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      Experience a love story that transcends time and war in this riveting novel. Journey with a modern-day adventurer and a charming pilot from the past as they navigate not only the challenges of a world at war but also their growing attraction for each other.

      Melanie "Mel" Morton is a contemporary adventure reporter. She's used to tackling current events, not delving into historical narratives. However, her world is turned upside down when a WWII veteran asks for her help in saving her grandfather's life - by traveling back in time.

      Launched into the past, Mel finds herself in the middle of her grandfather's pivotal final mission during WWII. Shot down and stranded in enemy territory, Mel and the now young and handsome pilot, Jack Hamilton, must traverse the dangerous landscapes of occupied France.

      With the generational gap adding another layer of complexity to their mission, Mel and Jack have to put aside the magnetic pull between them. Failure is not an option – their lives, Mel’s future, and the course of history hang in the balance.

      Out of Time is a gripping time-travel romance adventure that will captivate you from start to finish. If you love the thrill of rapid-fire action, the allure of intense chemistry, and the drama of World War II accurately depicted, then you'll be enthralled by Pauline Baird Jones' tribute to the Greatest Generation.

      Buy Out of Time today and embark on a love story set against the tumultuous backdrop of wartime history!

      What others have said about Out of Time:

      "Out of Time has Oscar nomination written all throughout its very well written and adventurous pages." Long and Short Reviews, Best Book

      "Jones is back and taking on new genres and challenges in this high-intensity time-traveling war thriller. Love can truly span generations, as these soul mates born out of time prove. Adding in the drama of being trapped behind enemy lines ratchets up the tension and thrill factor!" RT Book Reviews

      "What a great time I had reading ! I got in trouble at work, at home and I could not put it down…I can't express how much this book made me think of other folks' relatives who lived and died for our freedom." Manic Readers

      "Out of Time is a remarkable story that kept this reader glued to the pages…The reader is transported into yesteryear during a time of war where our heroes should never be forgotten in a war that costs so many their precious lives and loves, in a heart-felt story that spins with much creativity." Five hearts! The Romance Studio

      "...the story is magical, romantic, and funny. It's a hoot to see Mel, a thoroughly 21st century woman, trying to cope with the culture, and the uncomfortable shoes, of wartime England…In this homage to the Greatest Generation, Jones takes us on a wild and often poignant ride through time." Over My Dead Body Reviews 

      "It's almost impossible not to get wrapped up in this amazing book. Out of Time is the perfect book to unwind with after a long day at work.” A Girl And Her Kindle
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      Present Day

      The C-130 rumbled through the sky, the propellers cutting into the gradually thinning air. Melanie Morton had been miserable on the ground in her wet suit and gear, but as the plane went up and the temperature dropped she realized she was an amateur in miserable.

      She’d done some crazy—and misery-inducing—things for her television magazine segment, “Make Mel Cry Uncle,” appearing four times a year on BrightLine Weekly, but doing a HALO jump with the Navy SEALs was taking crazy thirty thousand feet too high.

      Her producer had needed to do some heavy duty persuasion before the Navy would allow her to even prepare for the jump, let alone attempt it. They finally agreed, perhaps because the powers-that-be thought she’d never make it through Hell Week, let alone survive the grueling training regimen that was required prior to the high altitude low open drop with an actual SEAL team. But here she was, all geared up and only one way to go: down. At one-hundred and twenty miles per hour.

      If she’d had any doubts about her sanity, she didn’t anymore.

      She really was out of her freaking mind.

      The sad part, she’d been out of it clear back to when she’d first pitched the idea that had eventually become “Make Mel Cry Uncle.” Since that time she’d learned to fight various sorts of fires. She’d trained with cops and SWATs, trekked to the Arctic, done a stint with the Coast Guard and another in search and rescue, gone swimming with sharks, dived with a deep sea wreckage crew—the list was long and getting longer. Four shows a year for five years. Dang. So far she hadn’t made it into space, but it wasn’t because her producer hadn’t tried to talk her into it. There was buzz of going back to the moon, but that was so last century. Maybe if they let her go to Mars….

      She shook her head. What was she thinking? She still hadn’t gotten her tush out of this plane, and she was thinking about Mars? She was worse than freaking insane…whatever that might be.

      Of course, she could cry uncle and go home. Show over. SEALs happy. Their charity would be even happier because she’d have to ante up the dough, and not them. That was the deal. If she cried, she donated to their favorite charity. If she didn’t, then they had to donate to hers. So far, her charity had made out like a bandit. They loved her. But all good things had to come to an end sometime. So why wasn’t her mouth open and why wasn’t she crying uncle like a baby?

      Her gran could have supplied the answer. She’d told Mel almost every day of Mel’s life that she was the most stubborn person on the face of the earth. It was probably her biggest character flaw, though it wasn’t her only one. However, there came a time to face those flaws and defeat them.

      Did it really matter if her SEAL team expected her to fail? Was proving them wrong that big of a deal? So what if they had bets on when she’d cry? They were also betting on when she’d wet her pants. It was probably a guy thing.

      She looked down the row of faces, seated on the hard narrow bench with her. All of them were in full scuba gear and each held an oxygen mask in anticipation of the moment when the cabin would be depressurized. Hers was probably the only face without the tough-guy expression. This was an experienced team of steely-eyed professional killers who’d proved their chops in Afghanistan and Iraq. They were honest-to-goodness heroes, like her grandfather and her father. She was proud to be sitting with them even if they did want her to fail.

      It wasn’t personal. They liked her, or what they knew of her. Some of them had even offered to get to know her on a more personal level and weren’t holding a grudge at being turned down. They just wanted her to fail. Only in the movies could a girl make it as a SEAL. It would make them so happy if she failed. It was probably the patriotic thing to do.

      It was a pity the necessary word was stuck in her stubborn throat like a freaking hair ball that wouldn’t hack up. Even as she was listing the reasons for crying uncle, another part of her brain was pointing out that it was only a jump. Other than the first step and the velocity, it was really no different from her time with the paratroopers.

      So that made her stubborn and delusional.

      There was a saying in the SEALs that the only good day was yesterday. This was her last bad day. Tomorrow she’d be on her way home, with all her SEAL yesterdays behind her. She could go back and kill her producer. Thanks to the SEALs, she now knew about a hundred different ways. Pity she could only use one of them on him.

      The aircraft shuddered and then straightened out.

      “Three-minute warning,” Rockman’s voice said in her ear piece.

      They all donned their oxygen masks and then the rear ramp slowly lowered, depressurizing the hold. Mel had thought it was as cold as it could get.

      She was wrong.

      “Line up!” Rockman spoke again.

      Moving like ungainly gooney birds, the team and Mel formed two lines on either side of the plane, clutching at hanging straps for balance, their footing made precarious by heavy packs, webbed feet and the bouncing of the plane as it rode the air currents. Mel realized she was hyperventilating into her mask. Would the friction and pure oxygen set her lungs on fire? That thought didn’t help. Fear Rockman would notice did.

      Rockman got nose to nose with her. He didn’t need to. She could hear him just fine in the ear piece. On the other hand, he’d spent the last three months with his face in hers, telling her to move her butt somewhere other than where it currently was. It was probably a hard habit to break. Maybe it was even a freaking SEAL rule.

      “So, Frog Lady, you ready to cry uncle?”

      Frog wasn’t actually meant to be an insult even though everything Rockman said sounded like one. This team were divers, hence the frog appellation. Over his shoulder, Mel could see Henry, her rather green-around-the-gills cameraman, recording the moment. It was also his job to record her exit from the plane, or her ignominious defeat. If she did make the jump, then her free fall would be recorded by mini-cams affixed to the team’s head gear. Her Mel-cam was so that her viewers could have the illusion of seeing it from her point of view.

      So this was it. Decision time. And she needed to pee. No question someone was going to win at least one bet, with the cold lining up against her sphincter. If she was going to be in for a pee, might as well go for the pound. Or in this case, in for the jump.

      “Sir, I’m going to jump, sir!” She shouted because shouting was the only tone Rockman could hear, based on past experience.

      He nodded sharply, even as his brown eyes told her he didn’t believe her. Mel tried to focus on her instructions, rather than the increasing pressure on her bladder. If she wet her pants now it would probably turn to ice inside her suit. Hopefully, it wouldn’t form into stalagmites in there. Or was that stalactites? Either was sure to be painful.

      “Ladies first.” Rockman gave her a sardonic look.

      Great, now he decides to be a gentleman. She looked at the ramp hanging over thirty thousand feet of atmosphere and ocean and her sphincters gave up the unfair battle, releasing in a warm wet rush. It wasn’t that bad. And it was as much encouragement as she was going to get on this plane.

      “Hoo-yah!” She ran forward and leapt off the ramp into nothing. Six guys who owed her charity money followed her out. She just hoped they weren’t bitter about the money. She had a long way to fall with them.
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      December 6, 1942, somewhere over Occupied France

      Jack Hamilton rubbed at the ice collecting around the edges of his oxygen mask and then made a minute adjustment in his course. Everyone on board The Time Machine was tense because of the pasting they’d taken on their last outing, but so far it had been a smooth ride. No fighters. No flak. Fourth time they’d been alerted for the Lille mission, only this time it hadn’t been scrubbed. The briefing was at 0345, but they didn’t get airborne until 0900. Now they were about fifteen minutes from their target. No one expected it to stay easy, but after St. Nazaire, well, Jack was learning to be grateful for the small mercies.

      At least it was a short run, just two hours to get over the target, dump their bombs and head back. Almost imperceptibly, he relaxed his shoulders. That’s when he heard it.

      “Bandits! Ten o’clock!”

      Jack heard the shots and then saw the silver trails from their guns tracking out ahead of them, toward the diving Focke-Wulfs. One of the bandits kept coming right at them. Red bloomed on the end of its guns again and again.

      Jack held his course and kept his eyes open, though neither was easy. At the last moment the FW turned aside.

      “Beginning bomb run,” he called out, over the crew chatter in the intercom. Jack turned the plane over to the Ram and they went in for the run. After that, it was almost a cake-walk to “bombs away.” The crew cheered as they made the turn that meant they were heading home.
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      Present Day

      Mel turned her SUV into the driveway of her little house. Despite its rather forlorn air, the house welcomed her as it always had, stretching back in time to when it had been her gran’s house and Mel the newly orphaned granddaughter.

      Halloween was over, but a few dejected bats and ghosts still fluttered in the trees next door, and the occasional candy wrapper mingled with fallen leaves the breeze had piled up against all available obstacles. Fall had done its work here, stripping leaves from the trees and turning green to brown. She climbed out and stretched, welcoming the feeling of freedom from MREs and shouted orders. The air she inhaled was cold and smoky. And free—it smelled as free as she was for six wonderful weeks. The upcoming holidays tried to intrude into her thoughts, but she pushed them firmly away. She preferred to be working during the holidays, but she hadn’t been able to manage it this year. The SEAL gig had run long, as had editing it for the broadcast. Then she’d had to close the New York apartment. But finally she was here. Home. Despite the looming holidays, she was glad to be here.

      She looked around, her gaze filtered through a lens of weary nostalgia. Her neighborhood sometimes seemed lost in the past. It always looked the same, except for the changing seasons sweeping through. Most of the houses were pre-World War II. Gran had come to this one as a bride, lived in it most of her life as a widow, and left it six years ago for the long-delayed reunion with her Norm, the grandfather Mel never met. Despite the sorrows it had seen, it was a cheerful, hopeful place, like her gran, whose personality had been, and still was, the shaping force both inside and out. Mel wasn’t around enough to make many changes, and as the only survivor of the family line, she liked coming home to the familiar and unchanged. Her father had died in Viet Nam and her mother had faded from life not long after, leaving Mel to Gran’s care. Mel didn’t remember either of her parents, though Gran had made sure she knew of them, and Norm, through stories and pictures.

      Mel wasn’t sure if Gran were a natural biographer or had been forced into it by events. Whatever the reason, she’d written her own life story, Norm’s, and that of their son and his wife, before beginning to work on the story of Norm’s military service as part of the crew of The Time Machine, their B-17 bomber. She hadn’t finished that before she died, so Mel was trying to finish it for her.

      Gran wouldn’t have approved of Mel’s career choice. It was dangerous work and it made romance an uphill job for even the most optimistic of suitors. Before her death, Gran had pestered Mel about her lack of romantic entanglements. Mel didn’t have an explanation then, or one now, other than a deep-seated realization that she hadn’t yet met the right man.

      Mel felt vaguely guilty as she unlocked the door and pushed it hard enough to dislodge the piles of mail that would be heaped on the floor under the mail slot of the shabby white door. It would mostly be junk mail. Of necessity, Mel had her bills sent to her financial manager. Otherwise, she’d have to get her utilities turned on again every time she came home—and get ever increasing deposits before she could get it turned back on.

      She found the light switch and flipped it. The old-fashioned lamps flared to life, pushing back the dim. At least her manager hadn’t absconded with her money while she was doing time with the SEALs. She dropped her duffle and handbag on the floor just past the mail mess and headed for the bathroom. As usual, she needed to pee.
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      Though the house had gone through some updating, it was essentially unchanged from the way it had been when Norm carried his bride across the threshold. It was a straightforward, unpretentious rectangle with two bedrooms to the left of the front door, both connected by a long closet and the bathroom. A living room and a fairly generous kitchen took up the right side of the structure. Under it all was an often-damp basement with another bedroom behind a storeroom. All the fixtures, except for the refrigerator, were original, including a claw-foot tub hogging most of the bathroom.

      Inside the fridge she found several cans of Diet Dr. Pepper, grabbed a glass, added ice and then soda. It hissed and bubbled in the glass. The first drink was always the best. All those chemicals bit pleasurably into her tongue and throat. As the caffeine entered her bloodstream, it temporarily kicked out the jet lag.

      Mel turned back toward the living room, leaning a shoulder against the jamb as she took another drink. To Mel’s left, Gran’s chair anchored the space, the imprint of her body still there in the sagging cushion. Her glasses rested on the open book she’d been reading the day before she went into the hospital that last time. Her footstool was pushed slightly to the side, so she could get up. Mel had never been able to take possession of that chair.

      She kept expecting Gran to come out of her bedroom and settle there, before looking up at Mel with a smile of welcome. Across from Gran’s chair was the chair that was Norm’s. If he was also haunting the house, he was a kindly ghost. Sometimes, just as the last of the light was fading from the sky, Mel imagined she could see them both in their chairs, young again and smiling at each other with all the delight of young love. If she didn’t move, sometimes she’d also smell Gran’s powder and Norm’s aftershave. If she closed her eyes, she could feel Gran’s arms close around her, feel the cool softness of Gran’s dress against her cheek and Gran’s hand stroking her hair again and telling her it would be all right.

      This night there were no friendly ghosts to welcome her home, and the air in the room was resolutely stale from being closed for so long. She put her soda can down on a coaster near the computer and went to open some windows, passing the split, pale blue-green couch. The two halves squatted in front of the windows that looked out on the enclosed porch, and had always been separated by a vintage table. Neither couch was even remotely comfortable, but Mel usually sat there anyway. It was her spot and had been since she moved in.

      “Pretty sad, aren’t I?” she said to the silence. Only ghosts for company, but how was she supposed to make and keep friends when she was never around? It didn’t help that on this street the residents were dropping like flies. She’d noticed a couple of kids’ toys left out as she drove by. Eventually the street would become young again, but the attrition was slow, albeit steady.

      Mel should have cleaned up all Gran’s stuff and given it away or at least put it in storage, but Gran’s spirit and memory were the only things that welcomed her home. A pet would have been nice for her, but not for the pet.

      On the dining room table was the only truly modern touch in the house, a computer setup with all the bells and whistles. Gran had taken to computing like a Navy SEAL to water. She particularly loved the scanner. It made working with the old fragile photographs from World War II so much easier.

      Those pictures, and all the other stuff she’d collected from the men who’d served with Norm, were now scattered across the top of the dining room table and the side buffet. Mel remembered a time when the kitchen table had been the staging area, since Gran liked to keep the mess out of sight of company, but when Mel bought her the computer, the move was inevitable. And there at the end company was almost nonexistent.

      Mel still worked on her project, at out of a feeling of obligation, but eventually had found the stories of the men of The Time Machine and the other bomber groups’ stories as fascinating as Gran clearly had. The survivors were happy to let Mel continue as their recorder. She’d been going to their reunions since she was little, and they all treated her like one of them, though they weren’t going to be around much longer either. The Greatest Generation was dying.

      That reality had given her a sense of urgency, and she’d actually made a lot of progress the last time she was home. That’s when she’d realized there was no picture of plane and crew all together. Before she left for the SEAL gig, she’d put out a call for anyone with a picture. She looked at the pile of mail. Well, there was only one way to find out if she’d gotten an answer.

      One hour later, she had the mail sorted into the stuff she wanted to keep, the stuff to shred and the junk headed for the trash heap. There were several promising-looking offerings from her WWII sources, including an intriguing one marked private and urgent.

      These she took to the dining room table. She turned on the computer, then, while it went through the tedious booting-up process, picked up a letter opener and slid it under the flap of the private and urgent envelope. Once containment was breached, she pulled out a single eight-by-ten photograph with a business card clipped to one corner.

      Jack Hamilton. No address. Just a phone number and his name. Talk about a blast from the past. The only member of the surviving crew she’d never met—and the one she’d most wanted to meet.

      She examined the photo, wondering if it really was the complete crew. That was certainly The Time Machine. She could see the name on the nose of the fuselage behind the crew, integrated with the nose art, a tornado-looking object—something Mel had always found puzzling. What did a tornado have to do with time travel? Most of the pilots at the time had named their planes for their girl or a sexy movie star, but not Jack. He was an H.G. Wells fan to his toenails. Because of him, she’d read the books too. Where in the post-war world had he gone? She looked at the card. At least he wasn’t dead yet.

      Mel picked up a magnifying glass and studied the photo. Norm, the radio operator, was in the back row of five, between Jack and his copilot, Ric Bramwell. Gran had always said Norm wasn’t one to put himself forward, Mel recalled with a smile. His face was as familiar to her as her own, since Gran had pictures of him all over the house, but she still felt a sense of loss at not knowing him. The other five filling out the usual complement for a B-17 knelt in front. Slightly off to one side, a woman stood partly in shadow. That was odd. She applied the magnifying glass to that area, and a face, curiously like her own, jumped out at her.

      She pulled back. Okay, that was…weird.  She applied the glass again. They even had the same, cropped, flyaway hair. It wasn’t a typical hairdo for the time. She leaned back in her chair, studying the photograph again, a feeling of unease in her middle that she couldn’t begin to explain. She lifted the top on the scanner, put the photograph face down and hit start.

      In a few minutes she had a graphic image to work with on the screen. Even though she was consumed with curiosity about the woman, she still paused a moment to admire Jack when his face filled her screen. Okay, she’d seen other photos of him, but not this one. And he was always worth examining. The photograph was a bit grainy, but it didn’t stop her from noting that his thick dark hair tumbled across a high aristocratic brow. His eyes were set deep under jutting brows. The black and white picture didn’t give away the color, but Mel was sure they had to be a deep and sincere blue. His face was long and narrow, with high, sharp cheekbones and a straight nose. His smile, cutting across his face, the miles and the years, curled her toes inside her shoes every time she saw it, today being no exception.

      Dang, he was cute. Why, she wondered, when she looked at his picture, did she feel like she’d been born sixty years too late? Not that she had any desire to live in the forties. Her feet were planted firmly in the twenty-first century and happy to be there, if only for the comfort of the shoes. But he could have come to one of the crew reunions. Only he hadn’t and no one seemed to know why.

      With a sigh, she adjusted the picture until she could isolate the part with the woman’s face, then selected it and copied it to its own file. The image she had to work with was still large but fuzzy. Luckily she had a good program for clearing up problems. She tinkered with it, watching with interest until a face came slowly into view.

      The girl could be her twin. She backed off the image a bit, bringing more than the face into view. She was dressed like the crew, which was even stranger, considering the highly chauvinistic times. She backed off some more. That’s when she got her second shock. On the wrist that the woman held up to shield her eyes from the sun was a small tattoo that looked a lot like the temporary tattoo presently fading on the inside of her wrist. The SEAL team had insisted she commemorate her jump with a miniature Uncle Sam. She backed off some more and worked on that area, bringing it into better focus. Then she only had to hold her wrist up to the screen to see they matched perfectly.

      Okay, Jack had to be pulling her chain.

      She picked up the card and studied the phone number. It was long distance, but there was no indication of a time zone. She looked at her watch. It was after midnight. And what would she say to him? Why is my arm in an old WWII photo?

      At that moment, her phone rang. She jumped, looking at it suspiciously as it rang two more times. This time of night, it was probably obscene. She lifted the receiver.

      “Mel?” The voice was male and strong, though there was an aged quality to it she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

      “Who is this?” Mel had a policy of only being polite to people she knew. It cut down on solicitations calls—or at least shortened them.

      “Jack. Jack Hamilton.”

      Shock held her silent for a long moment.

      “Jack Hamilton.” She felt winded, and for no reason she could think of, her heart thumped in her chest.

      “That’s right.”

      She wanted to ask him if he knew what time it was, but she was pretty sure he did. And somehow, he’d known she’d be up.

      “Your SEAL segment was your best yet,” he said into her silence. “I really wondered if you were going to jump.”

      She’d wondered the same thing.

      “Thanks.” Jeez, did she have to be so lame? She talked for a freaking living, for Pete’s sake! “How are you?” Oh, that’s good, take yourself beyond lame. Be a freaking loser.

      He chuckled. “I’m old.”

      It surprised her when she heard herself chuckle.

      Then he said, “We need to meet. We’re almost out of time.”

      What did he mean by that? “O…kay…when…”

      “Tomorrow. I’ll be there at ten hundred.” There was a pause. “Good night, Mel.”

      “Good…night…” She didn’t know what to call him. Inside her head, she’d called him Jack her whole life, but he was an elder and, according to Gran, should be treated with respect. The only problem was, calling him “Mr. Hamilton” sounded all wrong. Before she could decide, the line went dead. She stared at it. Maybe she dreamed the call. Maybe she was in bed right now and didn’t know it. Maybe she should go to bed.

      She saved her work, turned off the computer and headed for her bedroom, wondering why Jack had called after all these years. And what she was going to wear for her first meeting with the mysterious and elusive ex-captain. She may not cry uncle, but she was still a girl.
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      When the sun fell across Mel’s face the next morning, she woke with a jerk. For a moment she was disoriented, until she remembered she was home. With that realization, all her questions about Jack jumped her. Why was he coming to see her? Why had he sent that photo? Was it some practical joke planned by the remnants of the bomber group who liked to tease her about her interest in Jack? Maybe it wasn’t even Jack who called. That made a lot of sense, but how had they gotten a picture of her arm and the temp tattoo? Maybe one of the SEALs took the picture? That would be it. They were in on it. Jack, or the guys, probably still had contacts in the military.

      Relieved and yet somehow not, Mel prepared herself for the visit. She looked around her, painfully aware of what her surroundings gave away about her life. Maybe they could have their meeting on the porch? It wasn’t as pathetic.

      She changed clothes several times before settling on a pair of jeans and a simple long-sleeved T-shirt. The sexy black dress she’d considered wearing might kill the old man and it wasn’t typical day wear. She had to keep reminding herself he was old, no longer the dashing captain of the photos. For some reason, the more she thought about what he’d said, and what he hadn’t said, the more nervous she got.

      Almost ten hundred. She got up and peered down the street, wondering what kind of car he drove. Then she heard a distant clack-clack. She knew that sound. She’d heard it often enough. It was a helicopter. But the only place something like that could land around here was the field behind Gran’s house. She stepped outside and shielded her eyes, straining to see into the rising sun. It was a helicopter all right. It continued toward her until it was right over her house, the blades stirring up the air and the dead leaves. Neighbors came out into their front yards—the ones not suffering heart attacks from the shock.

      Someone in the passenger seat pointed toward the rear, and then the chopper moved that way. Mel went through the house and out the back door. If this was a joke, it was a pretty elaborate one. Across the yard and through the fence, she saw the chopper land in the clearing, the noise fading as the motor shut down. The pilot went around to the other side and helped someone out of the cockpit. Mel crossed to the gate, feeling nervous and curious…and hopeful it really was Jack leaning lightly on a cane as he came toward her out of the rising sun.

      He was tall enough to be Jack, and though he moved slowly, he held himself rigorously erect, as if rejecting his own aging process. He was close enough now for her to see that his hair was white and still full, and his features were familiar, though time had blurred and softened the edges. His eyes were as intense now as they were in his pictures, and to her delight, undiminished blue.

      “Hi.” She still didn’t know what to call him or what to say to him, and to tell the truth, the sight of him took her breath away. She’d always figured that younger women were interested in older men for their money. She could have been wrong about that. He may be in his eighties, but he still had some serious babe factor to bring to the table. She’d bet money he still caused a stir at the nursing home, or wherever it was he’d emerged from.

      Surprise gave her some protection from the intensity of his gaze, but it did nothing to dilute the delight she felt at this long delayed meeting. She had the odd feeling that they’d known each other before and that this meeting was important.

      “Hello, Mel.” He stopped on the other side of the gate and grinned at her with unabashed pleasure. His voice was stronger and clearer in real life, and his grin was as engaging as the one in the pictures, despite the wrinkles around the edges.

      She realized he was waiting for her to stop hanging on the gate and let him in. Feeling like an awkward thirteen-year-old, she stepped back and unlatched the gate. It felt like she was letting him into more than her yard. He stopped and looked at the quiescent shrubbery.

      “I’ll bet it’s beautiful in the spring with the lilacs in bloom.”

      Mel felt a smile flicker across her face. “It is…sir.”

      His white brows arched. “Oh, dear. You make me feel a hundred years old. Please, call me Jack.”

      This time her smile stayed. “Jack.”

      He smiled down at her, crinkling the edges of his eyes and deepening their blue.

      Mel drew a shaky breath. “So, where you been all my life?”

      Jack chuckled and then gestured toward the house, a sober and unsettling insistence muting his gaze. “Can we talk inside?”

      “Sure.” Let’s go inside and you can see my total lack of a life, she added to herself as she led the way toward the back door. “Can you manage the stairs?” Mel turned to ask.

      It was a short flight up to the back porch that boasted a washer and dryer and the door to the kitchen.

      Jack held up the cane. “You’re worried about this? I just use it as a chick magnet.”

      Mel chuckled. But she noticed he used the railing and took the four steps slowly. Gran used to say she didn’t feel as old as she looked. Maybe it was the same with Jack. Or maybe it was a case of a boy being a boy.

      Whatever it was, she liked it. She liked him even though he made her uneasy.

      Inside the kitchen, she turned, managing to avoid looking at him as his gaze moved around the old-fashioned room. The antique countertops were a homely green and set low. She’d loved them as a child because they weren’t too high for her to reach. The sink was set low, too, and had a single basin and old-fashioned taps. The table was built into a space behind the cabinets, with two long benches for seating. All in all, it was like going back in time, if she took out the refrigerator, which she was glad she didn’t have to do. It kept her Diet Dr. Pepper cold.

      When Jack’s gaze finally made it back to her, she heard herself say, “I’m not here a lot.”

      His smile was slow and sweet. “I like it.” He hesitated. “Norm used to talk about being here. Snow outside, fresh bread smell from the oven and a pot of chili on the stove. Shut away from the world with his Elaine. He wasn’t like some of the other married guys, you know. He never strayed. He fought for her, lived for when he could come home to her.”

      “But he didn’t.” Mel’s voice was flat, hiding the emotion his words had stirred. It was odd to miss someone you’d never met, but Mel did. The rift, the sense of loss wasn’t huge, but it was always with her. The weird part was, she didn’t have that same feeling about her own dad. She wished she’d known him, of course, but it wasn’t the same.

      “He shouldn’t have died,” Jack said, putting into words the feeling Mel had never let herself think, let alone say out loud. He looked drawn and tired—and every inch his age.

      “You should sit down,” she said. It was easier to focus on that than what he’d said. “The living room is through there.”

      “Can’t we sit right here?” he asked, nodding toward the kitchen table.

      “Of course.” Mel started toward the table, but stopped. “Would you like something to drink?” Did she have anything but soda to offer him? She hadn’t had time to get to the store and restock.

      “Diet Dr. Pepper would be fine,” he said, as if she’d spoken out loud. “In the can.”

      She got them both a cold one, her thoughts tumbling uselessly in all directions. Wondering how he knew her favorite drink. Why he was here. She slid onto the opposite bench. She was a tall girl, but he sat taller than she did and their knees bumped slightly under the table.

      He took a drink, then lowered the can to the tabletop. His gaze seemed to bore into her, laying bare her soul. Mel looked down, away from his gaze, remembering a time when that table had been Gran’s biography assembly area, before the move to the dining room. In her mind, the surface was covered again with pictures and the pages of Norm’s biography that were half written in Gran’s spidery handwriting. For a moment the pain of missing her was as sharp as if Gran had died yesterday. Grief was like that, she’d learned. It would retreat for a time, then return when least expected.

      “You still miss her,” Jack said. It wasn’t a question.

      Mel looked up and nodded, a lump clogging her throat.

      “You shouldn’t have to.”

      She shrugged. “Gran always said life isn’t for wimps.”

      Jack smiled. “She nailed it.”

      Mel could have sat there smiling at him all morning, but curiosity was a virus inside her head, even if it did kill the cat. “That was a neat trick you pulled with that picture. How did you get a picture of my temporary tattoo? Did Rockman get it for you? I never did trust that guy.”

      Instead of answering her, Jack slid his hand in the inside pocket of his expensive-looking, dark suit and pulled out an envelope. He slid it toward her.

      With one swift wary glance at him, Mel opened it and pulled out a series of snapshots. They were all of her forties’ twin in a variety of poses. In one, she was with the captain of the famous Memphis Belle, and in another, she was behind the wheel of a Jeep. All the photos were in black and white and clearly aged.

      “Who is she?” Mel set the photos down. “She could be my twin.” She could be me, she thought, wanting to laugh at the thought, but for some reason she couldn’t.

      “She…” he stopped. He ran a hand through his hair, the gesture oddly familiar and endearing. He looked at her ruefully. It was a cute look on him. “I’ve had sixty years to think about it, and now that I’m here, I don’t know where to begin.”

      “Usually it’s best to begin at the beginning,” Mel suggested.

      “The beginning. If only I knew what it was,” he said so softly she almost missed it.

      “Is there something you wanted to tell me about Norm?” she asked, hoping to prompt him. Curiosity was a very uncomfortable emotion.

      He looked at her then. “Yes, it’s about Norm. And you and me and what we did sixty years ago—what we shouldn’t have done.”

      “What could you and Norm do then that would affect me now?”

      “Not me and Norm.” He hesitated, as if at the edge of a dive, and then said in a rush, “You and I.”

      Mel blinked. She couldn’t have heard him right. “I wasn’t born sixty years ago.” It was stating the obvious, but she felt it still needed to be said.

      For some reason, this appeared to help him relax. His shoulders rose and fell in a quick sigh. He looked apologetic.

      “I can’t believe I’m messing this up, but there just isn’t a good way to explain. It’s so unbelievable.”

      Jack seemed to be a few marbles short of a full bag. “What is?”

      He held up one of the photos. “This isn’t your twin, Mel. This is you.”

      Mel blinked again. It wasn’t useful, but it was something to do. Make that more than a few marbles short. She was, she realized, alone in the house with a loony tune.

      “Norm shouldn’t have died sixty years ago. You…we—changed history and now we have to change it back. Actually, you have to change it back.”

      Mel swallowed, trying to wet a suddenly dry throat. He didn’t look dangerous and she could kick his butt, but she didn’t want to beat up an old man, even if he was insane.

      “And you know this because…”

      “You told me sixty years ago. I sent you back to tell me and…you told me.”

      Funny, he didn’t look insane, but what did insane look like? Humoring him seemed like the best course to take for now. “Really? That’s very…interesting.”

      Jack grinned, as if he knew what she was thinking.

      “You don’t remember it, of course, because for you, our meeting hasn’t happened yet. The past is still in your future.”

      “I suppose that would…explain it.” The next question, the obvious one was how she told him all this, but she already knew. He’d named his freaking plane The Time Machine and Gran hadn’t raised a total fool, though Jack clearly thought differently. He looked so serious, so sincere. A pity he was nuts. Who let him out?

      His expression turned rueful again.

      “When you told me you were from the future, I didn’t believe you either at first.”

      Okay, humoring him wasn’t working for her. She needed a new plan, but what?

      “I went before I left the plane,” he said.

      “People can’t really—what did you say?”

      “I went before I left the plane.”

      Her stomach dropped, not just to her feet, but to China at least. “How did you know I wet my pants up there?” She hadn’t told anyone she wet her pants before she left the plane.

      “Is that what you meant? You never told me that part.” Jack grinned.

      Maybe her new plan should involve keeping her mouth shut.

      “You said it was a sure way I could make you believe that I do have a time machine and that I can, and did, send you back in time, if I needed to.” He leaned forward, his expression urgent. “We did things and your family got wiped out. When I met you in the past, you had a large, happy family.” He looked around. “Not this.”

      She stared at him, trying to process what he was saying. It couldn’t be true…and yet…a dark tunnel formed around her and began to close in. She heard him make a sharp sound and he jumped up. She felt his hands turning her so he could push her head down between her legs.

      “Deep breaths,” he said. He sounded a long way away.

      The only problem, there was no way to get her head down far enough or breathe deep enough to clear it of this.
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      December 12, 1942, thirty thousand feet above Paris, France

      They’d left at 1215 hours, heading across the channel toward Romilly-sur-Seine. No problems reaching the target, but it was obscured by cloud cover, so they turned back toward Paris and some rail yards, their target of last resort. The Time Machine was one of only six planes that actually dropped their bombs, because even this target was partially obscured. They weren’t sure if they hit anything useful. Enemy planes sighted, but they made a pass at them, got shot at, a couple got knocked out of the sky and they took their toys and went home. The chatter was cheerful and profane. Relief was as palpable as their breath in the cold air.

      It was luck, not skill today. The formation had been ragged to nonexistent and most were returning to base with their bombs. Colonel Wray wasn’t going to be happy. Jack could see more drills, more training ahead.

      He sighed. The Ram claimed he got a glimpse of the Eiffel Tower through the bomb sight. Maybe he had. Jack hoped it would still be there when this was all over. Not the way he’d hoped to see France. He’d wanted to stroll Paris streets, talk to Paris people, not bomb it to oblivion with the five-hundred-pound bombs in The Time Machine’s belly.

      Jack didn’t waste a lot of time thinking about why he was here. He knew that. In the month since their group went operational, he’d learned it didn’t pay to think a lot about the deep stuff. His life, his death, all that was out of his hands, no matter how well he flew his bird. Better pilots than him had already gone down and worse ones than he were still around. Jack figured God already knew the outcome and the survivors, so no sense worrying about when and where. He needed to just do his job until he couldn’t anymore.

      It was easy to not think too deep in the cockpit of a Flying Fortress. There was so much annoying little crap to think about. The leg room was nonexistent. His heated suit only heated him in the heat of battle when he didn’t need it. Then it held pooled sweat against his body until he could get back to the station and strip it off. On the upside, the deep cold did numb his legs and a body aching from the vibration of the Fort’s four engines. His arms trembled from the effort of keeping the huge plane level and in its place in the formation. She had a mind of her own and fought him coming and going.

      Despite the misery of the vibration, Jack was glad all four engines were running. That painful vibration meant they stayed in the sky. If he focused on being grateful, he could almost forget the metal and rubber smell from his oxygen mask and the ice that quickly formed around the edges from the moisture of his own breath. That ice meant he was still breathing—also a good thing—and he only saw his raccoon mouth from ice burn when he looked in the mirror.

      Nothing in the Fort had been designed for their comfort. It served one purpose: to rain a lot of bombs on a target. It bristled with guns in an attempt to keep the crew alive long enough to keep them trying to fulfill their purpose. It wasn’t called the Flying Fortress for its size, though it was a big mother.

      “There’s the coast,” his copilot and best friend, Ric Bramwell, said. They’d joined together, learned together and now they served together—and they would probably die together. Ric didn’t ever think about stuff, deep or little. His thoughts were filled up with girls, which left room for little else in there—barely enough for him to help out with the flying. “Get this bucket on the ground. I’ve got a date.”

      “You’ve always got a date,” Jack said, his gaze reaching past the haze-shrouded coast to the landing field. Now exhaustion hit him, and in a mean twist numbness fled, leaving behind snarls of pain to gnaw at the edges of his concentration.

      “You could have one too. She’s got a friend.”

      “She’s always got a friend.” Jack made a slight course correction as the formation loosened up even more in sheer relief. And the friend always wished she was with Ric, not Jack. It didn’t make for a fun date.

      “So many girls, so little time. Why waste any of it?”

      It wasn’t that Ric thought he was going to die. He just thought the war wouldn’t last forever and he might fall short of his goal to kiss every pretty girl in England and France. If he survived, he’d make it. While Jack wasn’t an expert on the male attraction factor, he’d been in position to observe considerable empirical evidence that Ric had plenty of it. Jack was a great believer in empirical evidence.

      For a moment he was tempted to take Ric up on his offer. Be nice to put his arm around someone soft and sweet-smelling and think about something besides killing the enemy and breaking things. All those years spent observing Ric and he still didn’t know how to take it casual. Ric was always telling him he was too serious, too intense. Luckily, Ric didn’t know that much of what went on inside Jack’s head. He probably thought Jack thought the same thoughts Ric did. He sure as heck didn’t know about Jack’s fascination with the science of time. They’d all teased him plenty when he named their Fort for his favorite novel, but they didn’t know he didn’t just believe in time travel, he knew how to do it. And if he had his way, they never would. Trouble was, when you thought about time too much, it changed the way you looked at every day. Made it hard to live right now. Ric had no trouble with right now and most days couldn’t remember yesterday. Or pretended he couldn’t when it wasn’t convenient.

      Jack should let him take over more, but he felt the wave of discontent from the crew when he did. Ric took too many risks, particularly when they were headed home. He was too eager to get on the ground. It meant Jack got back feeling like he’d been stretched on the rack.

      In the distance, he saw the field, with the planes ahead of him already lined up and going in. They’d made it. They’d all live one more day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Present Day

      Mel didn’t lose consciousness, but it was a near thing. When the stars cleared and the blackness retreated, clarity of thought remained stubbornly elusive. Had he really said she’d traveled back in time? He was senile. He had to be. Only he didn’t look senile. And if he were living a delusion, how did he know her embarrassing secret? She hadn’t told anyone—only according to Jack, she’d shared it with him twice.

      “I’m sorry, Mel. I’m sorry we have to do this again, but we have to fix what we did. You need your family back and I” —he stopped, shaking his head— “I thought I was helping Ric, but all I managed to do was ruin him.

      “Ric?” Mel frowned. “He’s dead.” Jack’s copilot aboard The Time Machine had died in a car accident a couple of years ago, while under the influence of a lot of alcohol. Took a family of four with him to the next life. Norm would have made better use of his life, but Norm had died. Only, according to Jack, he wasn’t meant to die. He was supposed to be alive. No, not Jack. Her. She’d told Jack that. In the future past.

      She felt a headache start behind her right eye.

      “Can we talk while you pack?” Jack asked. “We really are almost out of time. Your SEAL gig ran long.”

      He wouldn’t get an argument out of her on that point. Her producer had been hiding from her since she got back. He smiled and she found herself smiling back. What was she doing? Her smile faded.

      “What am I supposed to be packing?”

      “Some of your grandmother’s clothes from the late thirties, and some of your own stuff. Enough to last until you jump.”

      “Jump?” Her brain latched on that word like glue. “The one thing the SEAL gig taught me is that I don’t like jumping. It’s too much like falling.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      Mel’s eyes widened. “You want me to go on that last mission, the one where you got shot down! You want me to jump into Occupied France with you?”

      “Yes.” He looked sorry, but there was also an “and” hanging in the air between them.

      “What?” she asked with suspicion. What could be worse than jumping into Occupied France?

      “You also have to jump out of a plane at high altitude again. Into the vortex my machine will create. Time travel requires velocity, you see.”

      She didn’t see, and yet, in an awful way, she did. “Velocity? And how do I achieve this velocity?”

      “By jumping into the vortex without a parachute.”

      Mel felt her jaw drop and heard something rather whimper-like come out the opening, as her thoughts spun into one clear certainty. When her head was down, she should have kissed her tush goodbye.
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      December 17, 1942, Basingbourne Aerodrome

      Jack had been right. Colonel Wray wasn’t happy with their performance outside of Paris. They’d dropped some bombs, but it wasn’t clear if they’d done any damage to anything. Shooting down a couple of enemy planes didn’t earn them any praise either. They were, according to Wray, lucky the enemy hadn’t pressed their attack. They couldn’t rely on luck. It wouldn’t always be on their side. They needed to maintain the formation. The formation was everything. The formation was their only chance of surviving.

      And so they practiced staying in that formation every day the weather was clear enough for flying but not optimum for a mission. When they couldn’t fly, they did time in ground school and practiced in the Link Trainer. That carnival ride training device at least took energy and focus. The classes were mind-numbingly dull.

      Jack knew that a lot depended on the success of this very dangerous experiment. The Brits only flew at night. Trouble with that, you can’t see where you’re dropping your bombs so their success rate was dismal. The Yanks aimed to bloody the enemies’ nose with daytime missions. Those in charge figured the well-armed B-17s, flying at or above twenty thousand feet and fitted with the Norden bomb sight, were just the ticket for taking the war to the enemy, while the generals worked on plans for an invasion. They needed to impair the Germans’ war production, too, or an eventual invasion would be impossible.

      They’d been lucky so far, but no one expected it to last, not after St. Nazaire. As soon as the weather cleared, they’d be back up again. Flying over the continent, looking down on what the Germans controlled, and seeing their war machine come up to greet them with a hail of lead, well, it was hard to believe they’d ever be able to contain them, let alone invade and win.

      We won last time, he reminded himself, but this was different. The guy in charge over there was different. And they were fighting on two fronts, trying to play catch-up with two enemies who’d prepared themselves well for battle. There were lessons to be learned here…if they survived to remember them.

      Norm nudged Jack out of his reverie. “Time for grub, Jack.”

      Jack was glad for the distraction. Of course they’d win. They had to. Jack got up and shrugged on his jacket, huddling into it as they emerged from the Quonset hut into the cold English wind. A damp chill cut through all his layers like they weren’t there.

      “You going to Cambridge tonight?” Norm asked, as they paused in a sheltered spot to light up.

      “I don’t know,” Jack said, inhaling the smoke deep into his lungs. He’d only started smoking since he joined up, but it did calm the nerves. “You?”

      “Wouldn’t mind a break,” Norm said
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