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DEDICATION

Each book in the CUL8R Time Travel Mystery Series challenges our main characters in different ways and to solve different types of problems.  Some teenagers find themselves as a threat to another person and depending on the situation, could be at risk.  With nothing familiar around them but their friends, their challenge is to take control in order to handle the problem.

We set this story in the roaring twenties in the middle of Texas and on the road with the circus playing two shows a day and traveling by train in converted hospital cars, to the next town almost every night.  It is the author’s job to bring the plight of teenage troubles into the light and create a positive role for doing the right thing in their life and for themselves and those around them.

This book is dedicated to Circus Fans of America of Sarasota and Showfolks, an International Alliance of Circus Artists and Executives.  Their generosity and friendliness made us feel like family.  They are amazing, interesting and talented people and the statement on their website sums it up.  “From performing artists, to office staff, from concessionaires and riggers, to promoters, from circus fans, to local friends, Showfolks members can honestly be proud when they exclaim "This Is What We Accomplished Together.”

A special thanks to the world’s greatest clown and an adorable gentleman, Jackie LeClaire.  Without his wonderful stories and extreme kindness, this book wouldn’t have the authenticity that we wanted.  It would have been easy to just go on-line and research the circus in 1927, but without Jackie, it wouldn’t have had a soul or a heart.  Much love and thanks to you, Jackie.

RUNAWAY LOVER

––––––––

CHAPTER ONE

––––––––

SUNDAY, JUNE 15, PRESENT DAY

FORT MYERS BEACH, FLORIDA

A wispy fog hung in the air, humid and heavy.  From somewhere came the eerie whinny of a horse.  The countryside was bleak, devastated by years of battles fought on its soil.  The dirt was fallow, beaten down by thousands of hooves and heavy wheels, and tainted by gallons of blood and sweat.

The big bay stallion galloped through the mist, dodging the barriers and avoiding the artillery craters and the ditches that had once protected soldiers.

Kelly crawled across the barren landscape.  She could feel the earth vibrating under the pounding of the horse’s hooves as he came closer, closer.  Every time she lifted her head to look, a bullet whistled past, narrowly missing her.

Would he run right past her?  Would he leave her behind?  Oh God, no, don’t let them shoot him.

The air swirled as the horse reared.  His hot breath heaved from his nostrils like a dragon and foamy lather dripped from his shoulders.  Kelly knew this was her only chance.  She jumped to her feet and tried to grab his reins.

Short staccato blasts pierced the air.  Kelly felt one of the bullets rip through her left leg just as she tangled her fingers in the stallion’s thick mane.  The sound of the gunshots made him shy away, but she clung to him, grimacing with pain as her body bounced against him as he galloped.  She felt her grip slipping.  If she fell, she knew she would be trampled under his sharp hooves.  He wouldn’t mean to, but he was terrified and running for his life.

Bang . . . bang . . . bang . . .

Three more shots . . .

“Kelly, are you awake?” a voice broke into her dream as a door opened, spilling light into the room.

The mists blew away and the horse vanished.  Kelly blinked her eyes and looked around, completely disoriented.

“We’ve got to leave in an hour . . . no later.  The curtain waits for no one.”  Aunt Jane switched on the overhead light, then closed the door.  Her aunt’s footsteps quickly moved down the hall to the stairs.

Kelly sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed.  The dream still clung to her.  It had seemed so real.  She had even felt the pain of the bullet piercing her flesh.  She tried to stand and almost collapsed.  Her left leg ached and throbbed.  It hadn’t all been a dream.

Gingerly, she pulled back the bandage she had taped over the wound and looked at the bright red streak that had, indeed, been made by a bullet . . . just not in a war.  Actually, she had been shot after spending what was supposed to be a relaxing one-day trip to a deserted beach off the southeast coast of Florida.  Unfortunately, it had been inhabited by a lovely family of Cuban refugees and their guests . . . and a crazy man who wanted to kill them all, including Kelly and her friends.

They had barely escaped with their lives, although she had gotten nicked by a bullet on the way out.  Definitely, not something she could tell her aunt.  Even with an urge to confess the time traveling to her aunt, Kelly knew the gunshot wound would send her aunt over the edge.  The bullet had just grazed her leg, luckily, because she definitely didn’t want to go to the doctor for treatment.  That would create more questions than she was willing and able to answer.

Kelly was excited because her aunt was taking her to see the play War Horse in Tampa for an early birthday present which was probably why her dream had been a morphed version of the movie and her own experiences.  Kelly loved all things equine.  She had grown up on a small ranch in Texas and had had her own horse since she was six years old.  Leaving Scarlett with a friend had been heartbreaking but necessary since her aunt’s house was on a small lot and couldn’t accommodate any animal larger than a dog.

Her aunt was trying to keep the adjustment from being too difficult, and this play tonight was her way of helping Kelly get her horse-fix.

Actually, it had all started two weeks ago when her parents had been in a fatal car accident and Kelly had been packed up and shipped off to live with her aunt Jane in Fort Myers Beach, Florida.  Overwhelmed with grief and shock, Kelly had been terrified that she would be miserable.  But on the first day in her new home, she had met Scott, the boy next door and, together, they had worked to clean out her aunt’s garage and organize a garage sale.

The discovery of a box containing a forgotten invention that Thomas Edison had given to her great-great-grandfather had been interesting.  It wasn’t until they had read the note from Edison, himself, that they realized they had found his legendary “Telephone to the Dead”.  Even more amazing was that it had worked, and they were able to listen to voices that were carrying on conversations . . . from beyond the grave.

One voice had come through more clearly than the others, crying out for help.  Using the microphone, Kelly had been able to talk with the girl and discovered that she had died in 1966 from an apparent suicide.  Scott, who in Kelly’s opinion, was a freaking genius had designed an app for their cell phones that would take them back in time so they could help keep the girl alive.  Scott’s best friend, Austin, who lived two houses over from Aunt Jane’s, joined Kelly and Scott as they prepared for their trip.  Accidentally, a fourth traveler had jumped into their circle.  At first, Zoey, a popular cheerleader had been very unhappy and uncooperative.  But gradually, she had come around.  That trip had been so successful that they had decided to again try out the Telephone to the Dead, or Spirit Radio as they had nicknamed it, which had led them to their last adventure to Crystal Key and their confrontation with a man with a gun.

Jane was a respected assistant district attorney who had lived alone, quite happily, for several years after her divorce.  She took her job very seriously and Kelly knew that the fact that she had been shot wouldn’t be something her aunt would ignore.

That meant Kelly would have to take care of it herself and make sure it didn’t get infected.  Carefully, she eased to her feet, taking it much slower than before.  The wound was still raw and open, making her leg stiff and not easy to bend.  She had already used some Neosporin and bandages from the medicine cabinet in her bathroom, but now that she had bled through her bandage, she knew she would have to redo it.  It took a couple of minutes to make it across the room.  Once in the bathroom, she studied her body in the mirror and was startled at her image.  The shells and rocks from Crystal Key had left scratches and cuts all over her skin where it had not been covered by clothing or shoes.

Kelly didn’t normally wear makeup other than a little mascara around her greenish-brown eyes and lip gloss for special occasions.  But tonight she was going to have to put on a layer of concealer or something to make herself presentable.  She had to hurry because being late would just complicate her conversation with her aunt.  And she wanted to make sure the time and the mood were right.

As she doctored her wounds and dressed, she ran through the confession scenarios in her head.  She could just blurt it all out . . . the whole story about the trips to the past, talking to dead people and saving people’s lives.  But then she would probably be sent for drug tests first and then to a court-appointed shrink.  At a minimum, she’d lose communications with her new friends Scott, Austin and Zoey.  Maybe they would all have to go to drug treatment or electro-shock therapy together.  Not exactly a way to make friends and fit in in a new place.

A simpler topic to entrust to her aunt’s thinking would be to get some input about her recently discovered feelings for Austin even though the only date she had ever gone on in her entire life was a couple of days ago and it was with Scott.  Kelly sighed.  That sounded as confused as her own feelings about the situation, and she was doubtful that Aunt Jane would be able to help clarify it.  Aunt Jane didn’t strike her as a romantic.  She was too left-brained, dealing on a daily basis with criminals on a case-by-case, question-by-question basis.  She dealt with facts, interrogating and prosecuting people.  She hated compromise and probably wouldn’t understand that Kelly was already developing feelings for both boys.  It wasn’t logical, and Aunt Jane was, above all things, logical.

Kelly decided to start with the fact that her brand new cell phone had been ruined by the water.  That wasn’t a lie.  It had been water.  It just wasn’t the water in the Gulf of Mexico which was only a few blocks from Aunt Jane’s house.  It was a bigger issue that it had been in the Atlantic Ocean off the Florida Keys, and it hadn’t been yesterday, but back in 1980.  But it was still salt water.  Maybe that would ease her aunt into the conversation about the Spirit Radio.  Yeah...that was a plan.  It wouldn’t be wise to start down either the time travel road or her dating concerns right off the bat.

She thought about the downsides.  After all, she wouldn’t even be sixteen years old until Friday, so she really should get her learner's permit first then worry about lifetime commitments...or maybe who to date next weekend.  She frowned and shook her head quickly as she tried to not be so dramatic when it came to guys.

Kelly was finally satisfied that her face was presentable and the bandage on her leg wouldn’t bleed through.  She combed out her bangs and let her long dark brown hair fall straight and shiny around her shoulders, then hurried, as fast as she was able, to her closet to pick out an outfit.  Something her aunt bought her at the mall would be respectful and in fashion.  And it would be quick.  Several minutes later as she looked in the full-length mirror, she thought that her new skinny jeans, a black sweater for night-time elegance and the seashell necklace Austin had given her made a pretty classy ensemble, although it had hurt like crazy to pull those jeans on over her wound.  With a deep, steadying breath, she walked out of her bedroom and down the steps to find her aunt with car keys in hand, ready to open the door into the garage.

“That outfit looks really nice on you,” her aunt said with an appreciative nod.  “Ready?”

Kelly’s smile was genuine.  “I’m so excited.  And Aunt Jane . . .”

“Yes?”

“Thank you . . . for everything.  The jeans, the play tonight . . . letting me live here.  You’ve been really good to me.”  Kelly blinked back the tears that suddenly welled up in her eyes.

“I’m looking forward to tonight.  This will be fun.”

They walked through the kitchen, into the garage and got into Jane’s Mercedes.  Kelly pressed the garage door opener that was on the visor and then buckled her seatbelt.  “It’s only 2:28!  We made it!”  Kelly exclaimed with a smile.

Her aunt backed carefully out and into the street as Kelly closed the garage door for her.  Within minutes they had crossed the bridge to the mainland, wove their way through Fort Myers and then merged onto I-75 north toward Tampa.

“You need to pay attention to the roads we’re going to take today,” her aunt told her.  “You’re probably going to want to get your license soon, and you’ll need to know how to get around the area without getting lost.  Although I don’t think you’ll be driving this far out of town for quite a while.”

“I’ve been to a few places in Fort Myers with the guys.  That’s about it.  I figure they know where they’re going.”  Kelly smiled as she glanced over at her aunt.

“Well, that’s all going to change after Friday, isn’t it?”

“Friday?  Oh yeah . . . my birthday.  Mom and Dad said I could get my learner’s permit when I turned fifteen, but we never got around to it.  Florida’s license age is sixteen, I guess?”

“Yes, with private driver’s ed classes.  You can take them this summer or through the school in the fall.  But we can talk about all that later.”  Jane reached over and squeezed Kelly’s left knee.

Kelly winced and bit her lip to keep from crying out.  Her aunt had managed to hit the exact spot of her gunshot wound.  She turned her head away and stared outside while she waited for the pain to subside.

Luckily, her aunt didn’t notice as she continued, “Today’s the day to have some together time . . . just you and me.  So what did you want to talk about?”

Kelly wasn’t ready to start that conversation just yet.  She noticed the scenery was passing by at what appeared to be a high rate of speed and glanced over at the speedometer.  The last speed limit sign she had seen had been 70 mph and decided it would be a good delaying tactic to change the subject.  “So do you pull the prosecutor card when they catch you doing eighty-three in a seventy zone?” she teased.

“Oh I see.  This is the don’t do as I do, do as I say moment of parenthood I’ve heard so much about,” Jane said with a guilty grin.

“Don’t worry.  Dad taught me how to drive on country roads and empty parking lots.  He said I drove like an old lady.  I guess I’m a little cautious.”

Jane pressed the SET SPEED cruise control button on the steering wheel of her Mercedes until the speed dropped to seventy-eight.  “There, compromise.  We still have to get there on time.”

They continued up I-75.  As they passed the Sarasota exit, Kelly noticed several billboards advertising the Ringling Museum.  “Is there a circus hall of fame here?” she asked.

“No, I think it’s somewhere in Indiana.  Several of the circuses wintered in Sarasota and the hall of fame was here until about thirty-five years ago.  It probably should be here, but there was some kind of controversy, and they were going to split it up.  That city in Indiana scraped together the money and moved it, lock, stock and circus wagon there,” her aunt explained.  “But the Ringling Brother’s Museum is here, and I’ve heard it’s incredible.  I’ve never taken time to go through it, but they say it has a lot of circus memorabilia and some sort of a hand-crafted miniature circus.  And one of the brothers, John, I think, lived on the property in a fabulous mansion filled with art that is open to the public.  They get a ton of visitors every year.  I hear it’s pretty gaudy and colorful, like the circus itself.  Why do you ask?”

“I just saw a sign back there.  I love circuses.  All those beautiful animals.  I always wanted to try to ride Roman style.”

“Roman style?  Is that anything like Gangnam Style?” her aunt teased.

Kelly laughed.  “It sort of is except you dance on the bare back of a horse instead of a dance floor.  Actually, it’s when a rider stands on two galloping horses with one foot on each horse’s back, then jumps off and on and does all sorts of acrobatics.  It’s amazing.”

“You sound like your great-aunt Charlotte...she was in the circus.  Actually, I think it was Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey.”

“No kidding?”  Kelly was totally fascinated at the thought of having a circus performer as a relative.  “Is she still alive?  No one ever mentioned her!”

“Oh no, she died years ago.  She was kind of the black sheep of the family.  No one knew why, but she just ran away to the circus one day.  That was back in the late thirties or early forties.  After she retired, she moved to a home for circus people somewhere around here.”

“And she rode horses?”  Kelly asked excitedly.

“No . . . she used to swing from a rope and hang by her teeth.  It was a lot more dangerous back then because they didn’t have to use safety nets.”

Kelly was less excited after hearing her great-aunt hadn’t been involved with the horses, but it was still an interesting fact about her heritage that she’d never heard before.  “Well, that’s pretty cool.  I’ll see if I can look her up on the internet.”

“We used to have some old circus books in the garage.  I think my great-grandma went to see her sister perform.”

Kelly remembered going through some boxes of books in the garage, but she hadn’t really noticed what they were about.  She hoped her aunt hadn’t given them to the Salvation Army along with the leftover clothes and furniture.  As they got closer to the city, she observed how her aunt maneuvered in and out of the traffic as the road widened to three, then four lanes and the congestion increased as they neared the interstate loop that went on both sides of Tampa Bay.

“I made reservations for us at the best restaurant in the area.  It’s called Bern’s Steak House and it’s on South Howard.  I think we have to get off on 618 and head west,” Jane said as she reached down and picked up a map and a sheet of directions she had printed from the internet. She handed them to Kelly.

“What’s this?”

“You’re the navigator.  I’ve never bothered to figure out how to use my GPS in this car.”

“I’ll get Scott to help you.”

“Great, lessons from a sixteen year old about how to operate my vehicle,” her aunt joked.

“He knows a lot about GPS.”  That was certainly an understatement. Kelly studied the directions for a moment.  “You’re right.  You need to get off on 618, the Selmon Expressway.  It’s a toll road.”

They followed the map through the streets after exiting the expressway and finally down to the 1200 block of South Howard Avenue.  Jane turned left into the parking lot of a large warehouse-type building that looked nothing like a famous restaurant.  Two valets opened the doors of the Mercedes, one on her aunt’s side and one on Kelly’s side.  The valet held his hand out to help her exit the car which made her feel awkward, but also special.  Kelly smiled, thanked the young man and followed her aunt into the lobby of the restaurant.

“Wow, this place is huge . . . and the colors, the furniture.  Are you sure this isn’t the Ringling Museum?

“It’s pretty eclectic,” her aunt agreed.  “But the food and the service are exceptional.”

The hostess led the way past the butcher room where they stopped and observed steaks being cut and prepared to order.  She saw how interested Kelly was, so she took them past the large, floor-to-ceiling tanks in the kitchen, each with a different type of fish.  The hostess explained that when a customer ordered fish, the prep crew would select the specific type from one of the tanks, dip it out and prepare it as requested.  When it arrived at the table, no one could deny that the fish was as fresh as physically possible.

They wound through several small dining rooms until they arrived at their table and were seated.  The hostess carefully set down a large bound book next to Jane.  “I will have our sommelier recommend a wine for your dinner when you’ve decided on your main course, Ma’am.  Your server today will be Eric, and he will be here momentarily.  Enjoy your meal ladies.”  Before turning away, she looked directly at Kelly.  “You’re going to really like War Horse, Kelly, and by the way, happy early birthday wishes.”  She nodded, smiled and walked away.

Kelly’s jaw dropped open and she glanced at her aunt.  “How did she know my name and that we were going to the play . . . and about my birthday?”

Her aunt smiled.  “I must have let it slip when I was making the reservation.”

Kelly had never felt so honored.  She opened her menu that was about ten times thicker than any menu she’d ever seen and began to read.  Her eyes opened wider.  “Everything sounds delicious.  I’m going to need some help choosing.”

Jane was buried in the wine menu.  “Thousands of wines.  Too bad you don’t already have your license.  I’m always up for trying a new wine . . . or several.”

Kelly laughed.  “Everything is so expensive, Aunt Jane!”

Jane raised her right hand and index finger and wagged it side to side.  “This is your birthday gift from me.  I have a busy week coming up, so this is my time to say happy sweet 16!  You only have one of those.”

It was the most delicious meal Kelly had ever eaten.  Actually, it was the overall experience that made it so incredible, all the way down to the ice cream dessert that they ate in a special area upstairs from the dining area.

Within minutes after the valets had helped them back into Jane’s car, they had completed the drive to Carol Morsani Hall where War Horse was playing.  After a quick bathroom break, they took their center seats in zone B, row A.

“These are amazing seats,” Kelly said, looking around with excitement and trying not to act like this was her first play, when, in fact, it was.  “It looks like the theater is sold out.”

“This is what a college education can do for you, along with working in a place where colleagues sometimes have to change their plans at the last minute.”  Jane smiled.

“What?”

“One of the prosecutors I work with had the bad luck to have Judge Canella get their case, and the judge decided to hold court this weekend.  It’s a murder trial and the jury has been sequestered for a month already, so I got the tickets for face value.  I was about to buy some on-line for $100 more . . . each . . . when my colleague offered me his.”

Just then the lights dimmed and an off-stage voice announced, “Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to Carol Morsani Hall.  No photography of any kind is allowed.  Please take this opportunity to turn off your cell phones and silence your pagers.  And now, enjoy tonight’s performance of War Horse.”

Kelly didn’t move a muscle the entire first act.  The staging was amazing and the incredible design and manipulation of the life-sized horse puppets were so real that she almost forgot that they were being operated by people who managed to bring the animals to life.  From the moment the foal Joey came on-stage, then grew into an adult who was raised by the English farm boy, Billy, until he was sold and shipped off as a cavalry mount, Kelly was transfixed.  She had read the book and seen the movie, both of which had influenced her weird dream.  The play was just icing on the cake.

Far too soon for her tastes, the second act finished with Joey and Billy being reunited and returning home to the farm.  She jumped to her feet, applauding loudly with the rest of the audience to give the cast and complexity of the show a well-deserved standing ovation.  Her aunt bought her a t-shirt and a program that she hugged to her chest as they made their way through the crowds to Jane’s car.

They inched their way out of the garage and when the car had finally merged in to the traffic on I-75 headed southbound toward Fort Myers Beach, Jane asked, “You haven’t said a word since we left.  Didn’t you enjoy it?”

“Are you kidding?”  Kelly’s widened eyes sparkled.  “I loved it.  It was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.  I can’t believe they could make those puppets look and act just like horses.  They even made their muscles move and it looked like they were breathing.  I knew none of it was real, but it was so lifelike.  Oh, Aunt Jane, I enjoyed it so much.  I’ll never forget this . . . any of this. Thank you.”

For several miles Kelly was completely lost in her memories of the performance.  When her aunt started talking again, she actually jumped.

“So how are you adjusting to Florida?” her aunt asked.

“Uh . . . great.”

“Not bored?”

Kelly shook her head.  “Not at all.  I’ve been so busy.”

“Busy?  Doing what?”

Uh oh.  She had to choose her words carefully or reveal too much too soon.  “Oh, you know.  Unpacking.  Getting settled.  The garage sale.  Making friends.”

“Enjoy your summer.  When school starts you’ll be really busy, and I expect that your grades will earn you a full ride at a good college.”

“I expect that too.  Mom set the bar way ahead of the mandated curriculum.”  Kelly had been homeschooled and her mother had done a great job, taking her far beyond required levels.  Now Kelly was looking forward to being around other kids and learning from new teachers.  “We had even talked about me maybe taking a college course or two my senior year.  But I think I just want to enjoy my friends and a real school.”

“Your friends seem like nice kids.  And I like their parents.  I’m kind of ashamed that before our barbecue I hadn’t taken time to meet my neighbors since I moved in five years ago.”

“You were busy redecorating the house,” Kelly reminded her.  The house had originally been built by her great-great grandfather in the early 1900s and had been passed down to her great grandmother, then her grandmother and eventually to Aunt Jane.  As with all old houses, it had required a lot of maintenance and updating.  It had stood strong and proud through the years, weathering numerous hurricanes and the commercialization of what had once been a sparsely populated island.  The house had originally stood on several acres of land which had gradually been sold off until the house was now in the middle of a neighborhood.  After Kelly’s grandmother died, the house had gone to Jane and Kelly’s mother, Jessica.  However, Jessica was happy with her life in Texas and she let Jane buy out her interest.  It was ironic that Kelly was now living in that house.

“We’ve got to get started on your room soon,” Jane promised.  “I really appreciated you and your friends cleaning out my garage.  It was so full of stuff that I had hauled out of the house that I couldn’t park my car inside.”

“It was fun going through all those old things.”  And finding the Spirit Radio, Kelly thought, but didn’t speak it out loud.  She had told her aunt about finding the old invention, but she didn’t want her aunt to ask too many questions about it.  “Scott is really great.  He was so much help with the garage.  He’s really smart and a little geeky, but in a good way.”

“And then there’s Austin,” her aunt prompted.

Kelly’s hand automatically went to the beautiful shell necklace around her neck that Austin had so casually given her on the beach.  Yes, there was Austin, Kelly thought.  Tall, hunky and really cute with dark hair and blue eyes that made her heart flutter every time he looked at her.  She desperately wanted to talk about her mixed-up feelings about Austin and Scott, but she just couldn’t bring herself to confide in her aunt.  Not just yet.  It was all too fresh and strange.  So she said what her aunt probably already suspected.  “Austin’s really popular.  He’s been nice to me, but I think he’s probably nice to everyone.  His dad and his football coach keep him pretty well in line, I think.”

“What about Zoey?  She seems different than Scott and Austin . . . and you for that matter.”

“I’m still trying to figure Zoey out.  She’s not like her public persona, know what I mean?  I think she’s a little insecure at times, but she’s brave.  And she says whatever is on her mind.  That’s probably not always a good thing, is it?”

“No.  We all need a filter to stop us from saying the wrong thing at the wrong time or in front of the wrong people.  We’d have to drive all the way to Key West before I’d finish telling you all the mistakes I’ve made.  I’m getting better . . . I think.”

“I’m sure it will all change once we’re in school.  I’m kind of nervous about that . . . but pretty excited, too.”

“I’m sure you’ll do just fine.”  Her aunt adjusted the air conditioner settings, then glanced over at Kelly.  “What did you want to talk about anyway?”

Kelly drew in a deep breath and sat up straighter in her seat.  She reached out and redirected the airflow vent toward her face as she got her nerve up.  She had never lied to her parents, and she was uncomfortable lying to her aunt.  Well, she wasn’t lying exactly.  She just wasn’t telling her the whole truth about what was going on, and that omission was making her feel guilty.  She and all her friends had promised not to tell anyone about their time traveling adventures, but Kelly really wanted to come clean.

She just wasn’t sure how her aunt would take it.  She decided to start with the cell phone and see how that went.  She glanced at her aunt who was focused on the dark road ahead.

“My cell phone got wet at the beach today.  I’m sorry, but I can use the money from the garage sale you paid me to replace it.”

“Your brand new cell phone that you’ve had for just a little more than a week?”

“Yes, but . . .”

“I admit that I’m surprised.  I expected you’d be more responsible than that.”

“I am, but . . .”

“How could you go swimming with your cell phone?”

“I wasn’t expecting to get wet.” We were supposed to land on the beach, but instead ended up dropping into the Atlantic Ocean, fully dressed.

“Why didn’t you leave it in your bag?”

“Uh, I lost my bag.”  To a psycho killer who stole it, but she didn’t think her aunt would take that information very well either. “I’m sorry, I’ll replace that, too.  It was stupid,” she added aloud.

“This isn’t about the money, Kelly.  This is about making good decisions and acting responsibly.  I can’t be there for you every time you have to make a decision.  I’m really disappointed in you.”

Kelly felt bad.  She hated to disappoint anyone, but she was a little surprised by her aunt’s over-the-top reaction about a wet cell phone.  Of course, her aunt was right.  But if she was this upset about the phone, how crazed would she be if she knew about the gunshot wound or the serial killer coach they had stopped or the fact that she and her friends had passed through the time-space continuum and back again . . . twice?  It definitely validated Scott’s insistence that no one else should ever find out about their experiences.

“Well?” her aunt broke the silence. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

“Uh . . . I understand that it was a stupid thing to do, and I will work really hard not to bother you in the future about this kind of stuff.”

“Hmmm, that’s not exactly the reaction I was hoping to hear from you.  Every day I see criminals stand in front of the judge and they all say they are sorry and that they will try to do better when they get out.  Do you know what I ask the judge to do?”

Clearly her aunt’s answer was going to be far better than anything she could come up with, so Kelly didn’t try to guess.  But did a wet cell phone and a lost bag make her a criminal?  This was probably not the right time to argue that point either, she thought.  “No, what do you ask the judge to do?”

“I tell the judge, Your Honor, the State wants to know exactly what Mr. or Mrs. So and So is going to do in his or her life to actually do better.”

“That’s a great question.”

“So?”

“So . . . what am I going to do?”

“Yes!”  Her aunt glanced over at her with what Kelly imagined was her best prosecuting attorney’s scowl.

“Leave my phone in the car?”  Halfway through Kelly felt the confidence fade from her voice.

“At the very least.”  Her aunt’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel, and she frowned.  “I think I need to make sure this is a learning experience for you.  I’ll tell you what.  On Wednesday night, be prepared to tell me exactly how you’re going to make better decisions on things like this in the future.”

“That sounds fair.”

“And you’re grounded until Friday morning.”

“Grounded?”

“Yes . . . you know, no leaving the house or yard . . . no visitors.”

“Can I have e-visitors?”  Kelly caught a slight twitch of a smile on her aunt’s right cheek, but chose not to point it out.  She really didn’t know her aunt that well, so she tried to remain emotionless while awaiting the final judgment.

“E-visitors?” Jane repeated. “Listen, I’m not trying to be mean.  This being a parent is new to me.  I’m just overly cautious.  I want to do this right, and I think this is an appropriate punishment.”

Kelly sat quietly as she awaited the final decision about the e-visitor question.  Another exit for North Fort Myers sped past.

“I’m okay with e-visitors,” her aunt finally responded.  “Assuming you’re talking about your on-line game and emails.  But no Skyping.  Okay?”

“Okay.”

The remainder of the ride home was silent and awkward.  Kelly felt bad that such a wonderful evening had ended so badly, but she had learned a valuable lesson.  The travelers’ secret was safe with her.  It was clear that her aunt . . . or any other adult, for that matter, was not ready to hear about their trips.

After another thank you to her aunt when they got home, Kelly tried not to limp as she climbed the stairs to her room.  Once inside, she quickly brushed her teeth, re-medicated and bandaged her wound, changed into her sleep shorts and her new t-shirt and slipped under the sheet.  With the music from the play still dancing in her head, she closed her eyes.

CHAPTER TWO

––––––––

MONDAY, JUNE 16, PRESENT DAY

Being grounded sucked!

Kelly’s hand trailed in the tepid water as she floated on a raft in her aunt’s pool.  Since this was the first time she’d ever been grounded, she didn’t have anything to compare it with, but she was both embarrassed and impatient.  And she was sure that her social life was going to suffer irreparable damage.

But of course, it was her own fault that she was on house arrest.  And she did have a pool and access to her computer, so it could have been a lot more uncomfortable.  None of those things made it any easier to swallow her punishment.

Nico, the scarlet macaw that loved to perch in the Queen palm tree outside her bedroom window had awakened her with his ear-splitting squawks at 7 a.m.  Unfortunately, he didn’t have a snooze button.

She had tried to ignore him and go back to sleep, but he was loud and persistent.  She considered throwing something at him, but he was probably an endangered species or something.  Besides, he had sort of been her first friend in Fort Myers Beach, so she couldn’t just blow him off.

As she had done almost every day since she had moved to Florida, Kelly climbed out of bed, knelt down on the tile floor in front of the window and rolled the louvered glass panes open so she could talk to him.  Each morning they had these one-sided conversations with Kelly doing all the talking and Nico listening intently, twisting his brilliantly colored head almost upside down as he kept at least one shiny black eye focused on her at all times.  When he had had enough, he would repeat several notes of a whistle she’d taught him, fluff out his gaudy feathers and fly away.

Kelly and her aunt hadn’t gotten home until around two this morning and five hours of sleep was definitely not enough.  She thought about going back to bed, but she knew it would be hopeless.  Thinking she should take advantage of her exile to start an exercise program and lose some of her puppy fat, she limped to the bathroom and changed into her swimsuit.

She had done twenty sets of her self-designed swimming program with sets consisting of a lap each of freestyle, breast stroke, back stroke and dog paddle.  She realized Ryan Lochte wouldn’t be too impressed with her adding a dog paddle to her set, but it exercised different muscles than the rest.  However, now that that was out of the way, the day loomed long and boring.  She swished her hand through the water and watched it trickle off her fingers, each drop sparkling in the sunlight.  Her skin was beginning to prickle from the heat, so she slid off the rubber mat like a sea lion off a rock and glided through the water.  She made it the entire length of the pool with one breath, and when she surfaced at the shallow end she shook her head to clear the water out of her ears and get the hair out of her eyes.

“Hey, mermaid.  Want me to throw you a fish?” a male voice asked.

Kelly looked up and saw Scott’s blond head peering over the six-foot cedar fence.  “No thanks.  But you could bake me a cake with a file in it so I can break out of this prison.”

“What’s wrong with your gate?”

“Nothing except for the fact that I can’t use it until Friday.  I’m grounded.”  Kelly walked out of the pool and wrapped a towel around her body, still a little self-conscious about having her friend see her in a swimsuit.  She picked up a lawn chair and carried it to the fence so she could stand on it and talk to Scott face-to-face.

“Grounded?  Who does that anymore?”

“Aunt Jane, apparently.  She didn’t take me ruining my new cell phone too well.”

“That’s lame.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“So, I guess you can’t go to the beach with us later?”

“I’m on house arrest until Thursday night, and then I have to come up with a plan on how I’m going to be more responsible.  Until then, no beach, no movies, no Spirit Radio, no anything.”  Just saying it all out loud made her feel even more depressed.  “But on Friday, I’ll need to go to the mall and get a new cell phone and a backpack.  Do you want to come?”

Scott’s face lit up.  “Sure, we could take the bus.”

Kelly’s shoulders slumped. “Or we could get Austin to take us.”

Another head popped up next to Scott.  This one had dark shaggy hair, bright blue eyes and a crooked grin that made Kelly wish she wasn’t looking like a drowned rat.

“Take who, where?” Austin asked.  He had apparently found a lawn chair so he could join the conversation.

“The mall.”  Kelly and Scott answered simultaneously.

“I’ve got a college scout meeting this afternoon, but we can go tomorrow.”

“She’s grounded,” Scott offered.  “Her sentence isn’t over until Friday.”

“Really?  Grounded?  The last time I was grounded I was twelve,” Austin teased.

“I was just hoping I could talk you into taking us to the mall so I can replace my phone.  Until then, I’m kinda out of the loop.”

“That’s days from now.  Ask me again on Thursday.” Austin looked over at Scott. “So, when are you getting your license?”

“I’ve got the book.  I’m not in any hurry,” Scott answered.  “What school today?”

“FSU.  It’s just the scout.  If it goes well, I’ll see the head coach after next season.”

“Good luck,” she told him with a smile.

“Thanks.”  He flashed her that grin that made her knees almost buckle.  “Can you play Out Of Time?”

“Yeah, the warden is allowing e-visitors so OOT is on,” Kelly answered.

“I’m off at ten tonight.  How about ten-thirty?” Austin proposed.

“Sounds good.  I’ll be ready.”

“So how are you guys doing after our island trip?” Scott asked.

“My bullet wound is fine,” Kelly said. “But I thought I was going to scream when my aunt squeezed my leg last night.  How about you guys?”

“I’ve got three layers of skin burned off from the sun,” Scott said.  “I thought my mom would freak, but she said I looked good with a little color.  Funny thing, she didn’t say anything about my black eye.”

“Your mom’s probably glad you’re finally out there horsing around like a normal kid instead of staying indoors getting paper cuts and looking like a ghost,” Austin told him.

“How are your ribs?” Kelly asked.

“They’re a weird shade of yellow now, but they still feel awful and my shoulder is really sore.  I’m glad I don’t have to throw the ball for that scout.  I’m a wreck,” Austin reported.  “Anyone talk to Zoey?”

“She sent me a text,” Scott mentioned casually.  “She’s got the same bruises and cuts we all have on her face, arms and legs and rope burns around her wrists . . . AGAIN.  She capitalized and italicized that.  She said her friends thought she was involved with fifty shades or something . . . whatever that means."

“Oh?  She texted you?  I see how it is,” Austin teased.

“Yeah...so?”  Scott’s pink cheeks flushed an even darker red.

It occurred to Kelly that she should feel hurt that Scott seemed so happy to have been contacted by Zoey.  But she was glad that Zoey had reached out to him.  Kelly could live with that.

“What do you think about that Kelly?” Austin tried to egg her on.

Kelly responded dispassionately. “At least she has a phone.”

“If we had landed on the beach instead of in the ocean, your phone would have survived,” Austin pointed out as he gave Scott an accusatory look.

“Next time I’m going to make sure we have time to do all the research we need before we go,” Scott promised.  “We were lucky we got out of there alive.  The cell phone was collateral damage.”

“I agree.  But I’m afraid I’m going to have to dip into the garage sale fund to repair that collateral damage,” Kelly said.

“Sounds fair,” Austin agreed.  “It’s sort of your money anyway.”

“I’m okay with that,” Scott added.  “Zoey wanted to make sure she would be here the next time we make our plans.  Her brother is home, but she said she can get away any time.”

“I didn’t know Zoey had a brother.”  Kelly thought back to all the conversations she and Zoey had shared and couldn’t remember her ever mentioning it.

Scott answered, “Neither did I, but apparently, he just finished his freshman year at the University of Colorado.”

“Just exactly how long was this conversation, Scott?” Austin asked, his blue eyes twinkling.

“Only about . . . hey, what’s it to you?”

“You boys can fight over Zoey all you want.  But right now, I’ve got to go eat something,” Kelly said as she stepped off her lawn chair, waved good-bye and returned the chair to the patio.

Scott and Austin disappeared back behind the fence, and Kelly instantly felt all alone again and just a little put out that both boys were fighting over Zoey.  That was not at all how Kelly had wanted it to go.

She took a long, cool shower that felt good against her healing skin.  Even her leg was feeling better.  She examined it closely and satisfied that there was no sign of infection, she slathered a generous amount of Neosporin on it and stuck three bandage strips across it.  After dressing in shorts and a tank top, she quickly made her bed and gathered all her dirty clothes.  She sorted them and started a load in the washing machine before finally going to the kitchen and getting a bowl of cereal for breakfast.

Hours later, she was sprawled on the couch watching a Robin Williams DVD.  She had cleaned the kitchen, re-organized the pantry and made a grocery list of all the things that were missing.  It was a long list.  Her aunt had admitted that before Kelly moved in, she had rarely eaten at home.  And what she did cook, she had bought fresh, which meant there were almost no processed foods in the pantry.  Kelly knew that was probably a healthy choice, but it wasn’t exactly teenage-friendly.  Next, Kelly finished a book she had started several days ago and was dismayed to discover that she didn’t have anything new to read.  A quick glance at her aunt’s bookcase had confirmed that her aunt wasn’t a big fan of fiction.  She had moved next to the shelves that held Aunt Jane’s DVD collection, which was surprisingly mainstream.

Kelly tried to select a DVD to watch, but had ended up alphabetizing them all first.  She had seen the Robin Williams movie before, but it always made her laugh.  Almost always.  Today, she just wasn’t in the mood to laugh.  When the DVD ended, she returned it to its appropriate space on the shelf and was about to start dinner when her aunt called and told her she would be home late and not to wait for her.

With a sigh, Kelly put a pot of water on to boil and took out some spaghetti.  It wasn’t worth the trouble to make sauce, so she just added a little butter and tried not to feel guilty about the calories.  For dessert, she had an apple which she hoped would balance the scales.

By eight o’clock, she was at her computer in her room, killing time until Scott and Austin joined her on-line for their game.  On a whim, she typed in the name Manuel Castillo and Crystal Key.  Dozens of articles came up and she soon became mesmerized by his story.  A few more searches revealed even more information about the family she and her friends had met on Crystal Key.  She was so caught up that she barely noticed when her aunt came home and popped into Kelly’s room just to say “hi” and that she was exhausted and turning in.  Kelly told her goodnight and tried not to appear impatient to get back to the stories on the screen.

As soon as her aunt shut the door behind her, Kelly had jumped back to the internet updates on Manuel, Juanita and Luisa.  It was ten-forty when she realized it was past time to log in to the game with the boys, so she quickly minimized her search screen and signed on to Out of Time, a time travel MMO game that she and the boys played with people from around the world on the internet.

Kelly logged in and connected to a private chat room with Austin and Scott.  She adjusted the volume so she would be able to hear both of them clearly without using earphones.

“You’re late,” Scott reprimanded.  He appreciated punctuality.

“Sorry.  I was on the internet and lost track of the time.  You won’t believe what I found out about Manny and Luisa.”

“Yeah, I was checking them out today, too,” Scott said.  “Did you see the article about the day we left?”

“Yes, I did,” Kelly said.

“What?  What?” Austin prompted.  “Tell me what you found out.”

“Just that Manny and everyone else made it to the mainland and to the hospital in time to save him,” Kelly explained.

“Did they send the police or the coast guard or someone to pick up that crazy guy?” Austin asked.

“The coast guard went out the next day and found the guy drowned on the beach,” Scott explained.  “Apparently, he tried to get away in one of those beat-up old boats, but it wasn’t seaworthy.”

“I can’t say I was sorry to find that out,” Kelly admitted.  “He would have killed us along with all those kids.”

“He punched me and he shot you, Kelly,” Scott reminded them.  “It said he had been released from the criminally insane unit of the prison in Cuba and somehow got hired on to a fishing boat.  At some point they were caught in that tropical storm while it was out at sea and the boat sank.  He managed to hang on to some of the wreckage and floated ashore on Crystal Key.  And you know the rest.”

“Holy crap!” Austin exclaimed.  “I wondered where he came from.”

“But the good news is that Manny recovered and went on to sponsor more families,” Kelly told him.  “There were several articles about humanitarian awards he has been given, and he recently got a lifetime achievement award from the Cuban American Chamber of Commerce.”

“He’s still alive?”  Austin was amazed.

“Yeah, he’s in his seventies,” Scott said.

“Any news on Luisa?” Austin asked.

Kelly jumped in to answer him because she had been truly excited to find out that Luisa had not only survived, but thrived.  “She was just elected to the Florida State House . . . a real up-and-comer, they said.  She’s married and has two kids.”  Kelly shivered.  “It gave me goose bumps knowing she would have died if we hadn’t succeeded.”

“It was touch and go.  Next time, we’re going to wait until we can plan it better,” Scott promised.  He didn’t like surprises.

“But if we hadn’t gone, they would all be dead,” Kelly reminded him.

They were silent for a moment, a little shaken at the thought of how great that responsibility was and how close they had come to not making it home.

“Uh . . . are we playing tonight?”  Austin broke the silence first, more because he didn’t want to dwell on their brush with death than because he was eager to play OOT.

“I wonder if we can find those dudes in Dallas again.  They were tough, but I like good competition,” Scott said.

“Let’s do this.” Austin was clearly pumped for the competition.

The game continued into the early morning hours before the Dallas team was beaten a second time.

CHAPTER THREE

––––––––

WEDNESDAY, JUNE 18, PRESENT DAY

Once again 7 a.m. came all too early.  This was day three of her grounding and just as on each of the previous days, Nico’s squawks had awakened Kelly.  But today he must have had better things to do because he was gone by the time she crawled out of bed and went to the window.  When she opened the drape she saw that dark clouds hung low and it was just starting to rain, which explained Nico’s decision to find better shelter than the Queen palm.  A flash of lightning split the gloomy gray skies, followed almost immediately by a grumble of thunder.

Kelly took that as a sign that there was no compelling reason for her to get up, so she pulled the drape shut and crossed the cold tiles back to the bed.  She snuggled into the cozy nest of her comforter and didn’t waste any more time before falling back to sleep.

It was still raining when she woke again several hours later.  Since no one was waiting for her and she had nowhere that she needed to be, she was particularly unmotivated to get up and get dressed.  She couldn’t even swim.  But lying in bed wasn’t any fun either, so she finally tossed back the covers and stood up.  Several minutes later, she was dressed in her summer uniform of shorts and a tank top and had pulled her long hair into a ponytail.

Because it was after ten, she combined her meals into a BLT sandwich.  She sat at the bar between the kitchen and breakfast room and stared outside as she ate without enthusiasm.  Even getting up so late, the day stretched long and empty.  Hopefully, the storm would move on and the sun would come out so she could do her laps in the pool.

After cleaning up the kitchen she wandered into the family room and settled onto the large leather couch.  She picked up the remote and turned on the big screen TV.  Other than the DVD yesterday, she hadn’t actually watched much TV since she had moved here.  She picked up the plastic coated channel guide and looked over the 250+ digital channels and 105+ HD Channels.  Well, she should have plenty of choices.

Kelly flipped through the channels, calculating that at a rate of five seconds per channel, it would take her about twelve minutes just to check them all out.  She started through the process, sticking to her self-imposed five second rule.  World Fishing Network?  RFD TV?  Her dad probably would have stopped at one of those.  She continued to click.  The Hallmark Channel and Lifetime.  Those would have caught her mom’s attention.  Romance novels on screen, twenty-four hours a day.  Only a few channels in and she was getting melancholy about her parents.  Great!  Another reminder that she was all alone in the world.  Even her new friends had deserted her.  They were probably out somewhere, having fun without her.  For all she knew, they were in Scott’s lab right now, listening to the Spirit Radio and deciding where to go next.  Hopefully, they would wait for her to get her freedom back before they travelled.  Their relationship was still so fresh that they might realize that their group was more fun without her.

Kelly heaved a depressed sigh.  It was amazing how isolated she felt even though Scott’s house was just next door and Austin’s was just one beyond.  It occurred to her that she had no idea where Zoey lived, but she didn’t think it was in this neighborhood.

Well, this wasn’t helping at all.  She returned to her clicking and flipped through another dozen or so channels.  An Antique Road Show about collectible books caught her attention.  She hit the Select button and turned up the volume.  There were a couple boxes of old books left over from the garage sale that her aunt hadn’t given away.  Maybe there was a treasure out there, waiting to be uncovered.

The host was sort of interesting, considering the subject matter, and in a short period of time, he gave out a lot of information.  Kelly was shocked to hear that antique author-inscribed books could be worth anywhere from $8,000 to $11,000.  Really?  That would buy a lot of cell phones and backpacks.  That is, if someone wasn’t chained to her house.

With a little more force than necessary, she clicked the TV off and tossed the remote onto the coffee table.  She went into the garage, turned on the overhead light and pulled one of the unsold kitchen chairs over to the side near the two boxes of books.  One by one she picked them up and carefully examined the first few pages for author signatures.  The pages were yellowed and a little brittle and some of the bindings appeared to be leather.  She lifted one book to her nose and sniffed, definitely picking up the scent of aged leather.  She sneezed and the expulsion of her breath stirred up a tiny cloud of dust that made her sneeze again.  They all smelled musty and a little moldy, which the guy on TV had said was very harmful to books.

“1908,” she spoke aloud, “The Barrier by Rex Beach.”  She set it down gently.  She didn’t recognize the author, but it was over a hundred years old and deserved some respect.  She picked up the next book.  “Another Beach . . . 1909, The Silver Horde.  I’m going to have to look these up.”  She carefully turned the front few pages looking for an autograph but found only an inscription from her great-great grandmother written in perfect cursive Property of Alice O’Neil.  That was cool because it was her grandmother’s handwriting, but not cool because it did nothing to increase the value of the book.  She set it on top of the first book, then picked up another one and looked for a signature.  “1906 . . . wow!  The Jungle by Upton Sinclair.”  At least she had heard of this one, although she didn’t know what it was about.  But again, no autograph.  She set it carefully down on the others.  “I should be writing these down so I can look them up later.”  She went to the kitchen and brought back paper and a pen and recorded names and authors of those she had already checked.

Kelly reached into the box and withdrew the next book.  “1923, Tarzan and the Golden Lion by Edgar Rice Burroughs.”  Kelly smiled.  That was another one she recognized.  Sort of.  She had seen a couple of old Tarzan late night movies with her mom.  She put it off to the side.  She was out of books to read, and that one might be interesting.

The last book in the box was smaller and in better condition than the others.  Kelly blew a layer of dust off before she opened it and read out loud, “1940 . . . Sawdust Trail by Josephine Barnes.”  She turned the first few pages and didn’t find any inscriptions, but when she realized there were some photographs, she continued on.  Pictures of circus tents and elephants and ladies standing on the backs of horses Roman style were clustered together in the middle of the book.  Kelly looked at them with interest, remembering the story Aunt Jane had told her about her great-aunt Charlotte.  There was even a photo of several women twirling high above the ground with a strap that was attached to a rope.  The photo, like all the others, was black and white and pretty grainy so she couldn’t tell if they were holding on with their teeth or if the strap was around their neck.

She flipped the page, disappointed that this was the last photograph.  But when she got a look at the image of a teenage boy wearing a cowboy hat looking back at her, she was mesmerized.  His pale eyes that were light gray in the photo but probably a piercing shade of blue in real life stared back at her.  A little half-smile lifted one corner of wide, sensuous lips.  It was a face she didn’t know . . . but one she would never forget.  She lowered her gaze to the bottom of the page where she saw the name Jesse printed.  Slowly, she closed the book and sat quietly for a few moments, still haunted by that face.  It intrigued her, and she stacked the book on top of the Tarzan one.

That box completed, she repacked the books she hadn’t set aside, then went through the second box.  The books in it were several decades newer, mostly from the sixties and seventies.  She completed the task of inventorying them and then went back into the kitchen to scrub off 100 years of dust.

She was pleased to see that the clouds were gone and the sun was shining brightly, turning the water in the pool into an expanse of sparkling diamonds.  She knew the air outside would be steamy and hot, but a swim would feel really good after her hours in the garage.

Within a few minutes after changing into her still slightly damp swimsuit, Kelly dipped her toes into the water.  The temperature was just right so she waded into the shallow end and stretched before she began to swim.  Every time she was heading in the direction toward Scott’s fence, her imagination went wild with all the scenarios of what was going on over there and all the fun she was missing.  She could hear the murmur of conversation, punctuated by bursts of laughter from Scott’s backyard.  She couldn’t understand the words, but she recognized that there were two male voices and one female.

It confirmed her greatest fear.  They weren’t missing her.  It was life as usual for them.  They were probably even listening to the Spirit Radio and planning their next trip without her.  They would realize she wasn’t a value-add to their team.  That is
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