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That Day

––––––––
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“Well, that’s just perfect.” The sticky brown syrup from Jessica’s Starbucks Mocha Frappuccino ran down her white cotton overshirt. The lid that had come loose from the offending cup dropped on the ground in front of her and rolled over the threshold of her office building. She juggled her notebook, muffin, and the remains of her coffee in one hand while pulling on the strap to her camera bag, disentangling it from the door handle. 

This day had Monday written all over it. 

The downhill slide had begun with a power failure in the middle of her morning preparation for work. Having the lights turn off in the apartment, though inconvenient, could be dealt with. The sun rose early at this time of the year. Being unable to use her toaster or electric range could also be overcome. After all, wasn’t that why they invented coffee shops and their breakfast pastries? No, what irked her was the fact that her shower had stopped running while she stood in it with a head full of lather. Her building’s water supply came from a private well; no electricity meant no water. Rinsing her hair with cold bottles of water from the refrigerator was a sure way to get her in the mood for a productive day at work. 

Now she stood in the doorway of the Idaho Statesman with her hair in a clip and her summer outfit stained with coffee. She closed her eyes and wished she’d called in sick. 

The office of Boise’s daily paper existed in a perpetual state of semi-controlled chaos, like an anthill that had been stirred with a stick. She glanced at the wall clock as she wound her way through the labyrinth of cubicles and winced. Forty minutes late. She needed to get to the safety of her office before her boss spotted her.

She had rounded the corner and was headed for her group of cubicles when Dan’s booming voice echoed down the hall. Jess ducked into the nearest cubicle and hid. She shook her head. Given all the other things that had gone wrong this morning, it would be her luck to be discovered sneaking in late. She rolled her eyes. She was being punished for something; that was obvious. 

After a few minutes, she took a deep breath and peeked around the corner. Finally, she’d caught a break; no one was in the hall. Jess slipped out and headed for her desk. 

Her cubicle always looked like an explosion in a print shop. She shoved aside pictures and miscellaneous papers to clear a spot for what was left of her coffee and pulled her Nikon out of her camera bag. A moment later, Becky showed up. Her friend looked Jessica up and down, then frowned. “What on earth happened to you?”

Jess groaned and put her hand on her face. “Oh, don’t ask. Has Dan been looking for me?”

Becky bit her lip. “Yeah, about that. Dan started wandering around at a quarter after eight. He had a few story assignments to hand out. There was one of them that nobody wanted, and because he couldn’t find you, well, tag you’re it.”

Jess peered through her fingers. “Super. What did I end up with?  New energy from cow flatulence or fifty fun things you can do with used Q-tips?”

Becky smiled. “Close. You get to go to Atlanta, Idaho, and write about their efforts to bring tourists to their historic mining town. Dan wants lots of pictures for the travel edition.”

This meant a long drive, forty-two miles of which were on a dirt road over the mountains. Jessica thumped her head on her desk. “Just shoot me now.”

Dan Seward, a heavy set, balding man, picked that moment to enter the cubicle. “I see you finally decided to grace us with your presence.” 

Jessica sat up to face her boss, and one of the glossy photos from the carnage on her desk stuck to her forehead. 

Dan smirked as she peeled it off. The day couldn’t possibly get any worse.

“I assume Becky has told you about your assignment. Here’s some background information on Atlanta.”  He handed her a folder. “You have an appointment with a lady from their chamber of commerce. You need to be there by eleven thirty, so get going.”  He looked her up and down, then frowned before leaving her cubicle.

Jess looked at her soiled shirt. “Maybe I should splash some coffee on the other side, so I match.”

Becky laughed. “Come on. Let’s head for the ladies’ room. I’ll help you wash out the stain while you go over the file. Oh, and my cousin Phil is coming into town this week. I was hoping that you would...”

Jess turned to face her friend, and her eyes grew misty. “No Becky. You know how I feel about that.” She patted the corners of her eyes with her sleeve. “After Curt...” She took a deep breath. “Now, help me with this shirt. I barely have enough time to get to Atlanta by eleven thirty as it is.”

Twenty minutes later, Jessica was headed out of town with a fresh cup of coffee in the cup holder and her overshirt on a hanger, flapping in the wind in an open backseat window. At least the coffee hadn’t landed on her tank top.

The town of Atlanta, Idaho, was nestled in the mountains on the Middle Fork of the Boise River with a large granite cliff overlooking it. Jessica traveled up Highway 21, fumbling with the CD player. All she wanted to do was relax and listen to an audio book while she drove. She glanced at her gas gauge and almost choked. The needle hovered on empty. Her SUV appeared to be running on faith and fumes. She still had two miles to travel until she reached Idaho City. The last thing she needed was to run out of gas and be forced to hike into town. 

The car rattled as she pulled into a gas station. Thank goodness, the last few yards had been downhill. Jessica glanced at her watch; she’d be lucky to make the appointment on time because the last part of the journey was on a narrow dirt road.

A minivan pulled up to the other pump, and a man got out. He shouted at the woman in the car. “Get that mess cleaned up, and get me a cold beer from the mini-mart.” He stomped to the back of the van and started pumping gas. 

The woman struggled with a crying boy. Chocolate covered his hands, face, and most of his shirt. The woman yelled at the child, “I told you to stay out of the candy. The chocolate bars are for making s’mores tonight around the campfire. Look at you; you’re filthy, and you got it on the car seat too.” She slapped the boy’s hands, making him cry harder. “That’s for not obeying and making a mess.”

Jessica’s gas pump shut off, but she couldn’t tear her gaze from the child. The little boy was the same age that Michael should have been. Tears welled up in her eyes, and her vision blurred. 

Once again, she was standing at the front door of her house listening to a policeman. “Mrs. Winters, I’m sorry, but there has been an accident.” 

Her legs grew wobbly, and she reached out to the car for support. 

The mother and little boy had gone off to the bathrooms. Jess should have gotten back in her car and headed for Atlanta, but her feet wouldn’t move. She wanted to tell the woman to cherish her child. To treasure him, hug him, and love every mess he made. More tears rolled down her cheeks. What she wouldn’t give to have Michael in her arms again or to hear the booming laugh of her loving husband, Curt. 

The woman returned a short time later with the little boy and a full bag. The boy had stopped crying. The chocolate still covered his wet shirt, but his hands and face shone pink in the sunlight. The woman left the child and walked to the back of the van. She pulled a bottle of beer from her bag and passed it to the man. He had finished filling up the car. Jessica watched in horror as the man grabbed the beer, twisted the top off, and took a long pull. 

She flashed back to that night. 

Curt had taken Michael with him in the car. She’d forgotten to pick up milk on her way home from work, and she’d needed it to make oatmeal for her family in the morning. Curt had volunteered to make a run to the store while she did the dishes. That was the last time she’d seen them alive. A drunk driver had crossed into oncoming traffic and hit their car head on.

In front of her, the little boy kicked a rock while his mother rearranged things in the van and the man finished his beer. 

“Joey, get in the car,” the woman shouted from inside the vehicle. The boy picked up the stone and took it with him. 

“Oh for heaven’s sake, drop that rock. Haven’t you made enough of a mess?” The woman took the stone from the boy and tossed it on the ground. She buckled the seat belt around him and closed the van door. The man got in and started the engine. A few moments later, the family drove off. 

Jessica’s gaze followed the van until it disappeared around a bend, then she looked down at the discarded stone. Without thinking, she went over and picked it up. 

She blinked away more tears as she put her car in gear and headed back to the highway, the pretty, blue-green stone sitting in the cup holder, smooth and round with a crack through the center.

Jessica drove on, thinking about the little boy. She wondered if that was the man’s first beer of the day. It took several miles, but her tears dried and the memories of her loss returned to the usual painful place they occupied in her heart. 

She glanced at her watch. There was no way she’d make it on time. Maybe she could call and move the appointment. But in keeping with everything else that had happened, the console said her phone had no service.

Jess came over a small rise and almost missed the turnoff for Atlanta. A single sign marked a dirt road that disappeared into the trees. She remembered her shirt and closed the back window. It might still be damp, and there was no use having dust blow all over it. 

The road rose as it wound through the forest, and Jessica was glad she drove an SUV. She’d crossed over four streambeds in the last twenty minutes. This road was almost impassible in heavy winters or during the spring runoff. The morning sun glistened through the forest canopy, occasionally blinding her as it glared on the windshield. The trees on the right disappeared, and the road hugged the mountain, which rose at a sharp angle to her left and dropped off on the right side to the river below. It was a good thing there wasn’t any traffic. There was no way two cars could pass each other on this glorified goat trail. 

The odometer indicated she’d traveled thirty-nine miles. A few more to go in this wilderness, and she’d see signs of civilization, such as they were. No wonder they needed help drawing tourists to their town. She could suggest to them their biggest problem was the lack of a decent road. Jess glanced at her watch, 11:47 a.m. 

Movement flickered to her left, and she swiveled her head just as a deer jumped in front of her car. She swerved to miss the animal. The passenger side tire caught on the soft soil at the edge of the road, and the car lurched hard to one side. Her heart pounded as she fought to turn the wheel, but the rear tires slid. Her last thoughts as the world turned upside down were, Curt, Michael, I’m coming. The car rolled over the edge of the road, heading toward the river.
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The Captain

––––––––
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Captain Harlan Jefferson Baylor stood on his balcony overlooking the main street of Atlanta, Idaho. He leaned against one of the support beams and puffed on his cigar. The sun hadn’t climbed very high, but already the day promised to be a hot one. 

Below him, a large wagon pulled by two draft horses made slow, steady progress through the street. Logs, headed for the mine, filled the wagon to capacity. 

The driver, a heavyset man with a bald head, looked up from his seat. “Morning, Captain Harley,” he called out. 

“Morn’n, Jasper,” Harley answered. The breeze shifted, blowing a lock of Harley’s dark hair into his face.

He took another puff on his cigar to cover the smells from the street. Sweat, dust, and horse manure, the fragrant ingredients of this morning’s bouquet. The foul scents of this town were as far removed from his native Virginia as he could get. 

He missed the South, its genteel ladies, its great cities and fine cuisine, its flowering trees, its rich farmland, and every other part of its way of life. But the South he loved didn’t exist anymore. Not since the Civil War. He closed his eyes and pictured his family’s home, now nothing more than a charred ruin. The fields that produced corn and tobacco were covered with brush and weeds, watered by the blood of the men who had died there.

He shook his head. Enough brooding. The past was the past. He’d come here to escape all the horrors he’d lived through during the war and the memories of Elizabeth that still broke his heart. 

Up the street at the dry goods store, the owner, Ben Porter, rolled a short barrel of apples onto the boardwalk to prop open the door. Ben’s wife, Cora, stepped out of the shop and stretched her arms. Harley froze in place. 

He still couldn’t believe his eyes. Several years ago, he’d packed up his saddlebags and mounted his horse. He’d left everything else behind. Not that there was much. But that wasn’t the reason he’d left. All that damage would have mended in time. No, he’d pointed his horse west and rode out to put as much distance as he could between himself and Elizabeth’s grave. He’d made his way west thinking it would allow him to forget his losses and start again. But the first day he rode into this small mining town, he saw Cora and nearly fell off his horse. Thousands of miles and a lifetime between here and Virginia, only to find a woman who could have been Elizabeth’s identical twin.

Ben went back inside the shop and returned a few minutes later with a small keg of nails to prop open the other side of the door while Cora stood on the sidewalk watching the slow progress of the wagon. When it rounded the corner at the end of the street, Cora went back inside the shop. She didn’t once turn in Harley’s direction. 

Harley continued to watch the shop, hoping to catch another glimpse of her. He reached the end of his cigar and ground out the smoldering ashes on the railing of his balcony, then tossed the butt into the street. It was time to go downstairs and prepare for the day’s business. 

When he reached the main floor, Peter was already setting out the glasses and bottles for the expected patrons. 

“Morn’n, Cap’n Harley,” the bartender said as he looked up from his work. 

Harley walked up to the bar and inspected the glasses. “I do hope you used a cleaner cloth to shine these glasses than the one you are holding. My patrons have come to expect good Southern quality in this establishment.” He smiled. Talking about his saloon always intensified his Southern drawl.

“Don’t worry, Cap’n. Everything will be up to your standards by the time we open for business.” Peter dipped the cloth in a bucket of soapy water and cleaned the bar.

Harley’s saloon served as a local watering hole, restaurant, and community meeting house. It resembled a fine establishment one might find in Richmond or Fairfax. It might be too fancy for this area or his clientele, but it reminded him of home. 

He’d hired the best cook in the area, and that changed the way the locals saw the place and many came to eat instead of drink. He left some traditional things, like the usual card game or two in the back of the main room. He also made sure the respectable women of the community had a special area to gather near the front windows. The not-so-respectable women worked in the adjacent building where Madam Charlotte ran her business. Harley had a private door installed in the back, so the pleasure house next door could discreetly purchase whiskey for its customers. This also allowed some of the more prominent gentlemen in town to enter the saloon for a drink and slip into the pleasure house without anyone noticing. All in all, the business proved most profitable. It gave him respect among the other businessmen and allowed him to interact with Cora on a somewhat regular basis. 

Knocking drew Harley’s attention to the front door. He found the local butcher panting on the walkway. George Collins was a thin man with a head of long stringy hair. Normally his apprentice made the morning deliveries, but today George stood sweating on the doorstep. Harlan sighed. This meant the man wanted to talk. George was the biggest gossip in town but always worth listening to. The only drawback was sorting through all the stories to get to the few nuggets of important information.

“Good morning, Captain Harley. I brought your beef and bacon order.” George pulled out a stained handkerchief and wiped his forehead. “Jimmy is feeling poorly this morning, so I have to make the deliveries.” 

“Let’s get you out of the hot sun, Mr. Collins.” Harley opened the door wider, so George could pull his handcart over the threshold. Once the door was closed, Harley turned to the bar.

“Peter, fetch some ice from the icehouse and make a cool glass of sweet tea for Mr. Collins.” He turned to his guest. “Sit and rest for a moment. I’m sure there are some events that you’d like to tell me about.” Harley pulled out a chair from one of the tables and took a deep breath. He hoped the butcher would get to the point quickly today. George tugged the opposite chair, and both men sat down. George withdrew his handkerchief and wiped his forehead again.

“Thank you, Captain. I’ve always appreciated your Southern hospitality.” 

Peter returned and started mixing drinks behind the bar. 

Harley called out, “Peter, can you bring us some cigars please.” 

“Yes, Cap’n.” 

With a flourish, Harley offered the butcher his choice from the glass jar Peter had brought. “We might as well make this a civilized conversation for gentlemen. Now, what news have you heard?”

George settled back in his chair while Harley lit a cigar. “The new mine equipment is expected next month. When they get it installed, they expect to be able to process gold as well as silver at a much faster rate.” 

Harley puffed on his cigar. “That is very good to know. Faster processing means more miners, and miners are always thirsty.” He smiled. “Thank you, George, for sharing this valuable information with me.”

Peter came to the table with two tall glasses of sweet tea. Each glass had a few chips of ice floating in it. “I’ll take care of the meat order now, Cap’n.” 

George took a sip. He coughed. “That is some very strong tea. I figure it’s an old family recipe?”

Harley drank deeply before putting his glass back down on the table. “It is indeed an old family recipe. My grandmother’s, in fact.” He leaned forward in his chair. “I make it here for our genteel ladies when they come to my establishment. But, for gentlemen, such as yourself, I have made some refinements to the recipe and made it something more suitable for a man’s tastes.” 

George took another sip and coughed again. “What are the refinements?” He stared at the liquid in his glass.

Harley smiled, “A special blend of bourbon and rum.”

Both men laughed.

George drank more this time and smiled. “Well, Captain, it satisfies one’s thirst on this hot summer day.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m glad you are enjoying the sweet taste of the South.” Harley puffed on his cigar.

George raised his hand. “That reminds me. I heard a nice piece of gossip this morning at the livery stable. It seems the dry goods store is expecting a special delivery in a few months.”

Harley sat up a little straighter. “Oh, and what may that be?”

George grinned. “It appears that Mrs. Porter is with child.”

Harley coughed out cigar smoke. He tried to cover up his reaction by taking a sip of sweet tea. “Are you sure?” He set the glass down carefully, trying to keep the ice from rattling.

George didn’t seem to notice Harley’s reaction; he was too busy draining his glass. When he finished, he said, “Oh yes! I’m sure. I asked Doc Griffin about it, and he said it was true. Mrs. Porter is very happy. This will be their first child.” He pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his nose. “I must be going. I have more deliveries to make, and it isn’t getting any cooler outside.” He stood. “Thank you for your hospitality. I look forward to having another glass of tea tonight after I close up shop. Good day, Captain.” 

“Good day to you as well, Mr. Collins.”

As soon as the door closed behind George, Harley stubbed out his cigar. 

He looked out the window toward the dry goods store. Cora pregnant? He should have expected that to happen. He slumped back in his chair and closed his eyes as it all came flooding back to him. Coming home on leave and finding his beautiful Elizabeth sitting by the fire. She’d fallen asleep in a chair, her knitting still in her lap. She looked so lovely in the flickering light. The red flames tinted her blonde hair and added a blush to her cheeks. He hadn’t wanted to wake her; she looked so peaceful. He’d grabbed a quilt from the chest by the window and taken it to her. When he reached out and took her knitting, he saw it. The unmistakable swelling in her belly; a child, his child.

The clanking of glass broke his train of thought. Peter stood at the bar unloading another case of whiskey bottles and stacking them on the back shelf. Harley rose from his chair and walked over, bringing the jar of cigars with him. “Peter, can you handle the rest of the morning preparations without me?”

Peter turned and looked at his boss and frowned. “Sure, Cap’n. I can manage.”

Harley nodded. He tried to smile, but it didn’t seem to help Peter’s expression. He took a deep breath. “Peter, I feel the need to take a ride this morning. Perhaps a bit of exercise will be good for me and my horse. I should be back sometime this afternoon. Bailey is due here in about an hour to work off his bar tab, so you’ll have some help, and the cook will be here shortly.” He tugged his vest to straighten it, turned, and headed out the front door. 

It took a few more minutes to fetch his horse and saddle from the livery stable. The presence of the horse and the familiar task of putting on the saddle and bridle brought back more memories. He galloped quickly toward the mountains and the river. There were plenty of people in the streets, but he didn’t really see any of them. All he could focus on was Elizabeth. 

He’d been so excited when Elizabeth woke up and confirmed the good news, their first child. He’d hoped it was a boy. He’d always wanted a son, but if the good Lord saw fit to give him a girl, well, he’d hoped she looked just like her mother. 

It was cooler under the trees. A breeze blew through the leaves and needles. The horse walked along a path they’d both traveled many times. After four years in the cavalry, Harley was quite at home in the saddle. Riding helped clear his mind and put things in perspective. Cora was not Elizabeth, no matter how much she looked like her, but he couldn’t help linking the two. Lost in thoughts of what might have been, Harley loosened the reins, letting the horse choose his own footing.

The path wound around a large boulder. The horse came to an abrupt stop and danced in place. Harley looked around. Several yards away at the base of a tree, he caught a glimpse of something white. Too many years of being a soldier made him slide his gun out of its holster and cautiously urge the horse forward. 

The maple tree stood on a small rise near the river’s edge, its leafy boughs casting a large shadow. Syringa bushes and thick grass carpeted the ground. As Harley moved closer, he saw a shapely thigh protruding from the white cloth. He pulled on the horse’s reins and stopped a few feet from the woman, slid to the ground and approached. 

She was stretched out on her side. She wore the strangest undergarments, a sleeveless white camisole that fit tightly over yet another undergarment and bloomers with a piece of matching cloth hanging over the front and the back. She had no petticoat or stockings. Her shoes were also missing. He looked around. Where was her dress?  He went back and knelt beside her. She wore no jewelry, but her auburn hair was gathered up on her head with a strange clamp. She appeared to be asleep. He reached out and touched her shoulder, but she didn’t stir. 

“Ma’am.”  He lifted her arm. 

“Ma’am,” he said, louder this time. She still didn’t respond.

He got up and walked around the area looking for any sign of her clothes or possessions, but there was none. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. Something had happened to this woman, but there was no clue as to what it was. He returned to her and carefully moved her, looking for cuts or bruises. There was no apparent reason for her unconscious state. He stared at her prone figure with its tempting curves, ample charms, and smooth, soft skin. He shook his head. This was indeed a cruel and heartless world to allow calamity to fall on such a beautiful woman. He gently lifted and carried her to the horse. With some effort, he placed her in front of the saddle and climbed up himself. Holding her against his body with one arm while gathering the reins in his other hand, he clapped his heels in the horse’s sides, and it headed back along the path. 

The gentle rhythm of the horse’s strides caused the woman’s scantily clad body to rub against his. She looked so vulnerable and innocent. Much like Elizabeth as she slept in the chair with her knitting hiding her secret.

He shifted her along his arm, so he could have a better view of her face. He smiled at her long lashes and the healthy blush of her cheeks. Both features appealed to him. 

Somewhere along the road, that odd clamp in her hair had come loose and fallen off. Her long, auburn hair draped over his arm and blew against his face with the breeze. It smelled like fresh apples. He glanced at her lips. They were full and inviting. A beautiful woman like this belonged in a large house with a good husband looking after her and children in the yard, not out in public in her undergarments.

He shook his head to clear his thoughts. He’d seen many things during the war that had surprised him, even a few things in this town, but the woman was definitely something new. Now that he’d found her, what was he supposed to do with her?  Something had befallen her, and he needed to get her to a place where she could rest and be tended. He looked at her clothing again. There was only one place in town to take a woman dressed like this, only one place where her appearance would not be judged...Madame Charlotte’s pleasure house.
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Charlotte’s Place

––––––––
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Jessica slowly opened her eyes. Something fluttered on the edges of her vision. She tried to move, but the room spun and she couldn’t lift her bowling ball of a head. She lay still for a moment with her eyes closed until the nausea subsided. 

She ran her hands over her body, taking inventory. Nothing appeared to be broken. She didn’t find any cuts, and there didn’t appear to be any bleeding. Her toes wiggled and her fingers moved, so she wasn’t paralyzed. Bits and pieces of memory came back in flashes, like looking at something in a strobe light. 

The car.

The road.

The deer.

Rolling over and over again with the seatbelt holding her in place until something broke and the car disappeared. She wasn’t sure where she was now, but at least it was warm and soft. 

Jess took a deep breath and nearly choked. The sweet scent of flowers was overwhelming. Cautiously, she opened her eyes again, only to see the flutter. It took a few more minutes for her eyes to focus and reveal that the fluttering motion came from a red curtain with white lace trim gently moving in the breeze from an open window.

She lifted herself off the bed, propped on one elbow, and rubbed her forehead with her other hand. Light hurt her eyes and she closed them.  Her head felt as if it were subdividing. Aspirin. She needed aspirin. After a few moments, she opened her eyes again and surveyed the room. Whoever had pulled her from that car wreck hadn’t taken her to a hospital or a clinic. The room she lay in appeared to be an old bed-and-breakfast, and, judging by the clutter and shabby state of things, it was not a star-rated establishment.

A four-poster bed dominated the small room. The old bedspread she lay on matched the worn drapes. A dresser with a large chip of wood missing from one side stood against the wall. One of its drawers hung open and askew with a black stocking draped over the edge.

A small oval mirror hung above the dresser. On the top stood a collection of old-fashioned perfume bottles plus a ceramic pitcher and basin. 

Jessica shifted her position and scanned the room again. Something was off, but she couldn’t place it. The once-sweet smell of flowers slowly turned sour as the scents it masked bled through. She sniffed at the bedspread and grimaced. It smelled like her gym shoes after a long run. Her stomach protested, and she fought the nausea. If this was the type of accommodations Atlanta offered, it was no wonder they were having problems drawing tourists. 

She grabbed the bedpost and pulled herself into a sitting position. Her head ached, but not as badly as before. 

Her ears finally started working, and she heard a door close somewhere in the building. Outside, a horse whinnied, followed by something rattling. The sound of a man yelling floated through the window, but she couldn’t make out the words. 

The curtain fluttered again, introducing the distinct scent of manure. That did it. She needed to get out of here and, at the very least, complain to management. Rescuing her from the wreck was a very kind act, but putting her in this dump instead of a clean hotel room, or better yet some type of medical facility, well, that was inexcusable. 

She stepped onto the floor in her bare feet. She must have lost her shoes in the crash. The floor consisted of rough wood. There wasn’t even a throw rug to stand on. She clung to the bedpost for support. Her legs were stiff, but at least they responded. She stretched her muscles and took a step toward the window. The room was so small that she took one step past the end of the bed and stood in front of the window. She leaned over the sill, and the scene below caused her to clutch the wood frame for support. There wasn’t any pavement, only dirt. Several horses were tethered to different railings and posts along the road. That explained the manure smell. 

People walked up and down the wooden sidewalks next to the buildings dressed in costumes from the past. Jessica was puzzled. The city’s annual heritage celebration, Atlanta Days, wasn’t until the end of the month. So what were all these people doing dressed up for a western reenactment? 

She tapped her palm to her forehead and immediately regretted it. Of course, someone must be shooting a movie, and the town was being used as a location. Not a bad idea; after all, several western films had used Idaho’s rugged scenery and old gold mining towns to create a look of authenticity. She glanced around for the cameras, lighting, sound equipment, and the crews, but saw nothing. A queasy feeling started up in her stomach that had nothing to do with her aching head. 

A young boy walking with his mother on the other side of the street pointed up to Jessica. The mother looked shocked and covered the little boy’s eyes. A wagon filled with men pulled up to the building next door. The men laughed as they got out and headed inside. She caught a few words of their conversation. Something about cards, whiskey, and visiting Charlotte’s place after the sun went down. Quite a few people were going in and out of a store up the street. They came out with sacks and tools; one woman held a bolt of cloth. The queasiness intensified. 

A heavyset man with long, straggly hair rode by on a wagon filled with rocks. He glanced up at her and waved. “You’re new. What’s your name, and I’ll visit you tonight?”

Jessica pushed back from the window. She shivered as she stood in the room. She’d encountered rude and vulgar men before. As a journalist, she had written many stories about horrible and tragic things. As a result, she’d met people from all walks of life. She’d had drunks and convicts shout crude and obscene things to her while she pursued a story, but this man was just a stranger in the street. Why would anyone insult a woman standing in a window? She rubbed her temples. The accident had definitely rattled her brain. She was missing something obvious. Jess glanced in the mirror and tried to straighten her hair with her fingers. It was time to check out the rest of this bed-and-breakfast. Her legs were still unsteady, and she held out her hand to brace herself on the bedposts and the wall. 

She examined the doorknob. It was one of those glass ones, and it looked like it had seen better days. The door stuck, and she had to pull hard to get it to budge. The hinges needed oiling, and they squeaked as the door swung open. Jessica stared down a long hallway with several doors along each side, all of them closed. At the end of the hall, she saw a railing to a staircase leading down. She wandered down the hall, glancing at each door she passed. From the sounds on the other side, each room seemed to be occupied. In a few of the rooms, people in shoes walked on the hardwood floors. From one room came snoring. 

She reached the stairs and slowly walked down, clinging tightly to the railing. Each step revealed more of the décor. Several chairs and sofas were arranged in clusters in the main room. Round end tables stood next to the various groupings of furniture, each with a kerosene lamp on it. Four windows covered with heavy red drapes lined the wall along the street. A large, iron, wood-burning stove occupied the far wall, and a piano rested against the back one. Jessica clamped her hand over her mouth. If this was a bed-and-breakfast, then its decorations were patterned after the play, The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas. 

Her knees shook, and she wrapped her arms around herself. Some people were really into reenactments. She had done a story a year ago about a black powder group in Boise and their pioneer retreats, but this place went way beyond reenactment. Her senses all told the same story, but her mind would not accept it. She took a deep breath. It was time to find the manager of this establishment and ask some questions. A small voice whispered in the back of her mind, “You’re not going to like the answers when you hear them.”

Voices drew her attention to a door at the back of the room. It swung open, and two very different women entered. 

“I have sheets that need mending as well as a wash. I keep telling the girls that spurs are not allowed on the beds, but they don’t seem to listen. I’m going to have to start charging them for the damage.” 

Jessica raised her eyebrows as she stared at the speaker. The woman was middle-aged and a little plump, and she wore a dark- blue floor-length dress with white lace trim. The second woman carried a basket of linen and wore a long, gray shift with a blue sweater. Her black hair hung in a single braid down her back. She lifted her head, and her dark almond-shaped eyes looked straight into Jessica’s. She froze.

“What is it, Mai Ling?” The first woman turned and followed her gaze. “Oh, you’re awake. Good. I take it you aren’t badly injured?”

Jessica stuttered. “Ah...no...I’m all right except for a headache.” She rubbed her forehead. “I don’t know who you are, and I’m not exactly sure where I am.” Jessica took a step forward and rubbed her clammy hands together.

“Well, my dear, my name is Charlotte Stillwell, and this is my house.” She turned to the Chinese woman behind her. “Mai Ling, take the linens to the kitchen. There’s a basket of soiled ones in there as well.” Mai Ling nodded and left the room.

Jessica sat down awkwardly on the edge of a chair.

Charlotte frowned. “Are you sure you’re all right, dear? You look rather pale.”

Jessica’s temples throbbed, and her own heartbeat pounded in her ears. “I’m not sure,” was all she managed to say. She couldn’t seem to think. Every rational thought disappeared into a vast fog in her head.

Mai Ling returned with a different basket. She locked eyes with Jessica again. 

The expression on the Chinese woman’s face worried her. Knowledge, fear, and wonder all crossed Mai Ling’s features in rapid succession. 

Charlotte’s voice broke through the fog. “Can you tell me what happened to you?”

Jessica’s teeth chattered. “How did I get here?”

“Captain Harley found you lying in the grass near the river. Were you traveling here? Did you get attacked?” Charlotte bit her lip.

Jessica looked at Mai Ling as she answered. “I lost control of my car, and I went over the edge of the road.”

Charlotte frowned. “You mean cart, don’t you?”

Mai Ling gave a slight nod.

Jessica stuttered and followed the Mai Ling’s lead. “Yes, I mean cart. Where is it?”

“My dear, there was no cart or any other possession near you. The captain found you wearing only your underclothes and brought you here.” She reached out and took Jessica’s hand.

Time.

The word broke into Jessica’s thoughts.

“Ah...” Her stomach muscles clenched as she formed the words. “What time is it?”

“It’s about half-past two,” Charlotte answered with a hint of concern in her voice.

“What day is it?” Jessica’s hands began to tremble.

Charlotte hesitated. “Monday.”

The last question stuck in her throat, and she had to force it out. “What...ah...what year is it?”

Charlotte’s eyes widened. “1876.”

Jessica’s hands flew to her chest. She sat rigid on the couch, staring at the two women. 

Charlotte broke the silence. “Honey, what’s wrong?”

Jessica’s jaw quivered. “I don’t belong here.”

Charlotte smiled. “I know, dear. I was sure you weren’t a working girl in spite of being found in your undergarments. You’ll have to forgive the captain. He’s a Southern gentleman with Southern values. But still, there wasn’t any other place he could have brought you that had an empty bed available at such short notice.” She stood up and turned to the other woman. “Mai Ling, we need to find...ah.” She turned back to Jessica. “Honey, what’s your name?” 

Jess rubbed her eyes. “Jessica. Jessica Winters.”

Charlotte nodded. “Winters. Hmm. Is it miss or missus?”

Jess took a deep breath. “Missus, but I’m alone. They died. Curt and my son. Two years ago.” The fog in her mind was lifting, but short sentences were all she could manage. She didn’t know how it had happened, but she was in the past. Something had thrown her back over a hundred and forty years. There wasn’t any logic to this, but the evidence was irrefutable. The question was, how could she get back to her own time? 

Charlotte’s voice interrupted her train of thought. “Well, Jessica, we can’t have you staying here. Even if you’re not
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