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Everyone has a story.  Take time and listen.
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Their feet slammed down onto the sand, and they tumbled to the ground in a dirty heap.  Home, at last.  Their limbs were intertwined together and their eyes and ears were filled with grit.  Austin Burke shook his head like a dog after a bath, sending out a fresh shower of sand, pine needles, and Rocky Mountain dust.

“Dude!” Scott exclaimed while shielding his face from the flying debris.

“Sorry.”  Austin worked to get his long legs free, then was the first to clamor to his feet.  He held out one arm for Kelly and another for Zoey.  They each grabbed a hand, and he easily pulled them up until they were standing next to him. 

“Show off,” Scott snorted as he got up without assistance.

Austin knew his friend was just teasing, but it was clear what Scott was referring to.  Maybe Austin should have let Scott help one of the girls to her feet, but it had been instinctive.  He wasn’t trying to be all macho.

Scott and Austin had been best friends since they were old enough to walk, but it hadn’t been until this summer that everything changed.  Austin glanced over at Kelly who was combing her fingers through the long, silky strands of her chocolate brown hair, trying to remove the tangles and any shells or weeds that had gotten mixed up in it during their trip.  She had just moved to Fort Myers Beach a couple months ago to live with her aunt.

Kelly was smart, funny, athletic, and super cute with big hazel-green eyes and a splash of freckles across her pert nose.  Most importantly, she wasn’t the first girl he’d ever kissed...but she was the first one he’d really wanted to.  Austin was South Beach High School’s star quarterback, and he planned on taking that as far as he could.  He was pretty sure he could get a college scholarship, and maybe even get drafted to a pro team.  But that meant that he had to focus on football.  He couldn’t afford to get sidetracked by a girl.

And yet...why did he want to spend as much time as possible with her?  Why did just seeing her make him smile?  Why did he hate the thought of school starting in the fall when she would meet dozens of other guys?  Oh sure, girls flirted with him all the time, but he’d never cared.  Until now.  And he didn’t want her to flirt with anyone else.

He’d hesitated to make a move on her at first because he thought Scott was crushing on her.  Bro-code would never allow that.  But when it became obvious that Scott was more attracted to Zoey, Austin felt free to see if Kelly was interested in him.

But that’s where it got confusing because Austin didn’t have the experience to tell if she was really interested in him or just being a good sport.  All he could do was hang in there and hope she felt the same way about him.

“I’m glad we changed clothes before we left,” Zoey commented as she flipped the hem of her tank top, trying to get the sand out from under it.  “My mom would kill me if we damaged the theater’s costumes.”

“Yeah, good idea,” Kelly agreed.  “Just think how hot and sweaty we’d be in them.”    

Scott pulled out the waistband of his shorts and shook his legs.  When he noticed everyone looking at him, he shrugged.  “What?  Sand up there is painful when you walk...okay?”

“I’m ready to go home, take a shower, and crawl into my nice, comfortable bed,” Zoey declared.  “Don’t anyone call me for at least twenty-four hours.”

“Well, I’m ready for breakfast,” Austin said.  “Or lunch.”  He turned to Scott.  “What time is it anyway?  I thought it was going to be morning when we got back.”

Scott looked at the sun that was west over the Gulf of Mexico.  He glanced back at his phone and frowned.  He held it up and walked in a circle.  “I don’t know.  I don’t have service.  How about you?”

They each held out their phones and wandered around, trying to catch a signal from the cell towers.

“I don’t have service either,” Austin confirmed.

Kelly and Zoey shook their heads and focused back on Scott as if he would have the answers.

He lifted his gaze to the sky again.  “It looks like it’s four or five o’clock, but that’s impossible.  I set our return for five minutes after we left, and that was right before sunrise.”  He spun around as if he couldn’t believe his eyes.

“So you set the time wrong,” Austin said.  “No big deal.  Let’s head out.” 

“But I didn’t...,” Scott protested.

“It’s okay.”  Zoey patted his arm, trying to console him as Austin and Kelly started walking toward the parking lot at Bowditch Point Park on the north end of Estero Island.

Austin glanced back at the circular swirls in the sand, littered with pine cones, leaves, and pebbles that had been picked up when they left the hillside just outside of Estes Park, Colorado.  This was their fourth trip to the past and back, and they always brought foreign debris that was quickly erased by the constant breezes off the Gulf.  

“Come on, guys.  I’m starving,” he called back to Scott and Zoey who still hadn’t moved.

Scott was clearly distracted by the failure of his time travel phone app, but when Zoey nudged him, he started walking.

“I know I set it right,” Scott muttered.

Austin turned to Kelly who was keeping pace with his long strides.  She met his gaze and smiled.  “He’s kind of hard on himself, isn’t he?” she commented.

“Just wait until you see him at school.  If he makes an A-, you’d think the world was coming to an end.”  Austin returned her smile.  

She grimaced.  “I’m not really looking forward to school.  I’ve never actually been in a classroom.”

“I can’t imagine being home schooled.  That must have been great.  You could sleep late and you wouldn’t have homework because you’re already home.”

“Ha!  No chance of that.  My mom was strict.  She treated it like a real school.  I had to get up and be dressed and ready to go at eight a.m., just like everyone else.”  The wind blew her hair across her face so he couldn’t see her expression as she added nervously.  “It’s not the work that scares me; it’s all those kids.  What if no one talks to me?”

“Are you kidding?  You’re the new girl.  Everyone will want to meet you.”  Especially the guys, he added to himself.  “Plus, you’ll have me...I mean us to show you around.”

They continued a little further, each carrying a valise that held the costumes they had borrowed from the local community theater so they would be wearing clothes that were acceptable in 1911.  Their last trip to the Stanley Hotel had taken them further back than they’d ever gone, and the clothing had been quite a challenge.  Austin was glad to be back in his regular summer uniform of t-shirt, shorts, and flip-flops, even though everything was full of sand right now.

They walked around a clump of sea oats and slid to a stop.  

“Holy crap!” Austin exclaimed.  He looked around with the same look of confusion that Scott had had. 

“Where’s the walkway?” Kelly asked as she stared at the spot where a wooden walkway should have led from the beach to the parking lot.

“Bigger question...where’s my truck?”  Austin walked around a sand dune and stopped on the other side that used to be a parking lot.  He ran across a stretch of sand that should have been a boardwalk and stood on the exact spot where he’d left his black Ford F-150 short-bed SuperCab that he affectionately called the Stallion.  It was his pride and joy, and just minutes ago, in current non-time travel time, he’d parked it right here on asphalt.  But now there was only sand.

Scott and Zoey caught up.

“Oh no, not again!”  Zoey groaned.  “Are we back in the Sixties?”

Austin, Kelly, and Zoey focused on Scott whose eyes were wide and panicky.  

“We couldn’t be...I mean, I don’t know how...”  He shook his head.  

“This is nuts!”  Austin turned around a full 360 degrees, searching for landmarks along the eastern shore of San Carlos Bay and the eastern Gulf of Mexico.

“Are we even on Fort Myers Beach, Scott?”  Kelly asked.

Scott was frantically punching keys on his cell phone, and the faster he punched the keys the faster his head shook side to side.  “I don’t know what’s wrong.”

Zoey looked at him in horror.  “Does that mean we’re stuck here,” she flung her arms wide, “forever?” 

“No,” Scott rushed to reassure her.  “The time travel app works...as long as my phone is charged.  But nothing else works.  Not the time, not the date, ...”

“Not the calling-for-help part?” Kelly asked.

Scott shook his head negatively.

Once Austin’s initial surprise calmed, he looked around more objectively.  “We’re on Fort Myers Beach, but it’s clearly not today.  I mean...not the same year we left.”

“You know this isn’t like getting lost on a road trip where you just ask someone, and they tell you to turn left at the Jamba Juice.”  Zoey was on the verge of a meltdown, and no one wanted to see that.

“Eat a Snickers Bar, Marcia!” Austin chided, referring to a popular TV commercial.

Zoey gave him an indignant glare.  “I don’t eat candy.”

“Maybe it’s like that Bermuda Triangle thing,” Kelly offered hesitantly.

Scott exhaled heavily.  “Probably not, since the triangle is on the east coast of Florida...and it doesn’t really exist.”   His patience had obviously snapped, and Kelly took a step backward, stunned by his harshness.

Austin came to her defense by moving between them.  “Yeah, right...doesn’t exist.  Sort of like time travel doesn’t exist...right?”

“Funny, Austin.”

“I wasn’t trying to be funny.  But being mean to Kelly or the rest of us isn’t going to help now is it?”

Zoey plopped down on the sand.  “So, fix it.  Push some buttons, and let’s keep going.”  She picked a twig out of her long, blond curls.  “I need to wash about a ton of junk out of my hair and use my flat iron.”

Scott was still staring at his phone as if mentally, he could fix it.  “The coordinates are here...but the dates have been deleted.”  Scott shook his head, completely baffled.  “We can’t get home until we find out today’s date.”

Zoey jumped to her feet, and she grabbed both of his wrists.  “Don’t tell me we can’t ever leave!” she demanded.  “I can’t stay here.  I’m head cheerleader.  If I don’t show up, Brittany will get my spot.”

Austin and Kelly exchanged incredulous looks.  “Really?  That’s what you’re worried about?” Austin asked.

“Oh yeah, like you haven’t thought about your precious football career,” Zoey snapped back.  “For all we know, this could be all the way back to when only the Calusa Indians and mosquitos lived here.  No lip gloss.  No mascara.  No Argan oil.” 

“How could the dates get deleted?” Kelly asked, more focused on the phone failures than on a lack of cosmetics.

“I just want to be home,” Zoey cried.  Tears of frustration rolled down her cheeks, leaving crooked trails in the dirt on her cheeks.  “What if your stupid time-travel thingy is broken, and we never get back?  If I can’t be home, I’d rather be with Jesse.”  Zoey had fallen in love with a young man during a different trip back to 1927 and still hadn’t gotten over leaving him behind.

“Do you think I did this on purpose?” Scott demanded, his voice quivering a little.  “I want to go home, too.  My mom will be hysterical.”

Austin glared at Scott.  "How could you let this happen?”  

“Let it happen?  Yeah, that’s exactly what I did, Austin...I let it happen!  Are you nuts?  Why would I do that?  You, above all people, know I have no sense of humor....so knock it off.”

“It wasn’t humor I was going for.”

Now it was Kelly that stepped between the antagonists.  “Come on guys...this is the first real issue we’ve had on all our trips.  Right?”

“Yeah, if you don’t count almost drowning in the Atlantic,” Zoey commented.

“Or almost getting killed by a crazy guy on the side of a mountain,” Austin added.

“Hey, we survived all those things.”  Kelly refused to show any sign of discouragement.  “We should be focusing on how to get back rather than arguing about why we’re here.  I’m sure it was just a simple mistake that Scott can fix.”

Even Scott seemed to be encouraged by her enthusiasm.  “But first we have to find out the date and the year.  I can’t set the parameters until we know that.”

“Well, that should be easy enough,” Austin agreed, already feeling sorry for attacking his lifelong friend. 

Scott took a deep breath and exhaled.  “Look...we’re not going to figure it out here.  Let’s walk toward town and figure out where we’re at and then we can figure out where we go from there.  Okay?”

“Technically, we need to know when we’re at,” Kelly dared to point out.  As an only child, she was used to getting in the last word.

“What?”  Scott glanced over at Austin who was poised to protect Kelly’s right to speak.  Scott backed down slightly, “Yeah...right...when we’re at then.”

The four began their walk south toward the pier that was the main hub of activity with all sorts of restaurants and stores.  Or at least it was in the year they really lived in.  Austin had no idea what they would find in this year with no cell reception or parking lots. 

“How far is it?” Kelly asked.

“About a mile, I’d guess.  Tired already?” Austin asked.

“Not really.  After spending nearly a week at 7,000 feet, working from dawn to midnight...all without oxygen, this is easy.”

“I don’t walk,” Zoey protested.  “That’s why I have a car.”

“Not right now you don’t,” Austin reminded her.  He leaned over and took Kelly’s valise.  After a slight protest, she let him carry it.  Scott noticed and reached for Zoey’s bag.  She relinquished it with no hesitation.

The group walked for several minutes in silence.

“I’m supposed to be at work tomorrow,” Austin commented as they trudged through the powdery white sand.

Zoey and Scott trailed along behind, their heads down.

When Kelly and Austin were about thirty yards ahead of their friends, Kelly sneaked a quick glance over her shoulder. 

“They doing okay?” Austin asked.

“Not sure.  They’re not talking, and they’re falling farther behind.”  She looked up at Austin.  “How are you doing?  You really got into it with Scott back there.”

“I’m fine...considering.  I’ve known Scott forever, and whenever something doesn’t work like he planned, he gets real quiet and withdrawn.  I think he just hides inside his own head, then snaps out of it when he’s solved whatever was bothering him.  It’s his process.”

“This is really serious.  But he can fix this, can’t he?”

Austin wanted to give her a positive answer, but this whole time travel process was new and unpredictable.  He didn’t even want to consider the worst case scenario.  He decided not to let Kelly see that he was worried.  “Scott’s a genius.  I’m sure he’ll figure it out.  We’ve just got to get him to focus or he’ll spend more time obsessing over why this happened than trying to get us back home.”

The sky was clear, but it wasn’t as hot as they would have expected for July.  Scott and Zoey were now fifty yards behind, and Kelly and Austin continued chatting as they walked, occasionally pushing and bumping each other and laughing.  It was a big relief to notice there were some modern buildings up ahead.  At least Scott hadn’t taken them back to the Stone Age.

Suddenly, Austin stopped and his shoulders slumped.  “That’s bad.”
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“What’s wrong?” Kelly asked.

“Times Square!  It’s not there!”  Austin stared at the jumble of run-down surf shops and bait stands that lined the beach in front of Pelican Pier.  Ever since he could remember, the area had been a very modern collection of restaurants and stores, clustered around a wide brick-paved area that had tables and chairs for eating outdoors and benches for hanging out and enjoying the sunshine. 

“How long ago did they build it?” Kelly asked.

Austin shrugged.  “The late Eighties or Nineties maybe?”

“They’re parking right on the beach!” Zoey exclaimed.

“Man I was looking forward to some pizza.”  Austin sighed.  “And I need something cold to drink.”

“What about The Cottage Beach Bar?” Zoey suggested.  “It’s been there forever.  I remember hearing my mom talk about going there when she was in high school.”

Austin picked up the two bags that he had dropped on the beach.  “Let’s check it out.”

“Do we have any money?” Kelly asked.

It was a rule that they empty out their pockets and take nothing current with them, so none of them had any change.  Not that they could have used it because most of it would have dated after whatever the date was today.  So, whenever they planned a trip, Scott would collect coins and bills that were appropriate to the era either from his coin collection or from the bank.

He took the wallet that held all their 1911 currency out of his backpack.  “I doubt we can use any of these if it’s any time after the 1920s or 1930s.  That’s when they changed to bills that look like the ones we use.”  He poured a handful of coins out and rolled them around on his palm.

“Whoa, dude.  What’s that?” Austin asked.

Scott picked up a large gold coin and stared at it.  “I have no idea where that came from.”

“Is it real gold?”  Zoey looked over his shoulder.  “That’s worth a lot of money.”  

“It looks real.  But I don’t know how it got into my bag,” Scott protested.  “We didn’t make anywhere near this much money for our work at the Stanley Hotel.”

Kelly shrugged.  “I didn’t put Josie in my backpack either, but there she was when we got home.”

“It must have been the manager, giving us a bonus,” Austin suggested.

Zoey’s eyes widened.  “Or one of the ghosts.”

“We can use that, can’t we?” Kelly asked.  “People turn in gold coins all the time.”

“We’ll have to cash it in at the bank.”  Scott returned all the other coins to the wallet and pocketed the gold coin.  “I guess someone’s looking out for us.”  

They left the beach and walked along the edge of Estero Boulevard toward The Cottage Beach Bar that was about a quarter of a mile further down the road.  Scott followed without comment, now worrying about both the unplanned landing and the unexpected coin.

They had gone just a few yards when a Lee County Sherriff’s cruiser pulled alongside them.  The deputy glanced over, then pulled in front of them and stopped.  He shut the engine off and turned the flashers on.  

A larger-than-life deputy exited his cruiser and planted himself solidly in their path.  A wide-brimmed hat shaded his eyes from the sinking sun, and he hooked his thumbs in his belt as he faced the teens.

“We can ask him what year it is,” Zoey whispered to Scott.

“No way.  He’ll think we’re drunk or high,” Scott hissed back.

“Hey, deputy,” Austin greeted.  He’d never had any bad experiences with the cops, so normally he wouldn’t have been nervous. But, considering they had nothing to show they belonged here, in whatever year it was, he was a little jumpy.

“You four together?”

They all nodded.

“Where you headin’?”

Zoey and Scott seemed to have been struck speechless, so Kelly spoke up.  “We’re going to get something to eat at The Cottage Beach Bar.”

He grabbed his oversized stomach with both hands and smiled.  “Good choice.  I ate there for lunch.”  The deputy wore a wide shiny black belt that was straining to keep his stomach in check.  “Where you been?”

“The beach, down toward Bowditch,” Kelly answered, continuing her unofficial role as spokesperson for the group.

He waved his hand toward the north and the beach.  “Not much down there.”

“No...not much,” Austin joined in, hoping this meeting would end before the deputy asked any more personal questions.

“See anybody else down there?” the officer continued.

“No one,” Zoey spoke up.  “Why?”

Good...good.  It’ll save me going all the way down there, I guess.”  He looked at each one for what seemed like forever.  “You all under eighteen?”

The four nodded in unison.

“Where do you live?”

Austin tried not to cringe.  That was exactly the question he didn’t want to hear.  He wasn’t sure of the date, but he knew that the subdivision he had grown up in was less than twenty years old...which meant it probably hadn’t been built yet.

Zoey’s eyes widened, and her mouth fell open, but nothing came out. 

Scott was still wrapped up in his problem-solving mode, so he wasn’t even paying attention to the conversation.  Which was probably a good thing, because he would have likely said something crazy...like they were time travelers caught somewhere in between the past and the present.  

Again, Kelly saved the day.  “I’m staying with my grandparents this summer.  You probably know them, Bill and Mary.  They live in the old Darby house.”  Most of which was true since in real time, she was living with her aunt who had inherited the house from her grandparents.  It was one of the original houses on the island and had survived numerous hurricanes, so no matter what era they were in, the house was sort of a landmark.

“Oh sure.  I play poker with Bill every weekend.  Do you need a ride home?”

Kelly swallowed hard.  “I...uh...we were going to eat first, and then we’re going to head straight home.  Right, guys?”

“Yeah, right,” Austin and Zoey simultaneously agreed.  

The radio in the deputy’s cruiser crackled on and burst into action. 

“Unit 12, Signal 7, 8600 County Road 865...8...6...0...0 County Road 8...6...5.  Copy?”

“Hell no!  Not again,” the deputy grumbled.  To the teens, he said, “Don’t move.”  He pointed to them to be sure there was no mistake who he meant.  He walked slowly back to the driver’s side of the cruiser, reached in and pulled the microphone out, stretching the curly black cord as far as it would go before pressing the mic button.  “12.”

“Unit 12, I have a signal 7, 8600 County Road 865.  The RP is Terri Crowe.  She will meet you at the edge of the road.  She reported the vic is a friend of hers and that another friend has also been missing for several days.  RP says the girl is about fifty yards from the road behind a dune.  Code 3.  1512.”

“10-4. 10-26 is four minutes, Unit 12.”  The deputy leaned heavily against his car for a few seconds, then exhaled and shook his head before he tossed the mic back onto the front seat of his cruiser.  He adjusted his hat and walked back to the kids. 

“Some girl got killed,” Austin whispered.

“Know your ten codes, do you kid?”

“My uncle was a cop.  He gave me a scanner one Christmas, and I’ve picked up some of the lingo.”

“Then you know there’re one, maybe two kids your age...dead.”

“Yeah...got that.  You said not again.  Does that mean something similar has happened recently?”

The deputy moved closer, and he lowered his voice.  “Listen, not to scare you, but that’s why I stopped you to begin with.  You need to stay together and get home before sunset.  I don’t want another signal 7 call and end up seeing one of your faces planted in the sand...copy?”  He nodded and quickly entered his cruiser, whipped it around in a U-turn and gunned it to the south, lights flashing and siren blaring.

“Signal 7?”  Zoey asked nervously.

Austin looked at her. “Homicide or murder.  Sounds like a girl our age was found dead on the beach.”

“How awful!” Zoey exclaimed.  “That girl who called the cops found her?”

“And they were friends?” Kelly added.

“Yeah, sounds like it.”  Austin picked up the bags again.  “We’d better get our food and decide what we’re going to do...before dark.”  

“And keep together,” Kelly said.  “Buddy system.  Not like those movies where someone goes down in the basement and never makes it out alive.”

“Or one of those Animal Planet shows where the baby zebras get torn up by the lions.”  Zoey’s voice quivered.

They picked up the pace for the rest of the walk to The Cottage Beach Bar.  They made a quick stop at the bank next door where, after a lot of scrutiny, the bank president gave Scott a hundred and fifty dollars for the shiny gold coin.  It was a huge loss over what the coin would be worth in the current day’s market, but they needed the money now.

Outside the small restaurant, a dozen wooden tables, most with mismatched umbrellas, rested unevenly on the sand.  The teens continued inside, not really wanting to hang around outside where they could be seen by anyone who drove by.  As soon as they stepped through the doorway, the temperature dropped, but after their long walk, they chose a table close to one of the window air conditioners.  

“I need to use the restroom,” Kelly said.  “I’ll be back in a minute.”  She started to walk past the bar area toward the restroom sign at the far side of the restaurant.

“Kelly!  Hold on,” Austin called out.  “Zoey, go with her.  You heard the deputy.”

“Yeah.”  Zoey hurried to catch up to Kelly who had stopped near the end of the bar.

Once they were alone and seated, Austin leaned toward Scott and said, “Listen, I’m sorry about what I said back there on the beach.  I lost my cool.  I know it wasn’t your fault.  I was just freaking out.”

Scott managed a weak smile and nodded.  “Yeah, so was I.  We’re in a real jam.  I have no idea why we’re here now.”

“You’ll figure it out.  I believe in you, man.”

“Thanks.  I don’t know what I’d do if any of us got killed or left behind on one of these trips.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Austin assured him.  “We take care of each other.”

“Yes, we do.”  Scott took a drink from the glass of cold ice water the waitress put on the table.  She handed them menus and left two for the girls.

“I’ll come back for your food orders,” she said and returned to the bar where she was wiping spots off the glasses.

Scott leaned toward Austin.  “Looks like they’ll be a while...can I ask you something?”

“Sure, anything.”

“Do you have a thing for Zoey?”

“Zoey?  No way.  I think she might have wanted to get together a while back, but she’s not my type.”  Austin realized he was kind of dissing the girl Scott was clearly interested in, so he hurried to add, “She’s pretty, and she’s tougher than she looks.”

“Yeah...she’s a little high maintenance, but after I spent that day with her parents. I can see why she’s like she is.”

“Relationships are weird, aren’t they?  Who would have guessed at the beginning of the summer that you’d be hanging out with Zoey?”  Austin looked toward the restroom before continuing, ““Look, as long as we’re talking, do you still have anything going with Kelly?”

“Kelly?  Like after that one sort of date?”

“Yeah.”

“She and I are great friends...but nothing more.”  Scott smiled. “Does she know how you feel?”

“I haven’t told her anything, but she’s perceptive.  I wanted to keep it cool and see how she handles the carnival of football season, you know?”  Austin raked his fingers through his dark brown hair in nervous confusion.  “I really like her, you know?  But I don’t have time for a girlfriend...especially when we go back to school.”

“That should fix your problem.  I’m sure she won’t have any trouble finding a boyfriend.”

Austin pressed his lips together thoughtfully.  “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Scott fiddled with his flatware, taking it out of its plastic bag, then lining it up perfectly as he struggled to ask what was really on his mind.  “If I asked Zoey out...on a real date...do you think she’d say yes?”  

Austin was torn between encouraging his friend to go for it or to protect him from a broken heart.  “She’s hot and popular.  If you guys get together, will it work after school starts?”

“I wondered about that.  Then I said to myself, let’s find out.”

“Wow.  Bold move, dude.  Very un-Scott like, but I’m glad you’re finally in the game.”

Scott looked up.  “These trips have really changed me.  Originally, I wanted to go forward a few days or weeks and just spy on people then come back, knowing what they were going to do so I could keep them from thinking I was such a geek.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a geek.  All the guys I know wish they had half the brain power you have.”

“But it’s the girls I want to impress.”

“What about your rule of not using this technology for our personal gain?”

Scott’s chuckle was a little embarrassed.  “Where do you think I got the idea?”

Austin laughed, but his expression was serious.  “So we’re all good...girl wise?”

“Yeah...we’re good.”

The waitress returned.  “Ready to place an order yet?”

“We’re still waiting on the girls,” Austin said.

“Uh...do you have a newspaper?” Scott asked.

“No, we only get a few in the morning, and they’re usually gone by noon.  Sorry,” she answered.  “I’ll come back.”

Scott looked around until he focused on a trash container by the front door.

“You’re not!” Austin stated, anticipating Scott’s next move.

“It won’t hurt to look.”  Scott picked up a plastic knife and headed for the large can.  He removed the top and reached in, using the knife to lift and move used cups, napkins, and other garbage as he rummaged around until his face lit up.  He extracted a folded newspaper and let the French fries, lettuce leaves, tomatoes, and other food scraps, along with mustard and ketchup blobs slide off.  He shook it to leave as much gunk as possible in the can.

“Jeez, we leave you boys for a few minutes, and you’re digging through the trash.  What gives?” Kelly asked with a smile.  

Both girls returned to the table looking much cleaner and more normal.  They had apparently washed off the travel debris, combed their hair, and added a little lip gloss.

“I need to wash my hands,” Scott told them.  “Order me a hamburger, plain, with just mustard and pickles.  And fries.”  He got up and went to the restroom.

As soon as the waitress returned and everyone placed their orders, Austin, too, went to the restroom.  

It didn’t take the boys as long as it had the girls, but they, too, returned looking much cleaner and fresher.  They barely sat down before everyone’s burgers were delivered, and they all dove into their meals.  Because the newspaper was so dirty, Scott waited until everyone finished eating before he put it on the table and unfolded it.  More fries and junk fell out, and Scott tried to ignore it, but it was clearly bothering him to have to touch something so disgusting.

“That’s gross!”  Zoey had been sitting close to Scott, but she scooted her chair away so nothing would fall on her.

Austin leaned over, trying to read the date at the top of the front section, but there was a blob of ketchup on it.  “So, what does it say?”

Scott picked up Zoey’s knife and scrapped the red smear off enough so he could read the date.  “It’s from October 12, 1977.  Of course, it may not be today’s paper...”

“1977!  Are you kidding me?”  Zoey launched forward toward Scott’s chair.

“But at least we know what year!” Kelly exclaimed, excited to have at least that one element verified.

Austin knew that that little bit of information wasn’t enough to make Scott feel better.  He leaned across the table and tried reading the front page upside down.

“Can I look at a section?” Kelly reached across the table.

“Is this the time to be catching up on news from the last century?”  Zoey asked with a critical sniff.

“I was just curious, that’s all.  You’ve lived in Fort Myers Beach all your life.  I haven’t.”

Scott pulled the inside sections out and pushed them across the table.  They were considerably cleaner than the outside section, so the other teens each picked one up.

“I got the ads.  Will someone trade me for the sports?”  Austin held out his section, and Zoey eagerly exchanged with him.

Kelly was already engrossed in the local news.  For several minutes, they were quiet as they checked out their section of paper.  

“Here’s an ad for a Commodore PET computer.  Ever hear of that, Scott?” Austin commented.

Scott glanced over at the ad.  “That’s pretty cool.  They were one of the first personal computers to hit the market.”

“So, what happened to them?” Austin asked.

“They got overrun by IBM,” Scott explained.

“Hey, do you have enough money for me to buy a couple bikinis?” Zoey asked.  They’re like $10.”  She held the paper up so they could all see the black and white ad.  “And look at those crisscross sandals for two bucks.  Can we wait a few minutes longer before going back so I can go shopping?”

“I thought you were in a big hurry to get home,” Austin commented.

“But I can’t resist a bargain.”  Zoey batted her long eyelashes at Austin, trying to gain his support.

“Forget it,” Scott spoke up.  “We need to get out of here before something else goes wrong.”

“You should see the weird shows they have on TV,” Kelly said.  “There’s Welcome Back Kotter, All in the Family, Baretta, The Bionic Woman, The Waltons.   Ever hear of those?”

“Isn’t The Waltons the one that ended with Goodnight John Boy?” Austin asked.

Kelly nodded enthusiastically.  “We watched every episode at home on DVD.”

“Really?  Sounds boring,” Zoey declared.  

“If I can’t get this figured out, we’ll be saying goodnight to one another the rest of our lives.  We should still be alive by the time we reach our actual birthdays.”

“That’s a creepy thought.”  Kelly frowned.  “How does that work?  Will I be an old lady and a baby at the same time?”

“There are theories about that,” Scott said before admitting, “But no one knows for sure.”

“Well, I, for one, don’t want to find out.”  Zoey pushed her section of the newspaper back across the table.  “Can’t we hurry this up?”

“All we have to do is find out the exact date,” Scott told her.

Austin noticed that the young family at the next table was looking at the teens.  The father leaned back in his chair and said, “Today is October 12th.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Do you kids go to school at Fort Myers High school?  I’m the new math teacher.  I haven’t seen any of you in my classes.”

“Uh, no, we’re just visiting from Texas...outside Houston.”  Kelly always seemed to have a way with strangers.

“That explains why you didn’t know the date.  When I’m on vacation, I lose track of time, too,” the man said.

“Good luck in your new job,” Kelly added with a smile.

The man turned back to his family.

The teens scooted their chairs closer to the table and leaned in.  It was a subtle reminder that they needed to keep their voices lower.

Scott breathed a sigh of relief.  “Okay, now that we have the date, I’ll reset all our phones, and we can try again.”

“Zoey’s eyes brightened.  “Right now?”

“I don’t know what went wrong, but at least we got to the right place.  All I have to focus on is setting the date and time correctly.”  Scott was already programming his phone with the information.  “It’s really odd that we came back to the right spot but not the right time.  Maybe I made a mistake.  We haven’t gotten a lot of sleep lately.”

Zoey was practically quivering with excitement.  “Be sure to set the time early in the morning because I’m going to a party tonight, and I need a nap and several hours to get my hair and nails back in shape.”

Austin sat in silence and stared for a moment at Scott.  He and Kelly had joined in on that first trip because neither of them truly believed anything would happen.  Zoey had got caught up in the swirl of sand, and they had all ended up right where Scott had promised...in 1966.  Two more trips to the past had followed, and other than some unpredictable landings, everything had gone well.  But Austin still had a natural skepticism about the whole time travel process, and the possibility of another, maybe even more dangerous time and place, made him a little cautious. 

“Just go?  Like a test drive?” Austin asked, not wanting to upset his friend, but understandably cautious.

“Do you want to stay here forever?” Zoey asked, clearly horrified at the prospect.  

Scott looked into Austin’s eyes with confidence and sincerity.  “I know this will work.  There must have been one setting that was a little off.  I might have missed something, but this time will be perfect.  I promise.”

Austin didn’t doubt Scott’s genius.  They’d trusted each other with their secrets and their future plans.  Now was not the time to break that trust.  “Then, let’s do it.”

“So we’re in,” Kelly spoke with relief.  She didn’t like conflict and always tried to be the peacemaker in the group.

They started to clean up their trash, including the dirty newspaper when, without warning, a gust of wind whipped through the open door and swept through the dining room.  Customers grabbed their plates and glasses to keep them from blowing away.  The teens tried to grab their trash, but it tumbled off the table.  The newspaper pages separated and floated like kites around the room before getting caught on the furniture or wrapped around the table legs.

As suddenly as it started, the wind died down, and everything that was in the air dropped to the ground.  The teens jumped up and started gathering the loose pages.  Zoey gingerly used just her thumbs and forefingers, plucking up one page at a time and dropping it in the trash can.  Kelly wadded the ones she picked up into a ball, adding to it as she moved around the room.  Scott was just scooping them up and throwing them away.

Austin walked around, untangling pages from the tables and chairs.  He apologized as he pulled one sheet off the new math teacher’s leg.  But before he could add it to the bunch in his other hand, a picture stopped him dead in his tracks.  He stood and quickly scanned the print of the article.

“Hey guys,” he said, turning to his friends.  “It’s Dan.”

“Dan who?” Kelly asked.

“Dan, my friend who lives on the beach,” Austin explained.

“Homeless Dan?” Zoey snorted, using the derogatory nickname the old man was called behind his back.

For as long as Austin could remember, Dan had, indeed, spent most of his time on the beach.  No one knew for sure where he slept, but on almost every sunny day he could be found under the pier, making necklaces and anklets out of shells and sea glass he’d found in the sand.  His work was intricate, considering what he was working with, and his jewelry usually sold as quickly as he completed it.  Then, in the evenings, he would walk the beach with an old pair of headphones and a battered metal detector.  Somehow he managed to find valuables or sell enough shells to survive, but he always looked dirty and undernourished, his tattered clothes hanging off his tall, gaunt frame.

However, the picture that was staring back at Austin from the newspaper article barely resembled the Dan everyone knew at the beach.  He was neatly dressed in a suit.  His hair was short and combed, and he was holding a young child who appeared to be about a year old.  Dan’s other arm was wrapped around a beautiful woman, and the two adults were smiling.  It was a sweet picture of a loving family.  Unfortunately, the headlines told a different story.

Austin looked up at his friends.  “He’s been arrested...for murder.”
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WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 12, 1977

“What?”  Kelly hurried to stand beside Austin so she could see the page he was staring at.  All the color had drained out of his normally tanned face, and he looked like he’d gone into shock.

“According to this, he killed his wife and son,” Austin whispered as if saying it out loud might make it be true.

“No way!”  Scott’s face echoed Austin’s disbelief.  “Not Dan.”

“The guy under the pier that you buy food for?” Kelly asked.

Austin nodded mutely, as if unable to speak.

Kelly thought of the beautiful shell necklace Austin had given her on one of their first trips to the beach together.  It was one of her treasured possessions, not only because it was so cool, but because it came from him.  And it had a place of honor on her dresser so that she saw it the first thing every morning and the last thing at night.  She never wore it when they were on one of their trips, because she didn’t want to break it or lose it.  But she agreed with Scott.  There was no way that talented, gentle old man could have done something as hideous as killing his family.  “There must be some kind of misunderstanding.  He’s so kind and sweet.”

“Well, I’m not surprised,” Zoey spoke up.  “I never liked him.  He was always lurking under the pier...you know, like a troll.  He creeps me out.”

“That’s cold Zoey...even for you.”  Austin gave her a disgusted frown.

“What’s the article say?”  Scott demanded to know.

“Not much on page one.  Just the headlines and the photo.  The rest of the story is on page eight.  Someone find page eight.”

There was another mad scramble as everyone searched for the correct section.  It was finally located in the wad of sheets in Kelly’s hands.  Austin took it and tried to flatten it out on the table, smoothing out the wrinkles on the section where the continuation of the article was printed.

All four teenagers gathered around while Austin read out loud.  “The headline says Local Physician Arrested In Family’s Murder.”  Austin’s voice cracked, showing how much this news was affecting him.  “Sunday morning, October 9th, Lee County Sheriff’s deputies were called to the home of Dr. Daniel Denucci following a frantic phone call made by Dr. Denucci from a neighbor’s home.  Sheriff’s Department spokesman Meg Carlson said Dr. Denucci reported he found his wife and son dead in the nursery.”  Austin straightened and took a drink of ice tea.  

Scott bent down and picked up the story.  “The Sheriff’s department and Lee County District Attorney’s office haven’t released any additional details at this time.  Dr. Denucci has been interviewed by Sheriff’s detectives regarding two counts of first degree murder.  He is being held in the Lee County jail without bail.  Police said they have no other suspects
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