to be her mother.

      “Everyone’s looking for you,” Aunt Dorothy said, going to stand next to the column on the opposite side of the stairway.

      Addison forced a smile. “I’m just getting some air,” she said.

      Aunt Dorothy smiled with kindness. “It’s understandable.” She turned and faced the road. “Let me guess,” she said. “You’re wishing for a rain storm.”

      Addison gasped. “How did you know that? I mean…”

      “It’s okay,” Aunt Dorothy pulled her light blue shawl closer over her shoulders. “I was in your shoes one time.”

      “You?”

      “It’s not so hard to believe, is it?” Dorothy turned back and smiled again. “I was once young, like you, and beautiful. But beauty fades with age.”

      Addison thought of the painting she had of her mother and sister. It had been made when they were but young girls. Before Addison’s mother was married. They had, indeed, been beautiful. “I know.”

      “But knowing in the head and knowing in the heart are two different things.”

      Addison lowered her gaze. She wasn’t sure how to respond.

      “But that’s only natural.”

      A rider on a galloping horse came down the driveway toward them.

      Though Addison knew it wouldn’t be Graham, her heart rate tripped up.

      Graham would be coming with his family. An entourage. With his family. There would be wagons loaded with trunks and servants.

      Graham was an only son and this was an important event for them as well.

      The rider came to a stop at the foot of the stairs. The horse moved in a circle, finally coming to a stop.

      Instead of dismounting, the man stood there, looking from one to the other of them.

      Addison covered her face with her fan, leaving just her eyes visible as she watched him.

      A handsome young man, perhaps a few years older than Addison, had thick dark hair that just brushed his collar. He was clean-shaven and had clear skin. He grinned and his whole face lit up.

      “Is this the Brooks Estate?”

      “Yes,” Aunt Dorothy stepped forward. “What can we do for you?”

      The man’s horse neighed and he patted his neck to calm him. “I just rode ahead to let you all know that the Robertson family will be here shortly. They’re maybe an hour behind me.”

      “Won’t you come up?” Aunt Dorothy asked. “Have some lemonade while we wait?”

      “Of course.” He dismounted. “I’d be delighted.” He looped the reins over the hitching post.

      Addison caught Aunt Dorothy’s amused gaze. Her heart rate had settled down to a steady race now. Within the hour, she would meet the man that she was to marry then.

      The gentleman sprinted jauntily up the stairs and followed Aunt Dorothy to one of the four rockers on the right side of the veranda.

      Addison found her own gaze straying toward the end of the driveway as she glanced at the clear blue sky.

      She could still wish for a rainstorm. Couldn’t she?

      Aunt Dorothy sent for lemonade while Addison contemplated rain.

      “You should introduce yourself,” Aunt Dorothy said.

      “Of course,” he said. “Where are my manners?”

      He waited until Addison was seated in the rocker next to him. Now that she’d closed and lowered her fan, he stared into her eyes. “They call me Rip,” he said with a crooked grin.

      She found herself wanting to smile back. So she quickly lifted her fan and covered her face, leaving only her eyes exposed as before.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you Rip,” Aunt Dorothy said. “I’m Dorothy Brooks and this is my niece Addison.”

      “Addison,” he said, his expression changing to one of curiosity. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

      She lowered her fan and adjusted her skirts. “I’m afraid then, Sir, that you have the advantage. I haven’t heard of you.”

      “Addison,” Aunt Dorothy said. “You must be polite.”

      Rip laughed, “It’s okay. I appreciate honesty. And she’s right. It does give me an advantage.”

      “Are you related to the Robertson family then?” Addison asked.

      “Indeed,” he said. “though I’m not so sure that they choose to claim me at times.”

      Addison was still trying to figure out an appropriate response when her younger brother came to the door.

      “Addison,” Theo said. “Mother Francis would like to speak with you before our guests arrive.”

      Addison quickly got to her feet and went to do her stepmother’s bidding. At the door, she stopped, one gloved hand on the door jamb and looked back at Rip.

      He winked at her.
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      Addison sat perched on the edge of a velvet chair in her stepmother’s reading room. The reading room was upstairs, actually little more than an alcove off her parents’ bedroom.

      Coming in here always made her sad. It looked much like it had when her mother had been alive and it had been her reading room.

      But her stepmother spent several hours a day in here and had made it her own. It smelled like apples and cinnamon from potpourri her stepmother had made herself. One wall was lined with books and the opposite wall held her mother’s little writing desk – now her stepmother’s. A stack of blank paper was on one corner and an inkwell sat neatly next to it.

      A large French door stood open leading off to the second story balcony. Two squirrels chittered as they ran along the large oak tree limbs just outside. Nonetheless, the room was insulated from the noises from inside the house.

      Her stepmother sat with her back to the desk, her navy skirts arranged neatly around her. Her dress had a high neckline and a cameo was pinned to the center of her neck.

      Addison never failed to be intimidated by her stepmother.

      And right now her stepmother’s intense blue eyes were pinned on Addison. “Who is the young man who just arrived?” she asked.

      Addison blushed as she remembered how Rip had winked at her.

      Rip was handsome and charming. And no doubt a rogue.

      “He said his name is Rip,” she said.

      Mother Francis raised a delicate eyebrow.

      Addison rushed ahead. “Aunt Dorothy welcomed him and made the introductions.”

      Aunt Dorothy was known for her liberal ways. She’d been known to forego proper social expectations when it met her fancy.

      “Your betrothed will be here within the hour,” Mother Francis said.

      “Yes ma’am.” Addison lowered her gaze. It was always a mystery to her how her stepmother always knew everything that went on in this house. Nothing got past her.

      “I think it might be a good idea for you to stay in your room until the dance tonight.”

      “But… what about the croquette game? The food?” The apple pies.

      “I’ll have someone bring you food,” Mother Francis said. “Including some apple pie.”

      Addison wanted to ask what she’d done wrong. Why she was being banned to her room.

      “You’ll say that you don’t feel well. That you were stung by a bee while you were walking outside. By the time the party starts, you’ll feel better.”

      “Thank you,” Addison murmured.

      But she knew that once Mother Francis made up her mind, there was no changing it. She’d also learned long ago that she could go to her father. He would make sure Addison went to the croquette game. That she had a delightful day.

      But then in a few days, maybe even a couple of weeks, something would happen and Addison would be completely caught off guard.

      She remembered well the last time she’d gone to her father – it was after Mother Francis hadn’t allowed her to go into town with her brother. After going to her father and gaining permission to go, she’d gone into town with her brother all right. They’d had a lovely day. They’d had lunch in the restaurant section of the tavern and they’d gone to the dress shop where Addison had bought a new fan. The very fan she carried right now, in fact.

      Then three days later without warning, her art tutor had cancelled all her lessons. He’d claimed that he had to go out of town for an indefinite period to care for a sick relative.

      Addison saw him in church that Sunday. And he had gone out of his way to avoid her.

      Addison knew then that her stepmother had cancelled her lessons in retribution for going around her to her father.

      Addison could tick off a dozen such things that had happened since her stepmother had come to live with them. At first it had been little things, barely noticeable. Until today when she was banned to her room when she was to meet the man she was going to marry.

      And even more disconcerting, as she padded to her room, she wondered what the stranger Rip would think about her sudden disappearance. He would certainly know that she hadn’t been stung by a bee.
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      Addison may have been relegated to her room, but it didn’t stop her from looking out her windows. She had a corner room, so she could see both out front and the lawn area where all the activities would be held for the afternoon.

      She could even walk out onto the second-floor balcony and sit on one of the chairs that were scattered about.

      It was the best view.

      And the worse view.

      It was hard to watch everyone enjoying themselves while she was locked away.

      She saw when the Robertson party arrived. They came in three carriages and three wagons loaded with trunks and other supplies. It was a three-day trip for them to travel here from Texas, so they would naturally be staying a few weeks.

      Besides bringing enough clothing and personal supplies for several weeks in one wagon, they also brought food and other provisions in another. That was one point in their favor. At least the Brooks weren’t freeloaders.

      The third wagon was for the handful of servants they brought with them. The house was going to be overcrowded the next few weeks. They would doubtless spill over into her brother’s garçonnière. Graham would especially have to stay in her brother’s apartment. It wouldn’t be proper for him to stay in their home.

      Although, Addison thought wryly, it didn’t exactly matter as long as she was locked up in her room.

      She watched each person as they climbed
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