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ALEXANDER Crossman was enjoying his drive down route I-95 to Miami.  His ultimate destination was the Fontainebleau Hotel on Miami Beach where he was meeting a woman, he had met the night before, for lunch. Her name was Barbara Collins and he had met her at a dinner party at a friend’s house. Barbara was an attorney in New York City and had come down for some R and R. She was staying at the Fontainebleau, so it was a natural fit for Alex to meet her there for lunch. Besides, the hotel boasted one of the finest restaurants on the beach.

Barbara was not only beautiful with long blond hair framing her face, and an athletic body, but she was also very intelligent. She was the youngest lawyer to be on a path to become a partner at her firm. She and Alex had hit it off immediately, especially when she found out he was a writer who had a best-seller, out. She had not read it but intended to. Alex was bringing a copy of the book to her as a gift.

He had the radio tuned to a station that played the standard oldies which he enjoyed, and he was enjoying himself singing along even though he had forgotten most of the words. He was looking forward to having Barbara all to himself. He had discovered they had much in common even his preferred drink. He drank Kentucky Bourbon and was delighted to find a woman who did too. None of those sissy cocktails for her. The announcer interrupted the music to mention a rain squall was approaching but would quickly pass. This was normal for Florida. What was more distressing was the accident up ahead that had brought traffic to a standstill. Also normal for South Florida. He called Barbara to apologize that he might be a little late.

“I will get off at the next exit,” he said, “and work my way through the city and take the next causeway over to the beach.”

“It’s not a problem,” she said, “there is a great clothing shop, here in the hotel and I’ve been meaning to visit it. That’s where you’ll find me.” He disconnected and concentrated on his driving, watching for the next exit. The rain was letting up leaving only a slight haze. He saw the sign for North Miami and took the exit because traffic was still just inching along. He came down the ramp, passed through what looked like a thin fog bank and suddenly a bright flash of lightning blinded him. He expected a loud roar of thunder, but none came. He emerged from the  fog into an area he did not recognize. There was a service station straight ahead on a cross street. He had taken this exit numerous times and he could not recall a service station there. What was more, it looked like a station from an earlier age. He pulled in to gas up and get some information. As he got out of his car and proceeded to take the pump handle, a man appeared.

“What the hell you think you doin’ boy?” the man  said.

Boy? Alex was six three, two hundred and ten pounds. No one had ever called him ‘boy’ since he was a boy.

“What?” Alex said.

“I said what you doin’? You ain’t allowed to touch the pump.”

“Don’t you have self-service?”

“What you talkin’ ‘bout? You want gas I pump it. You don’t, get the hell outta here. We don’ allow no loiterin’.”

Alex took in his surroundings. Then it hit him. On one side of the building a large sign announced, RESTROOM FOR WHITES ONLY. On the opposite side there was a small dirty shack with the sign, COLOREDS.

Alex looked at the man. “What year is this?” he said.

“What year? You a grown-up man and you don’ know what year it is?  What  they teach you in dem colored schools?  What year it is. Go on . Get outta here before I call the cops. Should call ‘em anyway. I have a feeling you stole that new car.”

Alex got in his car and drove away. The street he was on which should be crowded with apartment buildings and stores, was mostly open fields with, occasionally, ramshackle shacks. They were black children playing in yards and on the street. He was obviously in a black neighborhood. He pulled up in front of a small store and was walking to the door when he glanced to the side where a stack of newspapers lay tied in a bundle. The headlines on the top one screamed, ‘JAPAN BOMBED PEARL HARBOR. WAR DECLARED.’ So, that was the year.

He went in the store to buy a newspaper. The owner dragged the bundle in, cut the string holding them together and handed him a paper. When he came out of the store with the newspaper under his arm, there was a small group of men and boys standing near his car. He waved to them and proceeded to get into the car.

“This your car?” one of the men said.

“Yes, it is.”

“Look mistuh. We don’t want no trouble with the law. We just quiet folks. We never seen a black man owning a nice, new car like this. Truth is I never seen a car like this. It stolen?”

“No. This is my car, bought and paid for,” Alex said.

“You not from around here. Right?”

“He talks funny. I think he’s from up New York way.”

“You got it,” Alex said. “Just passing through.”

“Where you headed?”

“Miami Beach,” Alex said. “Is there a hotel around here where I can stay for a night?”

“Lots of hotels. But none that would take you.”

“He can stay with Miz Jones,” a boy said.

“Yeah, Miz Jones. She does boarding and lodging. Half a mile up on the right. Big white house.”

“Thank you,” Alex said and drove off. Alex had no idea how he became trapped in this time, but he knew he had to get out. From what he knew about the history of that decade, it was not a good time to be black in the south. The sign proclaiming Mrs. Jones’s Boarding and Lodging loomed large, ahead. It was a large house, painted white with a small flower garden in front. Alex climbed the stairs and pushed the door open. He was in a large foyer with a desk in a corner on the right. There was a bell with a sign that said he should ring for help. He rang and a matronly woman with white hair tied in a bun at the back of her neck, entered.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“Yes. I would like a room,” Alex said.

“My rates are ten dollars a week for a room and another ten a week if you would like meals. Paid at the beginning of the week. How long are you staying? Mr.. . .”

“West. Cody West,” Alex said, not knowing where that came from.

“Cody West? Strange name for a black man,” Mrs. Jones said.

“It is. But only my parents can explain, and they are both gone,” Alex said.

“Well, Mr. West none of us may have explanations as why our parents give us certain names.”

Alex drew out his wallet and took out a hundred-dollar bill and handed it to her.

“My oh my,” she said, “I don’t remember the last time I’ve seen a hundred dollars in one piece like this.”

“That will cover five weeks,” Alex said, “I may need to be here that long.”

“I gather you are a traveling salesman of some sort,” Mrs. Jones said.

“You gather correctly, Mrs. Jones,”

“You have no luggage?”

“All in my car. I will bring it out later. Right now, I would just like to relax a bit. Been traveling all day.”

“I’ll show you to your room. It is on this floor. Dinner will be in the dining room at six.”

Alex shut the door behind her and flopped down on the bed. He was not sure about his next move, but he was sure he did not want to remain here longer than necessary. His date with Barbara was long forgotten. She was several decades in the future. It was his future too until this happened. He took out his cell phone and punched it on, just to be doing something. But there was nothing, as he expected. It was fully charged but it was just a piece of metal. Much to his surprise he dozed off and woke up fifteen minutes before dinner. He washed his face in the basin in his room and went out to dinner and a completely unwanted life.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 2


[image: image]


ALEX entered the dining room to find it crowded. Mrs. Jones sat at the head and seemed to reign over the guests. Only four people, including Alex, were lodgers also.  All the others were just there for dinner. Mrs. Jones was known to serve the finest food in the area so, many people came just to dinner. When Alex entered,  Mrs. Jones pointed to him and said, “this is Mr. West. He is from New York. You can introduce yourselves later.”

The conversation around the table was about the two wars that were raging. Of the men at the table only two were of the age that they may be called up. Both of them said they would go, and they might even volunteer if the Army would take them. One of the women was Amanda Jones. She was Mrs. Jones’s daughter and a school teacher. She was a beautiful woman who wore her hair short and curly. She had a beautiful speaking voice and spoke with a slight lilt at the end of what she was saying. It sounded wonderful to Alex. Nobody at the table seemed interested in him and he was glad for that. This conversation, as many of them, Alex was to learn, eventually swung to the state of race relations. The consensus seemed to be that  nothing could be done to improve the plight of blacks. Mrs. Jones did not agree.

“If the black men in this town had more spine,” she said, “the whites would not treat us so poorly.”

“Come on, Mrs. Jones,” one man said, “those people have guns. You expect us to go up against them with our bare hands?”

“You get guns,” she said.

“How? We can’t buy guns.”

“Well then, steal them,” she said in no uncertain terms.

“Mother, you can’t be serious,” the daughter said.

“I am very serious. Steal the guns and show some spine.”

Dinner was ending, and people were leaving. As Alex was walking out of the dining room, Amanda caught his arm.

“Can I have a word with you, Mr. West?” she said.

“Of course,” Alex said.

“Let’s go into the parlor. We’ll have more privacy,” she said.

They sat facing each other. “I’m all ears, Miss Jones,” Alex said.

“Please call me Amanda,” she said, “I’m curious about you, Mr. West.”

“Please. Cody. Why are you curious?”

“All my life I’ve made a habit of studying people, and I suspect  there is something different about you.”

“Like what, for example?” Alex said.

“Well, your name. It seems made up. Your speech. You have an accent, and it is not New York, as some people think. And I am not sure you are a salesman as you said.”

Alex knew that at some point he had to confide in someone to get help to return him to his time. He looked at Amanda for a long time and he could tell she was feeling uncomfortable, but
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