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      On certain evenings, when the wind drifts in from the river and the world grows still, music can be heard where no music plays.
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            Sophia Becquerel

          

        

      

    

    
      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 known 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Nathan Laurent

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            Sophia

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            Nathan

          

        

      

    

    
      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 driving 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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