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A noise right outside the cabin shatters the peaceful silence and the concentration of Ryan as he was diligently working on his laptop. He stops, heading for the front door and opens it to find a tall, voluptuous redheaded woman in her underwear standing there. Glancing past her, doesn't see a car or any other mode of transportation in the parking area. "Where did you come from?"

I clutch my head, the world tilting violently for a second. The smell of pine and woodsmoke is overwhelming. "I... I don't know." I look down at myself, at the simple black lace bra and panties I was wearing in my bedroom just a moment ago. "One minute I was home, and the next... here. Can you help me? I'm so cold."

"Of course, come in ... sit by the fire, I'll get you a blanket ..." Ryan offered, guiding the mystery woman to the couch in front of the fireplace. "What do you mean you don't know?" He asks, handing her a large fuzzy blanket.

I pull the blanket tight around my shoulders, the wool scratchy against my skin but the warmth a welcome mercy. I stare into the fire, trying to anchor myself to the present. "I mean exactly that. I was standing in my bedroom, folding laundry, and then there was this... feeling. Like all the air was being sucked out of the room. And then I was on your porch." I finally look at him, my eyes pleading for understanding. "It just happens. I don't control it."

Ryan looks at her, trying to make sense of what she’s saying. "What do you mean you don't control it?" He asks, sitting on the arm of the couch.

I tuck the blanket tighter, my knuckles white. "I mean it's like a seizure, or a sneeze you can't stop. There's a pressure, a feeling of being unmade, and then I'm somewhere else. Sometime else. I don't choose when, I don't choose where. I just... end up." I look at the fire, then back, the exhaustion plain on my face. "I have a husband. Children. I was just with them."

"What do you mean ... somewhere ... some TIME else ...?" There is a look of confusion and curiosity on Ryan’s face that almost matches the woman sitting on his couch. "By the way, my name is Ryan ... Ryan Russell ..."

"Tara Jane," I say, my voice barely a whisper. I pull the blanket tighter, the name feeling foreign on my tongue in this strange place. "Thank you, Ryan. I mean... the year. It's not always the same year when I land. Sometimes it's the past, sometimes... well, not my present." I look around the cabin, at the simple, solid furniture. "What year is it now?"

"Aahhh ... it's 2025 ... What year are you from?" He asks

My breath catches in my throat. "2025?" I stare at this man, then at the fire, my mind racing. "That's... not my year. It's close, but it's not mine." I meet his gaze, a flicker of desperate hope in my eyes. "I was in 2020. That’s where ... when I was ... with my family ..."

"Uh huh ..." Ryan answers, unsure whether to believe her. "Are you American, from America? Where is home?"

I nod, a small, tired motion. "Yes, I'm American. Home is a little town in Ohio. A small house with a blue door and a porch swing my husband built." I look down at my hands, gripping the blanket. "I have a son and two daughters. I just... I want to get back to them."

"Okay ... well, we're in Arizona, but up in the mountains ... why it's cold ... but you could travel back to Ohio ... I guess ..." Ryan says.

A bitter, humorless laugh escapes my lips. “That won't help. It's not about distance. I could be standing in my own living room and still end up here. Or in 1970s New York. Or London during the Blitz." I look at him, the raw desperation finally breaking through my weary facade. "Its not like I travel. I'm thrown."

"Right ... I get that part ... I guess ..." Ryan scratches his head. "I mean to get home, you said you need to get home, why can't you just head to Ohio from here?"

"Because getting home isn't about geography," I say, my voice tight with frustration. "It's about time. I have to wait for it to happen again. The 'poof'." I gesture vaguely, as if that explains everything. "I can't just buy a ticket to Ohio. I have to be in the right place at the right time for the universe to... spit me back out. And I have no idea when or where that will be. It might be home or it might be someplace else, besides if ... you said 2025 ... I left 2020, for all I know this times me is at my home ..."

"I guess I just don't get it ... sorry ..." Looking her over again, unsure about what she said about 'poofing' onto the porch, but I know she didn't walk here in her underwear, Ryan thinks to himself. "So, you're just stuck here until 'poof' happens again?"

"Pretty much, yeah," I say, my shoulders slumping in defeat. "I'm stuck here until the next time it decides to happen. It could be in an hour, or it could be in a week. There's no schedule, no warning." I pull the blanket tighter, the fire's warmth doing little to chase away the chill in my soul. "I just have to wait."

"So, wait ... what do you do while you're waiting?"

“I try to manage, I guess. Stay out of sight. Try not to get called a demon or a witch. Mostly, I just try to survive until the next 'poof' takes me back." I look at him, a flicker of something like gratitude in my tired eyes. "This is... nicer than most places I land. Usually, I'm running for my life, not sitting by a fire with a blanket."

"Well, I won't call you a witch or demon ... that's for sure." Ryan slides onto the couch, minding the distance. "I guess you can stay here then, I'm working  up here for the next month, or I could take you into town ... if you'd feel better about that?"  

I let out a small, shaky breath, the tension in my shoulders easing just a fraction. "Here... here would be better. Town means people, questions. I'm... not very good at answers." I risk a small, grateful smile. "Thank you, Ryan. Really. You have no idea how much this means."

"We'll see, there is only one bedroom, you can have it, I'll sleep on the couch. The water comes from a well and the pump at the sink, the bathroom ... outhouse is out back. I did build a shower on the back porch- there is a way to heat the water ... We're pretty rustic here."

"The couch is fine," I say quickly, shaking my head. "You don't have to give up your bed. I've slept in worse places than a couch. A lot worse." I manage a weak, genuine smile. "An outhouse and a shower on the porch sounds like a luxury, honestly. Thank you."

"Sounds like you've had some interesting travels ..." He adds.

"Interesting is one word for it," I say, staring into the fire. "I've seen a city on fire from the sky, and I've seen the dawn of the personal computer. I've been called an angel for setting a broken bone, and a witch for starting a fire with a lighter. It's a lot of things, but it's never boring."

"You knew how to set a bone?"

"My husband's a paramedic. He's shown me a few things over the years. Basic first aid, how to handle an emergency." I shrug, again pulling the blanket tighter as a sense of security. "Comes in handy when you keep getting dropped into the middle of other people's disasters."

"So, he knows about your travels? You disappear from your time ... and he's aware you're gone? Or do you reappear as if you never left?"

"He knows," I say, my voice dropping. "From his perspective, I just... vanish. I’m gone to them for the amount of time I’m here, and if I don’t go directly back that time too. When I do go home it will be 2020, just how many days or weeks I’m gone will have past. He's the one who has to explain it to the kids, who has to hold everything together while I'm... wherever." 

I look down at my hands. "When I eventually go back, I’ve missing that time with them. But for them, life has kept going without me."

"That has to be rough ... I'm sorry, even if I don't understand ..." Pausing, "You're not originally from some other planet, are you?" Chuckling as he says that.

Despite the weight on my shoulders, I manage a small, tired chuckle. "No, not another planet. Just... a different now." I continue to pull the blanket a little tighter. "Believe me, if I was from another planet, at least there might be a ship I could find to get home. This is a lot messier."

"Yeah, I get it ... I guess ..." Ryan says, looking out the window at the darkness that has set in. "Hungry? I have some steaks I can cook ... And in the bedroom” pointing to the open door, "You'll find some jeans and t-shirts that my fiancé left so you don't have to run around in your underwear ..." Although I wouldn't complain, Ryan says to himself.

My eyes widen slightly at the mention of a fiancé, a flicker of something unreadable crossing my face before I mask it. "Thank you," I say, my voice softer. "For the clothes. And... food would be amazing." I stand up, wrapping the blanket around me like a cloak. "I'll just... go get changed." I give him a brief, grateful look before heading towards the bedroom.

"There's some new underwear in the bottom drawer too, although I don't think the bras will fit, she wasn't exactly your ... size ..." Ryan chuckled as he stands and heads toward the cooking area. Pulling out 2 steaks. "Baked potatoes okay?" He calls out.

I call back from the bedroom, my voice a little muffled. "That's more than okay, that's perfect. Thank you!" A moment later, I emerge, wearing a pair of faded jeans and a simple grey T-shirt that's a bit snug. The clothes are comfortable, a welcome shield. "This is... much better. Thank you again, Ryan."

Ryan was busy seasoning the steaks after wrapping two potatoes in foil and putting them into the wood-burning stove as she walks out. 'Gorgeous' he thinks as he looks at her and smiles. Throwing the steaks into the cast iron pan on top of the stove, starting to sizzle a minute later. "Would you like a drink? I have water ... it's good." as he points to the pump by the sink "Or Scotch ... Macallan 18 ... it's better ..." 

The smell of sizzling steak makes my stomach rumble, a sharp reminder of a basic need I'd pushed aside. "Scotch sounds like a little slice of heaven right now," I say, a genuine warmth in my voice. I move closer to the stove, drawn by the heat and the promise of a real meal. "Macallan 18... you definitely know how to treat a... guest." I almost said 'stranger,' but 'guest' feels safer.

"It's all I drink, besides the water ...” He chuckled again. He opens a cabinet, revealing an open bottle about half full and two more bottles behind it. Grabbing 2 glasses. "Neat, Rocks or Water? Sorry no soda ..."

"Neat, please," I say, watching him handle the bottle. "Haven't had a decent Scotch since... well, since I was in 1948 Scotland, that was a few trips ago." I lean against the counter, the blanket still draped over my shoulders. "It's funny the things you miss. A good drink. A real bed. Knowing you won't be called a witch for starting a fire.” He pours two fingers into both glasses and add two small ice cubes to one, handing me the neat one. 

He raises his glass.  "To new ... experiences and no witch hunts ... cheers."

I take the glass, the weight of it solid and real in my hand. A small, sad smile touches my lips as I clink my glass against his. "To no witch hunts," I echo softly. "Cheers." I take a sip, the smoky, complex liquid a welcome burn. 

Ryan takes a sip and moves to tend to the steaks, "So I want to hear about the witch hunt ... where ... or better yet ... when were you?"

I swirl the amber liquid in my glass, watching the firelight catch in it. "Salem. 1692. It wasn't a hunt, not yet. Just... suspicion. I appeared in the middle of a prayer meeting. My height, my hair..." I trail off, taking another sip of Scotch. "They didn't like that I knew a storm was coming. I managed to talk my way out of it, convinced them I was just a strange traveler from a distant land. But for a day or two, I was absolutely sure I was going to hang."

"Then you just poofed out and back home? Do you always come and go from home? And how often does this happen, you made it sound like you haven't been home very long?"

I shake my head, staring into my glass. "No, I don’t always 'poof' back home. I just 'poof' to the next place. Sometimes its home and sometimes, it’s not." I take a long swallow of Scotch. "As for how often... it's random. Sometimes it's a few weeks between jumps, sometimes a few months. I was home for three days this last time before I ended up here. Long enough to see my daughter's new haircut and then... gone."

"How old are your kids?" 

I stare into my glass, a faint, sad smile touching my lips. "My son is twelve. He's obsessed with building things out of cardboard. My oldest daughter is nine, she just started asking for a phone. And my baby girl... she's six. She still leaves her shoes in the middle of the floor for me to trip over." I look up at him, my eyes glistening. "Or at least, that's how old they were in 2020 when I left. Add 5 years to that for this year."

"You don't look old enough to have a 12 year old ..." Ryan says trying not to sound flirty but flirting anyway.

A faint, tired smile touches my lips. "Thank you, I get that a lot. I had my son when I was young. Twenty-one." I take another sip of the Scotch, the warmth spreading through me. "It's funny, the things you worry about at that age. It wasn't 'diapers and college funds.’ more like ‘Will my child grow up without a mother because I keep getting ripped through time?' " I shake my head slightly. "Not your usual simple problems."

"First world problems ..." Ryan adds with a chuckle. He moves the steaks onto plates and pulls the potatoes out of the fire, setting one on each plate. "Can you grab forks and knives from the drawer to your left, and bring the bottle to the table too?" He sets the plates on the table and grabs fixings for the potatoes from the cooler.

"Right," I say, shaking myself from the memory. I grab the cutlery and the bottle, my movements feeling a little more grounded with a task to do. I set them on the rustic wooden table. "First world problems. Now I just have 'when' problems. And 'where' problems." I pull out a chair and sit, the scent of the steak making my mouth water. "This looks incredible, Ryan."

"Thank you .. I try .. My mother always told me to take care of my guests and life will take care of you ..." Cutting a piece of steak, Ryan chews on it, then pours us a little more Scotch into both glasses. "It's rare to find a lady who appreciates a good Scotch ... my fiancé didn't ..." Letting that drift off.

I cut into my steak, the simple act of eating a civilized meal feeling like a profound luxury. "Her loss," I say, my voice quiet but sincere. "It's one of those simple, perfect things. Like a hot shower or a moment of quiet." I take a bite, savoring it before continuing. "My husband drinks beer. He doesn’t understand why I need this sometimes." I swirl the Scotch in my glass. "But then he understands a lot of things he shouldn't have to."

"I see .. and I should be saying ex-fiancé ... I'm just not used to it yet ... sorry" Ryan adds.

I pause with my fork halfway to my mouth, then set it down gently. "Oh. I'm... I'm sorry to hear that." I look at him, my expression softening with genuine empathy. "That's a different kind of being thrown somewhere you don't expect, isn't it? My sympathies, Ryan. Truly."

"It’s okay ... she didn't like Scotch ... so fuck her ..." He says jokingly

A small, wry smile touches my lips as I pick up my glass. "Well, her loss is definitely my gain tonight." I take a sip of the Macallan, letting the smoky warmth fill me. "To better tastes, then."

Noticing the slight smile. "Yes, it is ... to better tastes ..."  Ryan raises his glass and swallows the remainder, pouring himself a little more. "There were a few other reasons besides not liking Scotch ..." He quietly adds as he finishes the last of his potato. 

I nod slowly, swirling the last of the Scotch in my glass. "It never is just one thing, is it?" I say quietly, my gaze distant for a moment. "It's a thousand tiny cracks before the whole thing shatters." I meet his eyes, a look of shared understanding passing between us. "It's the not being understood, I think. That's the hardest part."

Ryan looks me right in the eye. "Actually
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