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        December 21, 2023

      

      

      

      “Where the hell are the Brennans?” muttered Joshua. He pounded out their phone number on his iPhone. Holding it up to his ear, he crossed the dark, busy street as the phone on the other end rang and rang. “Damn.” Joshua punched another number but got the same result. He’d stayed late at work trying to get someone to answer his phone calls for nothing.

      The tinny sound of Christmas music floated from hidden speakers. Joshua ignored Christmas. It brought back painful memories of his wife’s death years ago. He didn’t look at the plastic reindeer heads that bobbed in the window displays or see the snowflakes painted on the windows. He picked up the pace and ran to his car.

      Everything had turned sour. He couldn’t let this real estate deal fall through or he’d lose his reputation. He prided himself on his honesty.

      Joshua stepped off the curb into a puddle of dirty slush. “Crap.” By the time he reached his car, he knew he had ruined his Italian boots and the hems of his slacks were wet, muddy, and crusted with salt. Joshua tried to wipe away the dirt from the sharp crease of his pants but ended up smearing it over a wider area. Dirt embedded under his fingernails. He scraped it away with his other hand. This capped the end to a terrible day.

      The engine turned over and Joshua roared out of the frozen parking lot. He raced through downtown Bend and left the city behind, driving the twenty miles to his condo in Sisters. Joshua barely noticed the stunning snow-capped mountains in the distance. The slate sky pressed down on his black thoughts and he wondered why so many people left the city for some worthless holiday. After all, people had business to conclude.

      Five days before Christmas the Harvey’s decided to change the contract for the sale of their building to the Brennan’s. Joshua knew he had to notify his clients of the change or the whole deal would could fall through. Why hadn’t the Brennan’s left him a number where he could reach them while they were out of town? Joshua shook his head. He couldn’t figure it out.

      His fingers twitched and he pressed them to his stomach. Normally, he could deal with stress but lately he felt an ulcer coming on. He popped a couple of antacids from the roll he always kept in the car.

      He raced into a parking spot right in front of his condo on Main Street and screeched to a halt, nearly touching the bumper of his new Lexus SUV to the brick planter in front of him. Slamming the car door Joshua bolted up the steps into the old western-style building and pushed the elevator button. When the doors didn’t open, he jabbed the button again. “Why does it always take so long?” he muttered raking a hand through his hair. He turned to take the stairs up to the second floor, but the car arrived with a squeak and a groan. The doors clanged shut after he stepped in.

      Joshua entered his condo and didn’t notice the cold. He threw his suit jacket over the back of a stainless-steel chair and dug in his pocket for his iPhone. No messages. He tossed his phone on the table next to the door in disgust.

      He turned on the computer and emailed his clients. Then he faxed them—just for good measure. Okay, he’d called, text messaged, emailed, and faxed. Joshua sat down on a kitchen chair, stumped. Wasn’t there another way to get hold of these people? Frustrated, he snapped his fingers. He had to think.

      The doorbell rang and Joshua went to answer it. He laid his iPhone on the entry table, opened the door without looking through the peephole and was startled when he saw his oldest son, Mike, and his wife, Shauna, standing there. They only spoke a couple times a year and Christmas was one of them. This must be the obligatory “come to Christmas dinner” invitation. Shauna said goodbye to whomever she was talking to and turned off her phone.

      “Come on in,” Joshua said as he stepped away from the door.

      “Nice to see you too, Dad.” Mike sighed. He and Shauna walked past Joshua and entered the sterile condo.

      Joshua saw Mike shiver and reached over to turn on the heater. “I know you’re here to invite me to Christmas dinner, but I’d rather be alone.”

      “Come on, Dad. You need to be with family. It’s been years since Mom died,” Mike said.

      Gently placing her hand on Mike’s arm Shauna stepped forward. She put her iPhone on the table next to Joshua’s and turned to her father-in-law. “Come to Christmas dinner, Dad. We want you with us this year.”

      Joshua noticed that Shauna never carried a purse. She always put her things in pockets and the last time she and Mike had come over she’d left her cell phone on the entry table by the front door. Shauna was tall and slender with an almost boyish body. Joshua knew Shauna hid extreme intelligence behind trendy black-framed glasses and short, spiky blonde hair. Joshua never commented on Shauna’s odd appearance. She always wore brightly colored clothes that looked out of place, like they were out of fashion or didn’t match.

      “I’m too busy.” He glanced away, not knowing what to do or say. He rarely knew how to act with his two sons when he saw them, so he used work as an excuse to be busy and not have time to visit. “My client is about to lose a deal and I can’t just walk away from that.”

      “You say something like that every year,” Mike snapped. “It’s better to be with family, than sitting alone in your condo.” His eyes pleaded with his father.

      “I need to work,” Joshua said at a loss for words. He grabbed his phone off the table and shoved it into his pants pocket. “Thanks for the invitation.” He ushered Mike and Shauna to the door.

      As soon as the door closed, he pushed away his feelings of regret and went to his computer to see if the Brennan’s or the Harvey’s had emailed him a response to his messages.
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      Memories crowded Joshua’s brain as the echoes of Mike and Shauna’s departure faded. He pushed them back into the locked area he’d kept them in for twenty years.

      He kicked off his ruined boots, then took a closer look at them. Maybe they could be repaired. Padding into the kitchen, Joshua noticed the cold for the first time. The heat hadn’t warmed the condo yet and he wondered if he should have left his boots on. Maybe he shouldn’t have gotten a tile floor for the kitchen. It was always so cold in the winter. Oh well, what’s done was done. Never one to bemoan his fate, Joshua always found a solution. He’d find one to this new problem too.

      If only it weren’t Christmas.

      After a boring box dinner Joshua checked his computer for messages. None. The clock glared a bright green digital nine-thirty. A few snow flurries fluttered past the window as he closed the drapes in the living room. “Shit.” As he brushed his teeth to get rid of the bad taste of plastic food, he went into the living room and picked up his phone from the entry table. As soon as he entered his bedroom, he checked his phone again for messages. None. Disgusted, Joshua tossed the phone onto the bed and flopped down, upset he couldn’t get hold of anyone. “I hope the changes to the contract won’t stop the Brennan’s from buying the property,” he said to the hand troweled ceiling. Tired, bored, and worried, Joshua fell asleep fully dressed on top of the bed his hands clenched into fists.
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      The dream came as it always did at this time of the year. Joshua’s two small boys, Mike, five years old and Scott, two, played among the tree decorations. His wife, Jessica, unraveled the Christmas lights placing them in long colored strands on the floor to see which bulbs were burned out. “Darn it, Josh, there are too many burned out lights. I’m going to the store to buy more.”

      Joshua looked out the window at the falling snow. “Skip it, honey. The lights can wait.”

      “I can’t see if they’re evenly spread on the tree if I don’t get some more. It’s only a half mile from here to the store,” she laughed. “I’ll be back before you know it.” Jessica pulled her heavy coat out of the closet.

      “We’ll finish the lights tomorrow.” Joshua pulled his wife into a tight hug. “Come on…stay home with me and the boys. I’ll find another way to keep you busy.” He waggled his eyebrows at her.

      Jessica laughed and kissed him on his lips. She stroked a hand down his face and said, “I’ll be careful. Don’t let the boys get into the Christmas decorations while I’m gone. You know how excited they get this time of year. I love you.” She kissed him again then left the house, leaving a whiff of perfume and a draft of cold air behind.

      “I love you too,” he said to the room.

      Red and blue lights blurred together and, in the dream, Joshua heard the cries of Mike and Scott. “I want Mama. Where’s Mama?”
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      He woke up the next morning with a start, sweat damp on his brow. God, he hated that dream. Every year it came like clockwork, reminding him of the loss of his beloved wife, his high-school sweetheart, his best friend. Every year it brought regrets that he hadn’t tried harder to stop her from going to the store on a snowy night—even if he couldn’t have foretold the drunk who’d fall asleep at the wheel. And every year it reminded him of how he’d neglected his children after Jessica’s death, too overcome with grief to know what to do with two small children.

      Joshua glanced at his watch. Four-thirty in the morning. Wiping the sweat from his brow, he reached around the bed for his iPhone. He found it under a pillow. He’d left it on in case anyone called and checked for messages again. None. He stormed into the bathroom, took a steaming hot shower, and dressed in a suit for work. Joshua grabbed the offending phone and shoved it into his pants pocket. He nuked another box for breakfast, too lazy to make something for himself.

      As he ate his breakfast, he decided he needed cold fresh air to restore his attitude.

      The condo building, he lived in, wasn’t large. He’d chosen it because it had an old-world western charm. The owner told him it’d been built in the late 1800’s. That’s when they made buildings to last. Over time it had been modernized and now from the outside it had character, but on the inside, it had every modern convenience—except the elevator.

      Joshua needed his technology. He felt safe, connected, in an, I’m-not-really-alone-way, I’m-really-communicating-with-people-way.

      Even though he worked in Bend, he lived twenty miles away from the noise and congestion. He’d wanted to get away from where Jessica had died. Now, years later, he called Sisters home.

      Joshua walked down the stairs and opened the heavy wooden front door. Then he stepped out into the cold. He turned toward the dark mountains in the distance and inhaled a few deep breaths. The bracing air flowed through him and cleansed his turbulent thoughts.

      The early hour didn’t show the three stunning mountain peaks that lined the horizon. The Three Sisters—Charity, Hope and Faith. A faint light began to glaze the tops illuminating the blackness as it turned to gray. The mountains looked almost purple.

      Dawn. He loved this time of day. Always an early riser, Joshua had been the first up when he’d been married. He pushed that thought away and took a bracing breath of clean air.

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket and looked for messages. Nothing. All that cleansing air flew out of him when anger flowed through him. He threw his phone into the middle of the street and stepped off the curb. His feet sank into semi-frozen mud. He pulled up one foot and stumbled as he tried to look at the mess he’d made of his boots and pants, which caused him to fall into the mud.

      “Damn it.”

      Suddenly a tangerine light lit up a bubble in the center of the street. A faint buzzing sounded, then grew louder. The tangerine color brightened, and eventually turned to gold. Just as fast as it appeared, the color, bubble and noise faded and disappeared.

      “What the—” Joshua didn’t know what to make of the apparition. He shook his head and wondered if he were seeing things. He wondered if it had happened at all.

      He went into the middle of the street and found his phone. Without looking at it he shoved it into his pocket. Then he looked at his boots and pants to see how much damage he’d done to them when he’d stumbled. The sky had lightened a bit and his pants looked pretty bad. He wondered if things could get any worse.

      He took a step to go back to his condo and realized the street was all dirt and snow. What happened to the asphalt? Glancing up he gasped. The sky had lightened to silver-gray and he saw the town. But it wasn’t the town he lived in.

      This town looked like a replica of the late 1800’s. One and two-story buildings made of wood lined the street. Rough, hand-carved signs read Groceries and Meats, Cash Store and General Merchandise, Post Office. Joshua turned and saw the sign over the door he’d just come out of. Hotel. He didn’t live in a hotel. What was going on here? Where was the Heritage USA antique crafters market? Bronco Billy’s? He could usually see the bright yellow color of the wood building from here. He must be dreaming. He scanned the street. He blinked, shook his head. Did he have too many beers last night? He wracked his brain but didn’t think so. The only conclusion he could come up with was that he’d finally lost it. Too much stress.
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      A noise startled him out of his shocked thoughts. Before he could move, he saw three horses barreling down the street coming right at him. The riders waved their cowboy hats and hollered. Joshua jumped out of the way and tripped, ripping the left toe of his boot in the process. He’d not stepped high enough to land on a wooden boardwalk. The three young riders laughed as they raced by Joshua.

      “You Kincaid boys watch it!” a woman yelled and waved a broom. “A body can be killed the way you ride.”

      Joshua picked himself up, smacked snow and mud off his pants and glared at his torn boot. What the hell happened here? He remembered driving straight home from work. He crossed the street to look for the town he remembered, but this time he looked left and right before he made a move. Where was the garish red wood building that housed The Gallery? Or the building with the antique mall and leather works? An old man in jeans, heavy coat and a cowboy hat walked by. His eyes raked Joshua up and down but he raised his hat off his head and waved it at him. Joshua waved back, his hand falling to his side like a dead fish. A couple bundled in matching blue scarves rode by in a horse-drawn wagon. They waved but he saw the woman point at him and laugh. He wondered what she found so funny.

      Joshua crossed to the Cash Store and General Merchandise place where the woman who had yelled at the riders swept the front steps. “Excuse me. What’s going on here?” Joshua waved his arm at the town. Now the sun sat on the tips of the snowy mountains and he could see more people moving about, opening their businesses. Horses neighed and their bridles jangled. Hitching posts and water troughs lined the street. He smelled hay, bacon, pine, and manure. It looked like a Hollywood movie set.

      “Why, what do you mean, sir?” the woman asked.

      Her voice rolled over him like rich, dark molasses. His body tightened so hard and fast he nearly fell to his knees. Shocked, he clenched his teeth and willed himself to settle down. Joshua hadn’t reacted to a woman like that since he’d met his wife in the gymnasium at a dance in high school. “Where am I?”

      The woman cocked her head to the side and said, “You’re in Sisters, Oregon.”

      “No, I’m not. I live in Sisters. This town is different.” Joshua shivered. He blamed the snow that had wedged between his coat and his shirt leaving him wet, but deep down he knew it was the strangeness of his surroundings. The world had gone crazy and Joshua felt another shiver of fear.

      “You’re cold, why don’t you come into the store?” the woman invited.  She put her hand on his arm to guide him into the store, but Joshua suddenly pulled back. He felt burned by the light touch and couldn’t breathe. The woman gave him an odd look. Something between curiosity and fear. She stepped away from him and said, “I’ll get you some coffee to warm you up.” Joshua followed her like a puppy into the store and over to an old stove. The woman hefted a gray pot, filled a tin cup with coffee and handed it to him.

      When their fingers touched a jolt ran through him tightening his body again. He sucked in a sharp breath and clenched his teeth. His fingers gripped the shaking cup afraid he’d spill the hot coffee.

      He took one sip and nearly spit out the coffee. “Wow! This tastes like burnt rubber.”

      The woman’s eyes widened. “I’ve never tasted burnt rubber. Why would anybody do that?”

      Joshua stared at her. What century did she live in? A frisson of fear flew up his spine. Surely not… “Where’s the nearest Starbucks? I need a triple shot espresso.”

      “Don’t know what a Starbucks is, never heard of espresso,” the woman said in a clipped voice. She stared at Joshua for a long moment, then moved to the other side of the stove, putting more distance between them. “You sure do talk funny. Why’d anybody want to shoot coffee three times?”

      Her eyes twinkled. It took Joshua a minute to close his gaping mouth. At first, he thought she was afraid of him, then he realized she was laughing at him. “Shoot cof—” Joshua stared at her. Oh my God. The cold in his belly increased as he realized she’d never heard of Starbucks.

      “I made this coffee fresh.”

      Another wave of sensation rolled over Joshua at the light happy sound. He shivered again, this time not from the cold. Something about her voice stirred him in ways long forgotten. He pushed it aside. He had no time for romance. Joshua had to find out where he was and how he got here.

      He looked around the general store and saw a wide variety of items displayed. Shelves held Levi jeans, flour, sugar, pots and pans, guns, rifles, and ammunition. Men’s shirts and women’s dresses, shoes, boots, and cowboy hats filled one corner. Woolen gloves and scarves lay folded on a nearby table. Nails, hammers, hangers, pots, pans and just about everything and anything he could imagine were displayed on tables throughout the store.

      His eyes fell on the small newspaper stack piled on top of the counter. The headline read “FLASH! Gold discovered in the Klondike! 25,000 people stampede to Klondike, and FLASH! Power generators put into operation at Niagara Falls by the Westinghouse Electric Company, and FLASH! Rural free postal delivery established.”

      What? Joshua peered at the date. The Oregonian, December 15, 1890. “What?” he shouted. “This can’t be true.” He picked up the paper and reread the date. Then he scoured the front page. Articles about pulpit thumping Christians, the Chinese exclusion treaty excluding Chinese laborers from the U.S. and the horseless carriage being introduced to Americans covered the page. The print and the paper felt different. The paper fell from Joshua’s hand hitting the side of the counter and falling to the floor with a rustle. He looked around the general store with new, frightened eyes.

      “Mister…you all right?” the woman asked. She moved closer to him and laid a hand on his forehead. “You’re all pale looking.”

      Awareness rocked him. The woman’s light, clean scent swirled around him, her soft touch electrified him. He felt scorched, yet soothed. He shook his head. “I think I need some air.” Hadn’t he felt this way just a short while ago when he’d left the safety of his modern condo to escape from old memories, old hurts? He bolted out of the store and stood on the boardwalk gulping in air. His chest rose and fell and he felt as if he couldn’t breathe.

      This couldn’t be happening. The sun had risen over the mountain tops and the town bustled with activity. He looked to the right down the street. A statue of a man riding a horse stood at the end, complete with a snow-covered white wooden gazebo next to it. A large two-story building with smaller ones on either side of it stood across the street. The sign read “Bank and Telegraph Building.” Next to it were the hotel and baths. The general merchandise store stood on this side of the street. Joshua stumbled into the street and turned a complete circle. “I don’t believe it.” The bank looked different. More rustic, smaller, older. And no one advertised baths anymore.

      He staggered down the street dodging a few horses, a buggy and a couple of pedestrians. This wasn’t a movie set. Dirt and snow clung to his pants. The men wore work clothes under worn heavy coats and fuzzy hats with flaps over their ears, the women wore dresses that reached their toes and were covered by muted brown and black cloaks and scarves.

      “I can’t be in 1890. How the hell did this happen?” he muttered. “It’s some awful dream. Must be, or I’m crazy.”

      “Mister, are you lost?”

      Joshua spun around at the reassuring voice of the woman from the general store. She’d followed him down the street. He was grateful for her kindness, but couldn’t tell her about his disorientation. She wouldn’t understand. He didn’t understand. “No…uh…I am sort of confused. Is this really 1890?”

      She laughed again, the sound caused ripples to race up his spine. His fingers tingled. That had never happened to him before. Did people in this strange town have some kind of drink to make them happy? If so, Joshua needed it—right now. The sound lifted his spirits and he felt a flare of hope. Maybe things weren’t so bad.

      “Of course it is, what year did you think it was?”

      “2023.”

      “Oh…” the woman laughed and playfully slapped him on his arm. “Now you’re just making that up.” The light sound reverberated through Joshua’s body. “2023. Who ever heard of such a thing? It’s December 21, 1890.”

      “The newspaper said December 15th.”

      “Our newspapers are always old. Takes them a while to get here.”

      She rested her hand on his arm to soothe him with light strokes and his gut tightened. He’d never had such a strong reaction to a woman before. They faced each other, eye to eye. She was tall for a woman. Not like Jessica’s small, petite size. Her dark, sable hair hung straight to her shoulders. Jessica had worn her blonde hair short, stylishly cut. This woman wore no makeup, but had beautiful features with a strong, slightly pointed chin. She wore a simple dress under her heavy coat, probably made of cotton. The hem looked clean but threadbare. Sturdy boots covered her feet and protected them from the snow and dirt. Nothing like his wife. Not at all.

      Joshua shook his head. Why compare this woman to his dead wife? Maybe because for the first time in twenty years a woman had caught his attention. Or maybe because this nightmare seemed so real, so…bizarre.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      Startled out of his perusal he jumped. “Oh, I’m sorry. My name’s Joshua Forrester.” He reached out his hand to shake hers.

      “Adeline Benjamin. But everybody calls me Addie.” She gripped his hand with a strong, firm grasp. A jolt raced up his arm, his breathing quickened, his mouth dropped open. He slammed his jaw shut so hard it hurt. “I own the general merchandise store. Are you lost?”

      Joshua felt like he’d stuck his finger in an electrical outlet. Every nerve in his body thrummed. His leg twitched. “I sure am,” he said. “More than you know. Hey, how much is the newspaper?”

      “Two cents.”

      Two cents. He rummaged in his pocket, found a nickel, and handed it to Addie. They went back into the store and she handed him a fresh newspaper. This was the damndest Twilight Zone he’d ever heard of. “Is there a place I can get something to eat, Mrs. Benjamin?”

      “It’s Miss Benjamin, but please call me Addie,” she said. “Right across the street is Clara’s Café. Best biscuits in a twenty-mile radius.”

      “Miss Benjamin…er…Addie. How’s the coffee there?” Joshua gave Addie a weak smile.

      “You continuing to insult my coffee, Mr. Forrester?” She laughed and didn’t let Joshua answer her question. “I can tell you Clara makes a mean cup herself. You’ll just have to try it and compare. Mark my words. You’ll be back for more of mine once you’ve tasted Clara’s coffee.”

      Joshua’s felt the first genuine smile in years split his face. Something about her felt comfortable. Strong, real. She didn’t seem in a hurry—took her time talking with him. He felt at peace for a minute and that didn’t sit well with him. Everything was too screwy to feel calm. Shaking his head, he folded the newspaper and put it under his arm. He glanced up and down the street again. Something sure wasn’t right and he needed to think, figure out what’d happened. Sitting down to a good breakfast seemed the only thing he could do right now.

      As he headed out the door Addie said, “What a strange looking half dime piece this is.”

      He took a couple of steps then spun around when what she said registered. “What? Half dime?”

      Addie turned the nickel over, studying it with a frown, then quirked her head at Joshua. “Half dime, Mr. Forrester. You know…five cents. This coin in my hand. Where’d you say it came from?”

      Joshua’s mind raced but he couldn’t think of a quick answer. He reached out to take back the nickel, but Addie didn’t give it to him. “Uh…it’s new…I got it back east.”

      “All right.” Addie pocketed the coin but a frown marred her forehead. “You’re staying in the hotel?”

      “Uh…right.” His hand fell to his side, useless. First the coin, now his accommodations. He didn’t know where he was staying, let alone where he was. “Well, I’ll be getting that breakfast now. Thanks for the newspaper.” Joshua left the store and crossed the street in a hurry to get away and think about his strange situation.

      He studied the town again and felt a tingle of apprehension. December 1890? Shaking his head, he watched as horses and wagons rumbled and clattered by. A few dogs and cats wandered the street. No cars, no light poles, no neon signs advertising stores. No strip malls, business centers, gas stations, fast food places. God, where the hell was he? What had happened?

      He needed food and the peace and quiet of a place to think.

      The café seemed the safest bet right now.
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      The coffee tasted horrible, stale, and bitter. At least it was hot. But the biscuits were delicious. Light, fluffy, and buttery. Joshua ate three, a thick slice of tough bacon and scrambled eggs. There must have been six eggs in the pile on his plate. He had never eaten a better meal.

      As unbelievable as it seemed, he sat at a table in 1890. He had a commercial real estate deal falling through in 2023. The world had tilted on its axis. He needed to get home. But how? How’d he get here in the first place? He swallowed another mouthful of the worst coffee he’d ever tasted. What more could go wrong?

      The door to Clara’s Café opened and a woman walked in.

      “We don’t serve the likes of you, Gwen,” Clara said. “Get.”

      Joshua looked at the woman who’d entered. She was dressed in a long blue satin gown and a sparkly necklace glittered between pushed up breasts. Black mascara rimmed tired, red eyes and her mouth nearly matched them, painted a bright flame color. She shivered from the cold and blew on her hands as she rubbed them together.

      “Come on Clara.” Her blue feathered hat flopped as she spoke. “I’ve had a hard night. I’ll pay for a cinnamon bun then go. I ain’t here to do no harm.”

      “Read the sign in the window. You know better than to come in here. Now get!” Clara pointed her finger at the door, her mouth formed a straight line.

      “All right, I’m going.” Gwen turned on her heel and marched out of the café with her head held high, the feather bobbing.

      Joshua watched the show, unsettled by Clara’s sternness. He picked up the second cinnamon bun he’d been given and took it outside. “Miss?”

      The woman turned. “Yes?”

      “Here, I won’t be able to eat it.” Joshua shivered as he stretched out his hand. The woman hesitated, her eyes glancing at the storefront where Clara stood with her mouth turned down, then back to the warm, alluring bun. “Take it. Clara serves too much food.”

      She stepped over to him and took the bun off the plate. “Thank you, Mister. That was right kindly of you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He watched the woman named Gwen walk away, her back straight and her head held high.

      “How was your breakfast, Mister?” Clara asked.

      Joshua turned toward the café owner. Her eyes spit sparks and her displeasure shown in the creases on both sides of her mouth. Could she be angry that he gave Gwen the cinnamon bun? It would have just gone to waste.

      He thought about his predicament and realized the mores of this time were very different from his. People were used to prostitutes in 2023, but in 1890 they were shunned, ostracized. He felt like he’d just made a huge blunder. If he showed kindness to Gwen the townsfolk would ignore him. Fear raced through him. He needed these people to survive, to help him get home. His mind fogged. His movements became jerky. The food he’d just eaten churned in his stomach. “It was wonderful, Clara and please call me Joshua. It’s the best food I’ve ever had. You ought to open up a chain of cafes. You’d be rich.”

      Clara’s lips thinned. “What’s a chain of cafes?”

      Joshua realized that the term hadn’t been invented yet. “It’s two or more of the same kind of store or café.” Maybe he could sweet talk Clara out of her displeasure with him.

      She guffawed as she waved her arm in the direction of the street. “Who’s got a call for two cafes? You’re looking at the whole town. This here’s all there is of Sisters. Oh, there’s a few outlying settlers, but the Indian Wars out east keep people close together, even here. We haven’t had much trouble with them Indians, you know, but now that Chief Sitting Bull was killed a while back, we’re staying right neighborly, if you know what I mean.”

      Indian Wars. Joshua wouldn’t have thought that people this far west would be concerned with that but obviously they were. He’d just read about them in The Oregonian. Suddenly, what she said connected with him. “Sitting Bull?”

      Clara shook her head. “Ain’t you heard about Sitting Bull yet? News travels fast, it happened a week ago. Had a drifter come through here just yesterday and told us all about it.”

      Joshua jerked. “No, er, I’ve been traveling. Haven’t seen a newspaper until today and nothing was mentioned about Sitting Bull.” Joshua didn’t read newspapers any more. He got his news from his computer or the television. He realized that news didn’t happen instantly in this time. That was another odd change and sent a jolt through his system. Reason number two to believe he actually stood in a café in 1890.

      Distracted, he pulled out a five-dollar bill, handed it to Clara and walked to the door of the café. “Thanks for the great meal.”

      “Wait,” Clara shouted. “What’s this? This money looks funny.”

      Damn it. He had forgotten about his money. “Oh…it’s new,” he said thinking back to what he’d told Addie about his nickel. “I got it when I was out east.”

      “You did…uh.” Clara had one hand on her hip and her chin jutted forward. She glared at the bill in her hand. “When was that? I ain’t heard about no new money.”

      “A couple of months ago.” Joshua plastered a smile on his face. “The money’s good, Clara. I promise.” He’d never been a very good liar. That was one of the things his buyers liked about him. They knew they’d get the straight story about a property.

      “Breakfast only costs a dime. This is too much.” She stepped forward holding out the five-dollar bill. “You ain’t got a dime?” Clara turned the bill over and stared at it.

      Joshua panicked. What if she looked at the date? He reached back and snatched the bill from her hand. Clara glared at him with suspicion in her eyes. He rummaged in his pockets and felt for his change. But they all had modern dates on them.

      How was he going to pay for his breakfast?
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      Addie strolled in and saw Joshua grab the money out of Clara’s hand. “Hi, Clara. How’re you this fine morning?” She smiled at the owner. Addie wondered why the new man seemed to have money problems.

      “Well, I was all right until you sent this gent over for breakfast,” she said with a grimace. “First he ate all of my eggs and biscuits, then he gave one of my rolls to Gwen,” she sniffed showing her disapproval. “Now he has some funny folding money he wants to pay with.”

      Addie stared at Joshua. He’d given her a strange half dime and now this with Clara. Was he trying to cheat them? She didn’t know a thing about him but he’d seemed friendly enough when she’d met him at her merchandise store. She mentally shook away her suspicion. Everyone deserved a chance. “Here, I’ll pay for his meal, Clara.” She turned. “Don’t you worry about a thing,” Addie said to Joshua as she handed over a dime. “Got some coffee for me, Clara? Seems mine isn’t good today.” She grinned at Joshua, saw his face redden a bit.

      “Sit yourself down and have a cup. I’ll be right back with the pot,” Clara said.

      Addie sat at a small round table in a corner of the café away from the draft from the front door. She glanced at Joshua and said, “Mr. Forrester, why don’t you have another cup with me? I’m sure you’ve figured out by now that my coffee’s better than Clara’s.” Joshua sank into a chair across from Addie.

      She laughed and took a sip of the strong brew. She nearly burned her mouth on the hot coffee when he smiled at her. He was a very handsome man and even though she sat at the table, her knees quivered and she caught a breath. She’d never seen one more handsome than him. His strong jaw, cleft chin and beautiful white smile turned her into a bowl of jelly. Addie didn’t know what to do about her unusual feelings for this stranger.

      “Neither coffee is any good, Addie.” He leaned forward putting his elbows on the table. “Thanks for bailing me out with Clara.”

      “You’re a funny fella.” She twiddled with her coffee cup. “Why, look at how you’re dressed. Don’t you work for a living? What’s with those fancy pants? They’re all smooth. And I’ve never seen a shirt like yours before, all slippery and soft.”
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      Joshua glanced at the clothes he’d slept in last night. He was now a rumpled mess and he didn’t like it one bit. “I…uh…got them back east. I think they came from somewhere in Europe.”

      “You some kind of big-shot? I never met a man who spoke like you, or dressed like you before. Travel a lot, do you?”

      “Not until recently.  My traveling days just took a sharp left turn.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind,” Joshua mumbled. He sipped the coffee. “Got any sweetener to spice it up a bit?”

      “What’s sweetener?”

      Seeing a jar of sugar on the next table he grabbed it and poured some into the cup. “Sugar, Addie, it’s just my word for sugar.” After swirling a spoon around the cup, he took a taste. “God, this is fantastic. I haven’t had real sugar in months.”

      Addie’s eyebrows rose. “You say the strangest things. Everybody has sugar. Where’d you say you came from?” Joshua knew too many things weren’t adding up to Addie and now she wondered who he was and why he was in her town.

      “Oh, I’m from out of town. A few states east,” he said as he waved his arm in the general direction.

      “Didn’t you say you were from Sisters?” Addie knew he was hiding something. “I’m sure I heard you say that when we met. Are you staying at the hotel?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Well are you or aren’t you? You ought to know where you’re staying.”

      Joshua tunneled a hand through his hair. “Yeah, I’m staying at the hotel.”

      Addie gave him a stern look. She knew he lied. She may be a country woman, but she was whip smart. He hadn’t looked at her when he fibbed about staying at the hotel. Joshua was a terrible liar under normal circumstances. Now, flustered beyond imagining, he kept tripping up and couldn’t look her in the face.

      “Done with your coffee? I’ll walk you back. I need to talk to Billy at the front desk.”

      They left the café and strolled down the boardwalk. Neither one of them said anything for a few minutes.

      Distraught and lost in his misery, Joshua stepped off the boardwalk to cross the street as he walked to the “hotel.” Head down, his hands in his pockets, he glanced up when a loud jangling and clattering suddenly began. People walking in the street shouted, waved their hands, and jumped onto the boardwalk.

      Startled, Joshua looked up and saw a stagecoach pulled by two horses racing straight toward him. Horrified by the sight, he froze. The driver was yelling and slapping the reins as he urged the horses faster and faster. Never having seen such a scene in his entire life, Joshua couldn’t breathe, move, or think. He stood openmouthed as the onrushing threat came closer and closer.

      Just as he was about to be trampled, someone grabbed him by his arm and yanked him out of the way. They fell to the dirt street and rolled next to the boardwalk. More horses rushed down the street after the stagecoach. Men were yelling and women screaming.

      “What in tarnation were you thinking?” Addie said through gasps of air. “You stood right in front of that thundering, out of control stagecoach! You were almost killed!”

      Her indignation and fear came through loud and clear.

      “I—I’ve never seen anything like that before,” Joshua said, still lying on the ground. He got up, dusted off his now filthy pants and shirt, and stood with his arms hanging limply at his side. His heart still raced from fear. Shock had shut off his brain.

      “You never seen a runaway stagecoach before?” Addie’s hands were on her hips, her angry eyes threw sparks at him and Joshua knew she wanted answers.

      “No.”

      While they stood there the men on horseback who’d followed the stagecoach out of town came back. They tied their horses up at the sheriff’s office and went inside. Not long after, they came outside. Townsfolk had gathered at the sheriff’s office and waited to hear what the hullabaloo was about.

      “It seems,” one of the rider’s said, “the stagecoach had stolen gold on it. The Dalton Gang robbed a bank at the next town over. The teller was killed.” The women in the
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