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      Anna Becquerel sat on the neon pink cushion in the window seat of her darkened second-floor bedroom. Her chin rested on her knees. Her eyes were closed, but she knew that the lightning flashes were getting closer. She felt more than heard the ensuing rumble of thunder.

      Chicago’s Hard to Say I’m Sorry blared through the headphones of her Sony Walkman, reflecting all the pain and heartbreak that welled inside her.

      Her freshman algebra book lay open on her desk, her homework forgotten for the time being. A half-eaten bag of Lays potato chips crunched beneath the silent footsteps of her cat, Fluffy.

      Snuggling deep in the varsity letter jacket that was three times too big for her, she could still smell his deep woodsy cologne with scents of cedar and cinnamon.

      Samuel. The guy she’d loved since senior year of high school. They’d dated occasionally, but apparently they weren’t as close as Anna had imagined.

      He was five years older, a student at Auburn University, training as an airplane pilot. It had been love at first sight for Anna. She’d fallen hook, line, and sinker.

      But now, the crumpled newspaper article clutched in her right hand told her that it had all been her imagination. Samuel Hutchins had just married a girl named Samantha. Samuel and Samantha.

      How cute.

      It was just like she’d learned in her intro to psychology class. People whose names started with the same first letter were more likely to date and stay together.

      Samuel and Anna never had a chance when there was a Samuel and Samantha in the picture.

      He hadn’t even bothered to tell her that he was seeing someone else, much less engaged.

      Married.

      Her heart broke a little more as she imagined them on their cruise to the Bahamas. The article didn’t leave much to the imagination.

      She remembered clearly the night he’d told her about the ice bar on the cruise ship. You’ll love their martinis. I’ll take you there someday.

      Instead he was taking someone else. Sharing that experience with someone other than Anna.

      Anna’s life was over. She would never date anyone again. She would dedicate her life to her career. Maybe she would change her major from math to something more humanitarian.

      Or maybe science. Maybe she would spend her days tucked away in a lab doing research.

      Whatever she decided to do, didn’t really matter. Things couldn’t get any worse.
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      Anna woke the next morning with a little smile on her face. She was home from college for the weekend. Everything was good. The air coming in through the window she’d left open a couple of inches smelled clean and fresh after last night’s storm.

      That little moment of happiness lasted for all of about two seconds.

      Then everything came crashing back.

      Samuel Hutchins was married.

      Her life was over.

      With the much too happy sunlight streaming in through her window, she pulled the blanket over her head and lay perfectly still, not wanting to face the day.

      The house was too quiet. Her Momma always made omelets and bacon when Anna was home for the weekends.

      Momma started her days early. She would come in just as the sun began to lighten the sky and wake her.

      Anna lowered the blanket and blinked against the sunlight.

      Everything was wrong.

      The house was quiet. Her dad was always outside with the lawnmower or his hammer. Or if was raining, he’d be inside working. And whether he used a drill or a staple gun, his work was never quiet.

      There was no scent of bacon and coffee drifting up from the kitchen.

      A shot of panic shot through her.

      Someone had come in and killed her parents. Or there had been a gas leak and they lay dead in their room. Or…

      Anna pulled herself back from the ledge and threw back the blanket. There had to be a logical explanation. She changed into jeans and a sweatshirt and slipped into her worn, comfortable sneakers.

      She didn’t bother to brush her teeth or her hair. Maybe they were sick. Stop it.

      Rushing into the upstairs hallway, the first thing she heard was the ticking of the grandfather clock. It had been in the family forever and her dad wound it every morning. He was nothing if not consistent.

      Okay. She took a deep breath. He’d wound the clock, so they weren’t dead.

      Still. Something wasn’t right.

      She padded down the stairway and went straight to the kitchen in the back. No sign of anyone there.

      She then headed back to her father’s study. The door was closed.

      He never kept his door closed.

      She made a cursory knock as she pushed the door open.

      Daddy, her strong brave father, sat on the sofa, his head bent, his hands over his face.

      “Daddy?” She whispered. Her pulse was through the roof. She didn’t allow any of her thoughts to settle.

      She looked up and she saw raw pain his eyes. He looked surprised to see her. As though he’d forgotten she was even home. “Anna.”

      She tried to move forward into the room, but her feet were glued to the floor and her hands gripped the edge of the door, keeping her upright.

      “Come.” He patted the empty space on the sofa next to him. “Sit.”

      In a daze, she did as he said. “Where’s Momma?” She asked softly. So softly he probably didn’t even hear her.

      He scrubbed his hands over his face. “She’s not here.”

      What was he saying? “I don’t understand. Is she hurt?”

      “No.” He stared toward the window. The clock chimed nine times. Nine o’clock already. By now, Anna should have already had her homework well underway if not completed. Her mother would be on the back veranda puttering with her plants or baking something in the oven.

      “Daddy. Where’s Momma?” When he didn’t answer, she stood up. She’d go look for her mother herself.

      “You won’t find her.” He turned back to face Anna now.

      Anna shook her head. “You said she’d not hurt.” Her knees trembled with weakness. And her voice wobbled. “Is she…?”

      Her father’s shoulders dropped. He shook his head, but only slightly. He patted the couch next to him again.

      She dropped onto the couch. She kept her gaze on his and was close enough now to see the unshed tears in his eyes.

      “She went back. In time.”

      In time. The words swirled through her mind. Back in time.

      She couldn’t think. The words made no sense. She still didn’t know where her mother was.

      Daddy picked up a piece of metal from the end table. He held it out for her.

      She blinked and took it from his hand. It was an old photograph. Her mother called it a daguerreotype.

      Her mother sometimes tried to talk to her about history and such. Anna had no interest in the past. She was much more concerned with her Walkman and going to the movies and talking on the phone with her friends.

      Since she’d gone away to college at Louisiana Tech, she was more focused on the future than ever. She hadn’t settled on a major yet, but it would be something in the sciences. Maybe medical technology or marine biology or maybe even genetics. There were so many options that she’d gone with her advisor’s recommendation and not settled on anything definite yet.

      One of the generic degree requirements was psychology. She found it interesting enough, but it only confirmed her decision to stay away from the soft sciences. Anna liked things that were black and white.

      Her father’s words definitely were not invoking the definition of a tangible science.

      “What is this?” She asked.

      “Look at it.”

      Anna lowered her gaze and focused on the photograph. It was a black and white picture of two women, both wearing full long dresses. “Who are they?” She asked.

      Daddy pointed to the woman on the left. “That’s your mother.”

      Anna squinted. She could see a resemblance to her mother. Except that Momma wore her hair down. The woman in the picture had her hair pulled back. “Maybe. How do you know?”

      “See that cameo at her neck?”

      Anna saw a familiar looking white cameo pinned at the neck of the woman’s gown. “It looks a little like Momma’s.”

      “It’s the one I gave her.”

      Anna looked sideways at her father, then back to the photograph. “Is this the one you had made that looks like her?”

      Daddy nodded. “It looks like it to me.”

      Anna shrugged. “Okay. Maybe she went to one of those places that takes old photos. You know where people dress up in old clothes and stuff.”

      Daddy shook his head. She looked back up at him. “Who’s the other woman?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The young woman standing next to the one Daddy claimed was Momma looked a lot like Momma.

      Everyone said Anna favored her father. Unlike her mother, she had lovely natural blonde hair and fuller, softer facial features. She definitely got her crooked grin from him.

      “Do I have a secret sister somewhere?”

      “Ha.” Daddy took the photograph from her and set it back on the end table. “Anna. This is going to be difficult for you to hear.”

      Anna’s breath caught in her throat.

      “Your mother was born in another century.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “Unfortunately it is.”

      Anna made an effort to set some of her trepidation aside. She needed to listen to her father. She needed to find out where her mother really was. It was also quite possible that her father had lost it. Daddy had fought in Vietnam and Anna had heard the stories of Vietnam veterans who lost touch with reality.

      Maybe she needed to learn more about psychology after all. If Daddy was going to need mental health treatment, she needed to speak the language.

      She took a deep, cleansing breath. “When did this happen?”

      “Last night.”

      “During the thunderstorm?”

      He nodded.

      “How do you know?”

      He hesitated. She could almost see his thoughts swirling, trying to decide what to tell her. “I saw her.”

      Anna shuddered. Her mother had was prone to flights of fancy. When Anna was little, Momma would take her up in the attic to explore old trunks. That was before Anna figured out she liked new and modern and found excuses, like most teenagers, not to hang out with her mother in the attic listening to ghost stories.

      Her father had always seemed level-headed. Sometimes he would watch her mother as though if he looked away, she would disappear.

      Anna clutched her hands together in her lap to keep them from trembling.  “What do you mean?” She whispered.

      “I saw her standing at the foot of the staircase, staring at the grandfather clock. I called out to her, but she didn’t answer. I started walking toward her.” His chin trembled a little. “Then she was gone.”

      Anna refused to accept his words at face value. “Did you look for her?”

      Daddy reached out and put a hand over hers. His palms were calloused from working with wood around the house. There was always something to repair or replace. A railing. Worn floor planks. He was retired from the army. So between being retired and having spent four years in Vietnam, he was well taken care of by the government.

      “I watched her,” he said. “I watched her disappear in front of me.”

      I must remain calm. Even as she forced herself to focus, her stomach clenched. She might be sick, but it had to wait. “Is this the first time?” She asked, her voice strained.

      Daddy took his hand off hers, and pressed his palms against his eyes. “Do you remember what happened when you were in kindergarten?”

      “When Momma went to visit her sick friend… in Greenland… and I couldn’t talk to her for three months, not even at Christmas.”

      “Yes,” Daddy said. “And then when you were in eighth grade, she had to be in the hospital for several months.”

      “It was six months.” Anna sat very still, but on the inside, she was trembling all over. “She wasn’t allowed to use the phone and we couldn’t visit her.”

      “She wasn’t in the hospital.”

      “She was back in time?”

      Daddy was silent. He must be struggling with his own emotions. She would think about it later.

      “You lied to me.” Her voice was flat, no accusations. Just matter of fact.

      “Yes,” he admitted. “I did. Your mother and I talked about it. You were young. It seemed like the best thing to do.”

      Anna nodded. “Like Santa Clause and the Easter Bunny.”

      She mentally retraced her childhood. Her youth. There was the time in kindergarten and there was the time in eighth grade. “What about two years ago? When she went to France?”

      Daddy smiled wryly. “She called you twice, remember?”

      Anna had been a junior in high school. She didn’t remember much more than her crush on Ronnie Wyatt. “She really went to France?”

      He nodded. “She was born in France. She went to reconnect.”

      Anna knew that her mother had been born in France. She spoke French fluently and could switch back and forth between English and French without a hitch. “But you said she’d been born in another century.”

      “That’s right. She only stayed four days. Nothing was the same.”

      Anna leaned back, her head on the sofa, and closed her eyes.

      Her father truly seemed to believe that her mother had gone back in time. She had no choice but to go along with him. For now. “When is she coming back?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It was three months, then six months.”

      Daddy didn’t say anything. Maybe he didn’t know what to say. “So… did she decide to go on purpose or did it just happen to her?”

      The area between Daddy’s eyes was creased now. He didn’t know how to answer her.

      “I’m not sure,” he said finally.

      “Why would she want to go back? To leave us?”

      “I don’t have the answers you’re looking for.”

      “But she is coming back, right?”
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      Samuel Hutchins was no longer at the front of Anna’s mind. The knowledge that the man she thought herself in love with was now married to someone else was now filed away in the back of her mind.

      She sat on an old green velvet dust covered ottoman in the attic of parents’ house. When she sat, she’d stirred up the dust, making herself sneeze. She wiped at her eyes, but the musty odor remained.

      The moisture was definitely caused by the sneeze. Not by the fact that her mother was missing and her father insisted that she’d gone back in time.

      She heard a vehicle on the driveway below and recognized the sound of a UPS truck. She heard the doorbell ring and the truck leave. Any other time, she would have been the first one to the door to see what treats had arrived.

      But not today. After the truck left, it was quiet. She heard her stomach grumbling and vaguely remembered that she hadn’t eaten today. In fact, she’d had nothing to eat but a few Lays potato chips in the past twenty-four hours.

      After talking with her father, she’d needed to get away. To think. It had been years since she’d been in the attic.

      But her mother spent a lot of time here and Anna wanted – needed – a place to feel closer to her. And somehow the attic seemed like that place.

      Her father didn’t seem to have gone crazy. Of course, some people who seemed otherwise normal maintained just one delusion.

      It wasn’t likely that he’d harmed Anna’s mother. His wife. No, her father was one of the kindest people she’d ever known. She’d watched him rescue stray dogs and cats and make them part of the family on more than one occasion.

      She ruled out her father killing her mother and burying her in the back yard.

      So where was Momma?

      She gazed around at the stacks of cardboard boxes, a couple of old trunks, a discarded floor-length mirror. Portraits had been propped here and there. Every generation stored something away from the one before it. Instead of tossing it or donating it, they tucked it away in the attic to assuage their guilt at not keeping something their parents or grandparents valued.

      Anna considered herself much more practical. Whenever it was her time to own the house, she would have Goodwill or the Salvation Army come and pick everything up that she wasn’t going to use. Not a very popular sentiment. Maybe one of the museums in town would take some of the historical things and they could be put to a better use than sitting in an attic gathering dust.

      Anna didn’t believe in time travel. It was something everyone had fantasized about at some point. That wish to go back do something over. To be a better person.

      But to actually, physically go back to another time, even another century was the stuff of science fiction.

      Her father had always been a lot like her. Pragmatic. Something led him to believe in time travel. Perhaps she just needed to figure out what got him thinking this way.

      Another vehicle approached the house. Since their driveway was half a mile long, there was no random traffic passing by. She didn’t recognize the sound of the vehicle, so she stood up and walked the few steps to the dormer window.

      And watched as the mailman put the mail in the mailbox.

      She sighed. Everything seemed so normal in the world, yet Anna’s world was turned upside down.

      Anna turned and froze.

      Her mother stood in the middle of the room.
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      Anna’s mother knelt in front of an old trunk, wearing a skirt made of yards of material spread around her. She was wearing a deep blue gown with a high neck, the cameo, made in her own likeness, pinned at her collar. The other young woman who had been in the picture Daddy had shown her earlier knelt beside her. She wore a similar gown in a deep crimson color.

      The photograph had come to life.

      But it wasn’t a picture and it wasn’t in black and white.

      Anna squeezed her eyes tightly closed, then opened them.

      The two women were still there.

      They hadn’t seen Anna.

      “This belonged to Charles’s sister,” Momma said pulling out a delicate pink blanket.

      “Momma!” Anna called, taking two steps toward them. Now she would have an explanation. Perhaps they were playing some kind of reenactment game.

      Her mother didn’t look up or acknowledge her presence.

      “It’s beautiful,” the young woman said, reaching out to run her hands over the material. “I wonder why she put it away.”

      Momma sat back on her heels. “She probably packed it and forgot about it. Probably thought she’d outgrown it.”

      Anna steadied herself with a hand on a tall high-backed green chair. Her fingers dug into the soft velvet.

      “Should we take it down to her?”

      “I think that would be a very nice thing to do, Ericka.”

      Anna relinquished her hold on the chair and went to stand in front of them. “Momma,” She whispered.

      “Now that you’re married,” Momma said. “You might want it someday for your little one.”

      The other woman smiled and lowered her head. “If Andrea doesn’t mind.”

      Anna leaned forward. She was about three feet away from her mother. She noticed now that her mother was much older. There were lines around her mouth and between her brows. Her hair was streaked with gray.

      Anna put a hand over her mouth.

      The younger woman turned to Momma, tears in her eyes. “It’s so good to see you, Grandma.”

      Momma smiled. “And you.”

      Anna gasped. Grandma?

      Anna was an only child.

      And she didn’t have any children.

      Anna studies the other woman. The one claiming to be her mother’s granddaughter. She did look like her. A younger version.

      Anna walked around them, careful to step over their skirts.

      As they rummaged through the trunk, Anna looked around her at the attic. The cardboard boxes were gone. And it smelled cleaner. The dormer window was opened and fresh air filled the attic.

      The dusty attic.

      It was the same. Yet different.

      Anna called out to her mother again, louder this time. “Is this some game? Don’t you see me?” Tears spilled from her eyes when her mother continued to ignore her.

      She bent to take hold of her mother’s arm.

      Her hand sliced through her mother’s arm. Nothing but air.

      Anna, expecting to find more than air where her mother’s arm was supposed to be, lost her balance and, twisting, fell through both of them and the trunk.

      She hit the floor.

      And lay there, her cheek against the cool hardwood floor, her heart pounding out of her chest.

      Was her mother a ghost then?

      Since when did ghosts talk? To each other. And hold conversations.

      Every nerve on edge, she sat up.

      Blinked.

      She sat on the empty floor. The window was closed and the air was stale again.

      She didn’t know how long she sat there. Her mind unable to form coherent thought.

      When the grandfather clock chimed three times, its chimed muted from far away on the first floor of the house, she pulled herself together and stood up.

      Daddy. She needed to talk to Daddy.

      As she crossed the room, she passed the green velvet chair. It was faded now, but had the same high back and velvet fabric.

      And draped across the arm of the chair was a delicate light pink blanket, its colors faded with time.

      And pinned to the blanket was the white cameo.
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      It had all been accidental.

      The Memphis Delta Princess floated on the Mississippi River, loaded and ready to embark on a three-day cruise from Memphis to Natchez.

      Fifty Miss USA contestants, half a dozen photographers, two national television personalities, and countless support people swarmed the decks, all talking at one time. Their voices got louder with the steamboat horn. If the horn blasts meant anything, no one noticed.

      Girls, all beautiful, from eighteen to twenty-seven, wearing short shorts and short skirts posed on the iron stairways, in front of the paddlewheel, on the boarding plank. Cameras clicked, professional and phone.

      It was warm, but not too hot. May weather in Memphis was still tolerable. By June they wouldn’t be able to stay outside more than a few minutes without getting streaked make-up and wilted hair.

      Eighteen-year-old Taylor Wyatt hadn’t asked to be Miss Tennessee. It hadn’t been on her list of things she wanted to achieve.

      She hadn’t even picked a college major yet. She had no clue. None.

      She was an A/B student, but wasn’t in the AP classes. Not particularly outstanding in math or science or English. She spoke a little French and a little Spanish. She read a book now and then just for fun, but it wasn’t something she was passionate about.

      Taylor didn’t even have any hobbies. Sure, she had things she did. She got up every morning and went jogging. Not marathon training. It was just something she’d learned to do at an early age. Something her father had taught her. Take care of your body. It’s like a machine. You exercise it. You give it proper fuel. Change the oil now and then (she still didn’t know what that meant and he’d never explained it). And it will take you through a long, smooth life.

      She cooked meals when she needed to. She could sauté and bake and generally take care of herself in the kitchen. But she had no interest in being a chef or working in food.

      She worked part-time at a bank in Memphis as part of a college senior program. She’d been assigned the job. It wasn’t like she had any particular interest in accounting. She was friendly enough, but kept her head down and stayed out of office politics.

      Somehow she’d gotten the attention of the bank president. Mrs. Hanks was on some kind of board for the city of Memphis and apparently they came up with the idea that they’d sponsor someone in the Miss Tennessee pageant. At the last minute.

      Mrs. Hanks had come to her. Two weeks before the pageant.

      Taylor had never even been in a pageant before the one that won her the title Miss Tennessee.

      But she said yes.

      The next two weeks had been a whirlwind. Mrs. Hanks had taken her shopping. Taylor was now the owner of a new red swimsuit and a long blue formal dress. A dress that cost more than her used Toyota Camry.

      “Taylor, come, get in the picture.” Mrs. Hanks motioned Taylor over. Mrs. Hanks had never been in a pageant, but today you’d never know she wasn’t a contestant for Miss USA.

      Though Mrs. Hanks was over the age limit, thirty-one, she could easily have passed for ten years younger.

      Taylor was the youngest. Barely sliding under the age limit.

      But according to Mrs. Hanks, Taylor was the perfect height, the perfect weight, and had the perfect friendly personality.

      Taylor slipped in next to Mrs. Hanks and smiled. Being in the pageant was easy. Maybe it was because she didn’t care one way or the other about winning.

      Maybe that was why she had won.

      After the ship started down the river, the girls were told to take a nap. They had their first formal dinner tonight.

      Another photo op.

      Taylor wasn’t a napper. She flipped through a Cosmopolitan magazine until her roommate fell asleep.

      Taylor didn’t have a boyfriend. She had a couple of guy friends that she hung out with from time to time. She’d gone to junior prom with one and senior prom with the other.

      She closed the magazine and tossed it aside. So many of the articles didn’t apply to her life. How to have phone sex without feeling awkward. Sex positions for exploring your dominant side.

      She needed information on things like How to cope with getting rooked into being in a beauty pageant. And what to do if you accidentally won. How to choose a college major when you don’t know what you want to do with the rest of your life.

      Was it normal to not have a passion for… something? Anything. Surely she just hadn’t found it yet.

      Needing to walk off some energy, she put on her sneakers and slipped out of the room.

      It didn’t take long to walk around the little ship, so she decided to do some stairs.

      She went up as far as she could, then came to a door labeled “pilot house.”

      Just as she was turning away, the doorknob turned.

      A grizzled older man, forty-five if he was a day, opened the door. “Come in,” he said. “I thought I heard someone coming up the stairs.”

      “Oh no.” Taylor backed away, a smile on her face. “I don’t mean to disturb you. I was just getting some exercise.”

      “Nonsense. It’s boring up here.”

      She caught a glimpse of the view behind him. The glass walls afforded a grand view of the river. “Okay,” she said and following him inside.

      He offered her a seat and he took his place beside the wheel. “You’re in that beauty pageant,” he said.

      “How did you know?”

      He laughed. “My eyesight is pretty good.”

      Taylor laughed, too. And tugged at the sash draped around her shoulders to her hip. The captain had an easy, welcoming demeanor. “You have a grand view up here.”

      “I do, don’t I? Is this your first riverboat cruise?”

      “It is.”

      “Want to try your hand at it?” He gestured to the large wheel.

      Taylor’s eyes widened. “I wouldn’t dare.”

      “Come now. Where’s your sense of adventure?” He stepped aside. “I’ll help you.”

      Feeling a little thrill of anticipation, Taylor stepped up to the wheel and put her hands on the wooden rungs.

      She felt the pull of the ship’s energy in her hands. And before her was a grand view of the mighty Mississippi River.

      She glanced at the captain, but his attention was on a screen. “You’ve got a computer.” She accused.

      “Of course.” He laughed. “You don’t think they’d let us be out here without modern technology?”

      “I suppose not.” She considered for a moment. “So, the wheel? Is it just a prop?”

      “Oh no. You’re steering the ship.”

      Taylor grinned. “Tell me how it works.”
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      Four hours later, Taylor sat at a table for eight in the ship’s huge dining room. She sat with three other girls, one photographer, two parents, and one pageant organizer.

      Light classical music played in the background.

      The appetizing smell of bar-be-que chicken filled the air. That and something deliciously sweet. The food would be wasted on most of the girls, unfortunately.

      Taylor, however, ate every bite on her plate. After her afternoon driving the ship, she was starved.

      She left their conversation drift around her, smiling pleasantly and nodding appropriately. But her secret smile was that the captain had invited her to come back after dinner to see the river at night. His shift ended at nine o’clock and it was seven now.

      She was already planning to disappear, but she was going to wait until after dessert. The table next to them had just been served cheesecake. She was definitely going to wait.

      Steering the paddle wheeler down the Mississippi River had been one of the most exciting things she’d ever done.

      She didn’t know what it was. Whether it was the power in her hands. Or the spectacular view of the river. Or, as the captain explained, the way the paddle wheel and the steam engine worked together. She suspected it was a little bit of all of it.

      And then he’d shown her how the computer told him about things like water depth that he couldn’t see with the naked eye.

      Taylor had been fascinated.

      “Your dress is so pretty,” the girl sitting next to her commented.

      Taylor thanked her and ran a hand along the soft silky material of her floor length dress. She had to agree. The deep crimson color had underlying tones of purple that reflected the candle light beautifully. It had a sweeping neckline that was just off her shoulders. It was by far her favorite dress out of the many Mrs. Hanks had bought for the pageant activities.

      After she’d won Miss Tennessee, they’d spent a week shopping for dresses and skirts and accessories. Not to mention shoes and the little hair combs.

      Unfortunately, Mrs. Hanks had enjoyed it a hundred times more than Taylor had.

      A few minutes later, Taylor was diving into her dessert while the girl sitting next to her twirled her fork in it and pretended to take a bite now and then.

      

      Taylor dashed to her room, number 2B, and grabbed the little wrap that went with the dress. She’d forgotten it earlier, but the river air had cooled quickly, reminding her. While she was there, she changed shoes.

      It hadn’t been hard to get away. Everyone’s attention was focused on the entertainment at the front of the dining room. It was supposed to involve someone singing, but Taylor hadn’t paid attention and had ducked out before anything got started.

      If Mrs. Hanks knew she was wearing her little flat heeled boots instead of the heels that went with the dress, she’d be horrified.

      But they allowed Taylor to walk quietly around the ship with barely more than a soft echo on the iron walkway. The cool air was unexpected, but it was invigorating. She could tell that the entertainment had started. It sounded like live music, a waltz maybe. Not singing at all.

      The ship had slowed down and there were no lights coming from the shore. This wasn’t surprising since they were traveling all the way to Natchez.

      She easily found her way to the captain’s room – the pilot house - and knocked. She was a little later than she’d planned, but she’d have at least an hour before the captain went off duty. There were two of the captains and they changed out every eight hours.

      While she waited, she pulled her little wrap closer. She pulled her phone out of her pocket to check the weather, but didn’t have any service. Again, not a surprise. A lot of the trip was through rural areas.

      It was so quiet up here with just the music in the background. Peaceful.

      Just as she lifted her hand to knock again, the door opened.

      It wasn’t the captain. It was a younger man, maybe early twenties. But he wore a captain’s uniform. One that seemed more formal than the other captain’s uniform. But then, she hadn’t really paid that much attention.

      The man was handsome. In an almost rugged way. He was clean-shaven, but his hair dipped to his collar. It was rich and smooth and dark.

      His expression went from surprised to curious.

      “You’re not the captain,” she said, lowering her hand.

      Now he looked amused. “Well,” he said. “Actually I am.”

      “I thought the captain… the other captain’s…. shift ended at nine.”

      He shrugged. “I’m the only captain.”

      “But…” She didn’t know what to say. Surely one of them was confused.

      “Come in,” he turned, leaving the door open. “I can’t leave the wheel unattended,” he said over his shoulder.

      Unable to resist, she followed him inside and closed the door behind her.

      The other captain had been so right when he’d said things looked different at night.

      She hardly recognized the pilot house. Everything was dark. There was one little lantern feebly fighting the darkness. “Is there a problem with the power?”

      He glanced at her. “Everything seems fine to me. Are you lost?”

      “Lost? No… I…” Taylor stepped up to the wheel and froze.

      The windows were open and she could feel the river’s soft breeze as it tousled the hair around her face.

      There was no computer. Nothing but some papers, the lantern, and the wheel.

      “I think I might be in the wrong place.”

      He looked amused again. “Were you meeting someone?” There was a hint of a suggestion in his tone. She ignored it.

      “No.” She was torn between wanting to stay here in the pilot house to see the river at night and feeling like she’d stumbled into the wrong place.

      He helped her come to a decision. “I don’t mind the company,” he said. “if you’d like to stay a while.”

      She stood close enough now to look into his soft blue eyes. Her mind went blank as she found herself lost in their depths.

      Her breath caught a little in her throat. This was nothing like any of her guy friends. Nothing at all.

      Then he smiled.

      And she had the odd sensation that someone lightly touched her cheek. She took a half step back, but he reached out and put a hand under her elbow to steady her.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      She shook herself. She was being fanciful and that wasn’t her nature. But there was something about the night air on the river that seemed magical. “Of course,” she said. “But I have to get back.”

      She turned and dashed through the door, down the narrow iron steps to the top deck. She stopped and caught her breath.

      What had just happened?

      She was so befuddled, she couldn’t quite grasp what was going on.

      Straightening, she gathered her skirts and went down the next set of stairs and walked along the deck outside the dining room. The music was louder here, drifting through the open windows.

      Something had happened to the electrical power. The thought calmed her. That explained why all the windows were suddenly open and not only the pilot house, but also the dining room was lit by what looked like hundreds of candles.

      She stopped and gazed into the dining room. Something was different. Instead of a roomful of mostly young women, there was now an equal, if not more, men. Maybe she just hadn’t noticed before.

      It was time to go back to her table. This little walk had been disconcerting to say the least.

      She quietly made her way back to her table, careful not to draw attention to herself. When she reached where her table should have been, she stopped. There was now a table for two and a young couple sat there, enjoying a meal.

      There was a live orchestra on the stage. It wouldn’t have been possible for this transformation to have taken place during the short time she’d been gone after dessert.

      She turned and practically ran out of the dining room. She needed to go to her room. To get herself grounded enough to figure out what, exactly was going on.

      She rushed to her room, took the little key from her pocket and inserted it into the lock. It didn’t open.

      She took the key out and turned it over in her hands. 2B was engraved on the key. It matched the little plaque on the door. 2B.

      She tried it again while turning the doorknob.

      The door opened. Good. Her roommate had come back to the room, too. Relief washed over her.

      An elderly woman opened the door. “Are you looking for my granddaughter?” she asked with a smile. “She went to the dining room with her cousin.”

      “No, I…” Taylor could just see over the woman’s shoulder. The bed was covered with a multi-colored quilt and the walls were painted a bright green.

      Although Taylor automatically smiled back, she shook her head, stepped backwards. Then she turned around, grabbed her skirts, and ran.

      But it was a ship. There was nowhere to go. She reached the front of the ship. Took out her cell phone and checked for service. None whatsoever. Her phone was on airplane mode. She checked the settings. Everything was as it should be.

      She held the phone up over her head. Still no service.

      Everything was different. No cell phone.

      She put her phone away and started walking again. She walked around the deck and up the iron steps.

      She stopped in front of the pilot house. It was the only place she felt safe. The only place that seemed remotely familiar.

      Turning the knob, she opened the door and peeked around. Belatedly, she knocked.

      “You’re back.” The young captain greeted her with a little smile. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      “I wasn’t frightened.” Taylor walked into the little room. “I just… um.”

      He glanced out the window, then back to her. He pulled a little wooden chair out and held
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