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        To dreamers, the schemers, the writers, the poets, the lovers, the helpers.

        And to anyone who believes in magic.

        Like me.
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        London 1859

      

      

      

      The old woman slowly turned the bound volume in her hands. examining the spine, tracing the embossed gold lettering, running a long finger over the rich leather that cracked when she opened its pages. The hand-written volume groaned against the strain of sitting dormant until now. Her eyes traveled the length of the first page, quietly devouring it before moving to the second. Suddenly she looked up with a narrowed stare.

      “This story is yours?”

      Dickens nodded, intent on keeping eye contact though his heartbeat paused for a moment; as always, the success of this book would be determined by the fortune teller’s impression. Some thought his superstition absurd. He, however, believed it to be as vital as breathing. It was a ritual he would not soon quit.

      “Yes, I wrote it in its entirety.”

      His mind wandered to the dear friend who had been present for every tangible moment in his lifetime. From childhood fights and pick-up games in the back field between their conjoined properties to weddings and the births of each other’s children, not to mention a scandalous divorce—his friend’s, of course.

      Dickens thought he knew everything about his friend.

      But he had never, not once, ever heard the raspy-voiced tale the man spun from the confines of his infirmary bed right before he died.

      “I wrote every word,” Dickens insisted for a second time, his mind sticking on the lie.

      “I spent my first five years in a home for parentless children,” his friend had told him.

      Dickens tightened his grip on his friend’s hand, knowing the minutes that remained between them were fragile and precious. “I always assumed your parents were your parents.”

      “They were.” A single nod to emphasize the conviction in his words. “They were the only parents I ever knew. They rescued me and changed my life; a blessed contrast to the horrors of the parentless home.”

      Parentless home. A softer, less abrasive phrase his friend used to describe a place filled with unimaginable horror. Abuse was the one constant. Meals withheld for days at a stretch was another. Wet, pillowless beds, and filthy tattered clothes. Missing children, there one day and gone the next. His friend unfolded the tale in whispered details…the first six years of a life Dickens never knew about. He met the boy on his seventh birthday, and by then, all was shiny and bright—new shoes, slicked hair, white teeth gleaming and stainless. A thin layer of polish hid even the most tarnished of pain, as Dickens himself knew all too well.

      “Why have you never told me this story?” he asked.

      At this, his friend opened his eyes and looked sidelong in his direction. “You’re the storyteller, my friend. I, myself, am private. Some things are better taken to the grave. My beginnings are one of those things.”

      Outwardly, Dickens agreed with his friend’s sentiment. Inwardly, his mind had begun to spin with possibilities.

      Even now, Dickens felt himself burn with that familiar flush of hidden shame.

      The woman saw it. “You may have written it, but this story was not yours to tell. You are telling a falsehood. The question is why.”

      Why? Because an idea had already sparked, one that made his heart race for a myriad of conflicting reasons. His publishing partner wanted something personal—an autobiography of sorts confined inside the loose constraints of fiction. If he wanted to maintain a relationship with his partner, this was the requirement. Make it personal was the official note. Now that he had a story idea, he’d make it personal indeed.

      His back stiffened. “I don’t have to explain myself.” Too late, he realized the slip. Her smile was slow and telling. He’d all but admitted guilt for something she couldn’t possibly have known beforehand.

      “And the man who told this story…he would agree? Or would he demand an explanation as well?”

      “He’s no longer with us, so it’s a moot point. He wanted me to write it, or he wouldn’t have shared the story with me in the first place.” Adding that last bit of truth made the lie easier to validate.

      “That is untrue,” she said sharply. “It is an evil thing you’ve done, stealing personal information from someone you called beloved. Not everyone wants their story put on display.” She stroked her chin in thought, then pointed a sharp fingernail at the manuscript. “Beginning today, it will be stripped from your possession and not used for your benefit. Instead, it’s purpose will forever be to tell the story of others, as was meant to happen when you first heard your friend tell his own story. You will have no control of this book, and it will come and go at its own choosing.”

      He scoffed, incredulous at her preposterous notions and flagrant disregard for his work. Books did not flit and flow no matter what sort of woman proclaimed it so.

      “You cannot possibly—”

      “You underestimate me.”

      The air thickened, the sky grew dark. When the woman smiled, his spine grew cold. Why had he come here? He needed to leave at once. Dickens frantically gathered the book and stuffed it inside his bag.

      “I won’t be paying you for your service. Everything you’ve said is nonsense and not worth a single quid.” He stood abruptly, knocking the chair backward in his haste. “I’m leaving and taking my book with me, and I won’t be coming back.”

      She leaned back in her chair, tenting her fingers like a woman unconcerned. “Very well. I wish you success in beginning again.”

      Dickens went rigid. There wouldn’t be a need to begin again.

      With steel blades scratching down his spine, he crashed through the front door, frantic to get away. Blasted woman with her unfounded accusations. This was his book! It was his story to tell! No one would take it away from him. Works of fiction weren’t required to contain the truth.

      With each step he put between himself and the fortune-teller, he relaxed, his mind wandering to the day ahead. He intended to purchase more ink and paper for his next book. The thought eased his mind, and he began to whistle, slowly delighting in the bustle of the city around him. London was a marvelous town when one looked up from the confines of writing. Steering his mind away from the woman’s chilling words took effort, but all worthwhile things did, did they not?

      He strolled past the cobbler currently working with a length of leather. Past the blacksmith pounding an iron horseshoe into submission. The fish monger displayed an impressive offering of fish and raw oysters. All in all, it was a typical weekday. One filled with a flurry of activity and the occasional lull, such as the child lying across the sidewalk flipping lazily through a worn copy of Romeo and Juliet—a classic, if not one of the more boring reads in Dicken’s own opinion. Killing oneself for love was a weak foundation for romance. He stepped over the child and headed toward the Chronicle, using both hands to push open the front door of the building. He was greeted with a cool blast of air and an overwhelming scent of freshly inked paper, both sensations on his personal lists of favorites.

      “Come to bring your writings, have you?” a man asked from behind a large press. He turned a crank and locked it, then wiped his hands on a coal-smudged apron. The man stuck out his hand, and Dickens heartily shook it.

      “Good to see you, Aaron. Is Forster in?”

      “No, he’s out now, but I’ll make sure he gets it.”

      “Alright, but give it to no one else,” he instructed as always. “I have it right here in my satchel.” Pride came when one completed a book, as evident in Dicken’s own voice.

      “Hand it over then. I’ll take it to his desk.”

      Dickens opened his satchel. “I have no doubt that…” He rummaged through miscellaneous papers, searched again, then glanced up to offer what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “Give me one moment. I’m sure it’s here.”

      “Something wrong?” the man asked.

      “No, no.” But saying something is so doesn’t make it that way. “It was just right here. I’m positive it still is…” His voice trailed off as he looked again.

      “I wish you success in beginning again,” the woman had said.

      Dickens’ hand stopped moving as the words rolled through his conscious. It was an exercise in futility, he was dreadfully certain. As much as he wished to deny it…

      The book was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Every story has a beginning…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        California, 1947

      

      

      

      It’s only once in a lifetime a man comes across a find as rare as this. An old copy of Great Expectations, its spine nearly shouting at him from its spot at the top of the stack of other tattered and discarded editions. Pick me up, pick me up. Theodore hesitated, all the while knowing it would be a shame if some other chap happened by and snatched it up.

      His grandfather had a tale of this happening once to him as he was perusing a downtown rummage sale. He came upon a painting tucked behind a stack of rubber tires priced at thirty-five cents apiece. A steal of a deal as far as tires go.

      The stories are uncanny in their similarities seeing as both treasures were found surrounded by used items relatively devoid of worth.

      Hopefully, the similarities wouldn’t end there. Three years later, his grandfather sold that same painting for six million dollars. And that is why his grandson, a one Mr. Theodore Keyes, was standing here today. Out alone as he now preferred, on a street corner in Beverly Hills, wearing a Gilbert Adria plaid jacket and a khaki Hamburg hat on a rare day off from trying and failing to practice medicine, looking over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching.

      Much like his grandfather had done all those years ago with the painting.

      Theodore blinked again at the sight in front of him, the war-wound scar above his right eyebrow beginning to throb as it had these past three years when excitement crept forward. Since the war ended and took all that he valued with it, excitement about anything was a rare commodity. Now that spot pounded with the certainty of what he’d stumbled across. Buxton Books on fortieth and third was quite oppositely uncertain. Why on earth would a bookstore who dealt almost exclusively in antiques keep a book that quite obviously surpassed any other antique edition out here on the sidewalk? With the late afternoon sun beating down viciously on it, no less. It was preposterous. The store should have its license revoked on the grounds of book abuse, and then it should be fined a substantial sum due to neglect.

      As a doctor himself, the least he could do was save it from certain oblivion. If, in the process, the book turned out to be worth as much as he suspected, then he supposed it to be simply a perk of happenstance. His perk, specifically. And Peter’s mother’s, of course. Most of the money would go to her; he owed the woman at least that much.

      Theodore touched two grayish strings that emerged from the book’s binding, and then ran a fingernail over the spine's length. The book’s mahogany leather was worn at the seams from years of use, but there was no denying the fabric's richness. With one finger, he eased open the cover, listening as the binding protested from the bother of being disturbed. If books could talk, this one might be rife with complaints.

      The words, “Story by Charles Dickens” stared back at him, curious words because they appeared to be handwritten in a sloppy scrawl unlike the rest of the printed text. He turned a page, only to be greeted with the date. 1859. No publisher was listed. Theodore frowned. His heartbeat quickened by three. As a Dickens’ enthusiast himself, Theodore knew quite well that Great Expectations was published in 1860 and 1861 by Chapman and Hall Publishers in three separate volumes. Before that, it was published in serial installments for All the Year Round and Harper’s Weekly magazine. The book wasn’t published in its entirety until 1862 so the date referenced three years prior was particularly flummoxing. An anomaly, if you will. An obvious misprint. Blasphemy, in the worst case.

      That sealed it for him. He would buy the book, do a bit of research, have it appraised, and hope for the best. At the very least, this might be a fun story to tell his grandchildren one day, the story of how he’d found a rare copy of Great Expectations, cashed it in for a few million dollars, and spent the rest of his life traveling the western seas. After he’d invented a cure for cancer, of course. If one were dreaming, he might as well dream fully.

      Theodore froze, momentarily struck motionless by the idea he was dreaming anything pleasant at all. The war had robbed him of the ability to live inside anything but nightmares, or so he thought. Maybe, just maybe, better dreams might one day come back to life.

      Sparing another glance over his shoulder, Theodore picked up the book. He tucked it under his arm, intent on taking it to the register to pay the two dollars asking price. Reaching for his wallet, he slipped out the necessary bills and pushed through the front door.

      It was then he was hit with an unexpected blast of cold air, wind so chilly it knocked the breath from him and sent him reeling backwards. As for the other shoppers, no one turned around. No one noticed when Theodore gripped his head, fell to the floor…

      And disappeared.

      Leaving behind his wallet and two single dollar bills that slowly cartwheeled down the street.
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            and a middle…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Princeton University, present day

      

      

      Bree

      I have a D in Nineteenth Century British Literature. How is it possible for an English major to be so decidedly below average in the subject she’s spent the past two years studying, plus four undergraduate years which resulted in a very hard-won English Literature degree? I’ll tell you how; because she’s sick of school, sick of writing papers, and sick of being a student. Twenty-four years old, and I’m still here spinning my wheels on my way to a master’s degree, slowly sliding downhill one poorly-written essay at a time. But one more semester, and I’m gone.

      There’s one catch: I’d like to leave with summa cum laude at the top of my resume. It’s been my goal since I became president of the Classic Book Cult—yes, it was a thing, awful title and all—in high school.  News flash: if I don’t quickly raise my grade in this class, I’ll be dangerously close to failing this semester. If I fail, I’ll never live it down at home. Not when my parents’ need for bragging rights rides solely on me. Failure isn’t an option, and failure includes anything below an A.

      “There has to be a way I can bring my grade up,” I say to Mr. Rimmel, the professor I’ve had at least once a year for each of the six years I’ve attended this university. I suspect he will be happy to see me and my top-notch procrastination skills walk down the hall that final time. He’s bent over his desk, writing a note in his daily planner. I might comment on his stepping into the twenty-first century by purchasing a smart phone, but sarcasm is rarely the route to getting what you want. I clear my throat. “Can I grade papers? Tutor a struggling student? Do something for extra credit?”

      He keeps writing. “This is graduate school, Ms. Sanders. Not ninth grade. And from the looks of things, the only person I would suggest you tutor is yourself.”

      So, he can be sarcastic, but I can’t? I bristle at criticism but force a smile into my response.

      “Oh, that’s funny. I see what you’ve done there. But I’m serious. Isn’t there anything I can do? I really need to bring this grade up to an A by the end of term.”

      There’s a stapler on his desk, open to reveal an empty staple deck. The box of staples sits beside it. My finger twitches at the sight of an unfinished task.

      As I knew would happen, Mr. Rimmel stops writing and looks up with a marginally impatient side-eye. I’ve seen this look so many times I could draw it from memory if my drawing skills exceeded those of a second grader holding a chubby crayon, which they don’t.

      “You realize the end of term is in eight weeks?”

      “Yes, sir, I do.” I anticipate his next question as tension fists the side of my neck. My hand can’t help reaching up to massage the knot it creates.

      “And your thesis…how is that coming?” He leans back in his chair with a tired sigh. “Because really, Ms. Sanders, that’s the best way—the only way that I can see—to raise your grade by three letters. A fantastic thesis. It’s what you’ll need. You have started yours, correct?”

      My hesitation in answering is what always gets me into trouble. A better student would come to a meeting equipped with a better lie, but I am not that student. Also, someone needs to fill the stapler. I pick it up and tuck a two-inch line of staples into it, then snap the device closed and return it to the desk, looking up to find him quizzically studying me.

      He pulls the stapler closer to himself and rests both hands on it as he looks at me. His expression is cautiously weary. Don’t touch my things.

      “Honestly, Ms. Sanders. You cannot possibly come here to negotiate a better grade when the avenue is directly in front of you. The road less traveled, need I remind you? You need to be walking—dare I say, running—on that road by now. Do yourself a favor and start your thesis today. You’re well behind your fellow students, but if you hurry, you just might catch up.”

      “But I just thought—”

      “You thought I’d be easy on you, and you thought wrong. A master’s degree from Princeton University is prestigious for a reason. Certainly, not because we offer shortcuts or a sliding grade scale. Get to work. I expect your paper on my desk in eight weeks, no exceptions. Go big, Ms. Sanders, if you want a jump in your grade. Or go home, I suppose, if you don’t.”

      I swallow, feeling what little hope I had left fizzle into a tiny puff of air over my left shoulder. Mr. Rimmel has never been a ray of freaking positivity, but I never expected such finality in his answer. I don’t want to start my thesis because it’s just so incredibly long. Long long. Like an out-of-tune high note that stretches and bends until the belter’s air runs out kind of long. A screech, more like it. No one wants to listen to a high-pitched screech for weeks on end.

      I forgot about the thesis requirement when I signed up for grad school. Who could remember that with all that paperwork to fill out? Not to mention the financial aspect of attending Princeton. It’s a lot, especially for a girl who wants to read her life away, and not the school required reading. The novel kind. The books that let you lose yourself in someone else’s world for days on end until they wrap up and you can swap them out for others. Austen. Twain. Melville. Dickens—especially Dickens.

      Their worlds are so much better than my own. I learned that cold fact a decade ago and now cling to it as one of my solid core beliefs.

      I prefer the classics, have since I first picked up an abridged version of Moby Dick when I was nine years old. Whaling ship adventures cornered the market on carrying you the furthest away from your own sad reality, at least for me. When I picked up the novel a few years later, I learned to escape even more.

      While other kids dated and attended pep rallies, I was busy analyzing the ending of a story of blind revenge. In the end, I came up with this: if you’re going to taunt an oversized mammal endlessly, be prepared to get your leg bitten off. It’s a metaphor for most things in life, actually. Whales will be whales, after all, and parents be parents.

      Apparently, so will professors.

      Reluctantly, I surrender to defeat. “Yes, sir, I’ll have my thesis turned in on time.”

      “Lovely, Ms. Sanders. I’ll see you in class later this afternoon.”

      I nod, dread filling my insides at the prospect. It isn’t that I don’t enjoy Mr. Rimmel’s class—I love literature. It’s that I hate his mind-numbingly boring selections. There’s a big difference between reading for fun and reading while forced, and my professor hasn’t chosen one interesting romance or period drama to date. Forced reading has been my lot in British literature since I began seeking a master’s degree. There are only so many ways one can analyze the plot of Jude the Obscure and Middlemarch. Trying is darn near impossible since they are both so incredibly boring. This brings me to another nearly impossible problem.

      This thesis will take forever, and I have no idea how to start. It needs to have something to do with literature, an impressive realization I’m aware. But what? There aren’t many books out there that might prompt me to research for hours and formulate my own critical analysis of someone else’s work. Unless it’s a book by Dickens, of course. I’m obsessed with him the way some girls might be obsessed with Timotheé Chalamet or one of those Hemsworth brothers.

      Think I’m kidding? Take a look at my bookshelves, and you’ll see I’m not. Still don’t believe me? Head to my parents’ house, and you’ll find an impressive collection of big and small china dolls displayed inside a tall antique glass hutch, all alphabetically labeled by first name. There’s Bumble, Fagin, Havisham, Marley, Pip, Timmy, and that’s only on the top row. I’ll spare you the others because it’s a lengthy list filled with obscure names you’ve likely never heard of.

      As for books, what else could I say about them that hasn’t already been said by countless other authors, all of whom are far better writers than myself? The possibilities are nearly nonexistent. I run mentally through them anyway—Dicken’s death, his life, his slightly inappropriate love for his sister-in-law, his affair with a much younger actress that bordered on perverted by today’s standards—but I still come up short. It’s all been said before. This is hardly the time to be suspected of plagiarism. I need a unique idea.

      Momentarily giving up, I detour on the way to the library to gather my mail. The wall of mailboxes outside the campus post office stretch from floor to ceiling and arranged alphabetically. So mine—with my possessing the last name Sanders—is situated approximately four inches higher than I can reach. Maddeningly inconvenient. Using my right foot to push a wooden step stool a few feet across the floor, I step up and open my box, a rush of warmth settling across my shoulders. In a world of emails and texts, the sensation of opening an old-fashioned mail slot with an old-fashioned copper key gives me no shortage of satisfaction. This fiery redhead with six-inch hair extensions and gel-painted beige fingernails is very vintage at heart.

      I pull out three envelopes and one small Amazon package—the Flying Books socks I ordered two weeks ago are finally here! I lock the door, climb off the stool, and then glance at the bulletin board like I have every day lately. My heart sinks because it’s still there. The paper. The face staring back at me. A girl my age, a literature major like me, dazzling smile in place, sparkly earrings brushing the tops of her shoulders, straight-A student, in three of my classes, and always ready with questions. Vibrant. Warm. Alive. Her name is Mary.

      She’s been missing for two weeks now. Every time I see her picture, it pokes at a wound that has festered in my heart for ten years—a stark reminder of a brother who has remained a child in my memory ever since. My eyes sting with the threat of tears, so I squeeze them closed until I’m safe again. Until I can breathe. When I open them, the picture of Mary is still there. Blessedly, the tears are gone.

      Mary disappeared without a trace from this very campus on Labor Day weekend. Searches were organized, interviews conducted, classmates questioned…and still nothing. Try as I might, I will never understand how someone can just vanish into thin air. Never. Not for as long as I live.

      My mind conjures up the scent of cotton candy, and I shiver. Blue. Foamy like whipped topping, melting on contact. Sticky residue on a shirt sleeve, sliding down a chin, too far to reach with a tongue. Trying anyway and giggling, just before someone calls your name.

      “Brian!”

      I swallow hard in the middle of the hallway, my heart stuttering in my throat, tears burning the surface of my retinas again. This isn’t the time or place.

      Like I said, I’ll never understand how someone can just disappear.

      Clutching the envelopes in my hand, I commence walking with the intent of making my way to the library, addressing random students as they pass me in the hallway.

      There’s Brooke with her choppy, bobbed haircut and barely-there glance. “Hey, Brooke,” I say. She only nods, keeping her head down as she concentrates on putting one foot in front of the other, as usual.

      “Hi Tipper,” I say, my voice a little more upbeat. She gives me a high-five and says, “How’s the assignment coming?” We’re in the same Literature of Plague and Pandemic class together, and I tell her I’m almost finished. Short papers on rare diseases aren’t much of a problem for me.

      “Hey, Charles,” He passes me with a nod and a ruffle of my hair, like always. It isn’t until I’ve rearranged my hair that I stop in the hallway, hit with an idea… maybe? I turn to stare at him.

      Charles.

      He’s carrying a copy of Sleepy Hollow in his hand, the gray one with the red stripe. I have the same copy on my bookcase at home. Something is coming to me, something in the back of my mind scratching like a black kitten at a metal back door. Let me in, let me in, let me in. I stop breathing long enough to concentrate on letting it in. Standing in place. Thinking.

      The blonde, the one who’s missing. Mary is her name.

      Charles, the one who can’t keep his hands off my head when he walks by.

      The book he held. Books in general because my thoughts rarely stray far from them.

      Something about them, not them exactly, but a combination of all three.

      I gasp. That’s it! My thesis. It’s right there; an idea if I’m remembering the details right.

      My feet start moving until they’re practically racing each other to the library.
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      Three hours later, I look away from the library’s computer screen and growl into my hands. What started out so promising has spiraled me into literary despair. What sort of sacrilegious travesty is this? In the process of researching for my thesis, I stumbled across The Mystery of Edwin Drood, a Charles Dickens book I’ve never let myself read before. But I got sucked right in this time. And now I know why I’ve kept it off-limits. This cannot possibly be how it ends. I won’t accept it.

      I slam my laptop closed and lower my head dramatically onto my arms, working on breathing in and out, in and out to stave off the panic attack sitting so ominously astride my lungs. According to everything I’ve read, Dickens died halfway through writing the book, and a ghostwriter picked up where he left off. There’s no way Dickens intended it to end like this.

      Edwin Drood dies? He can’t possibly die. He was too young. Too happy. Too beloved. It would be much better if the book had been left alone, unfinished, than for some ghostwriter to turn it into a fictional mockery. The Charles Dickens I know and love wouldn’t willingly break my heart like this. I’m sure of it.

      At first, I started reading various book endings as a refresher, something to spur on the idea I had by the mailboxes. First, I read the ending of Oliver Twist, then moved on to perusing an overly-used copy of A Christmas Carol which is easy to skim since the story is practically hardwired inside my brain. After those, I clicked a link to a partial online publication of Dickens’ last book. I regret that decision now. Unfinished things are my worst nightmare, the mortal enemy of my mental state. I need endings. I crave wrap-ups. I live and die by firsts, middles, and lasts. Why would I, in the spirit of sound mind and body, want to read anything without an ending?

      But you can’t write a thesis about Charles Dickens without reading all his works can you? I’m a lot of things, but a Dickens fraud I am not. I wish to God I had been. Now I’m determined  find the real ending, but I have no idea how to put that plan in motion. How do you write a thesis around an unfinished book? I’m only one girl, it’s too big a job to do myself. I can’t possibly find the intended ending of his book alone, not in eight weeks’ time.

      Unless…

      Unless I figure out a way to enlist the help of others.

      I quickly open my computer again to scan the articles I’ve already read. It takes another hour for me to see it. A way. A plan. A big plan. A huge plan. I totally should have come up with this sooner. Is eight weeks even enough time? It will have to be.

      I’ve known about it for years, gone so far as to stay up late at night wishing I could be a part of one myself. It’s perfect, if a little eccentric. Then again, my professor did say, “Go big or go home.” This is big. It’s the type of assignment that will either result in the grade jump I need or it’ll be a big fat failure that will garner the disapproval of everyone who has a stake in my grade. Fail or succeed, this isn’t the time to play it safe.

      I know what I’m going to do.

      I’m going to organize my own version of The Ghost Club on Princeton’s campus and write a paper about our findings. We might research the disappearance of Mary a bit. Definitely try to figure out the real ending to Edwin Drood. Maybe we could even…

      I glance up at the picture of my parents sitting in separate frames on my desk and swallow. Best not to get carried away. I straighten the pens on my desk and wait for the melancholy to pass. After a moment, it does. I sigh and straighten my shoulders.

      Some might think starting a ghost club sounds crazy, but let me explain. The original Ghost Club was founded in 1862 at Cambridge University—a college, coincidence?—by a one Mr. Charles Dickens and a few like-minded friends who believed the paranormal was responsible for local unsolved crimes. A girl is taken and never seen again? Maybe a ghost took her. A man and his mistress disappear without a trace save for a small bloodstain found on his bedroom sheets? Well, first of all, karma’s funny like that. But second of all, and more importantly, maybe some otherworldly being did it. An author dies before he can finish his latest book, and his notes—the ones he always makes for every book—are never found? Maybe ghosts took them.

      And, most important of all, a young boy is kidnapped and never found? Maybe the spirit world did it. And maybe I’m the one who can solve the mystery,

      It sounds crazy, but I’m up for the task.

      I’m going to organize a club dedicated to this very subject, invite fellow literature nerds like myself, and meet with them weekly. I’ll have them help me search for answers about what really happened to Edwin Drood.

      I’ll document each gathering, subsequent findings, and impress the heck out of my professor with my willingness to go the extra hundred miles. He’ll never have seen a thesis the likes of mine, I can promise you that. Plus, I won’t have to do it alone.

      But I need to do it right. Go all in. Recreate and replicate. And the only way to do that is to embark on a little non-web related research. I retrace my earlier steps to the library’s classics section and pluck three books off the shelf: A Christmas Carol because it’s my favorite Dickens book, and I want to reread it. Then I grab a Dickens autobiography I read a couple of years ago while writing an undergraduate paper, and a book about the original ghost club—a book I’ve never cracked open because I’ve always thought the idea to be a little…cracked up. I mean, come on. Ghosts killing people? It sounds like a theory a bunch of overly imaginative authors might have cooked up, especially in an informationless age devoid of twenty-four-hour news channels and minute-by-minute social media updates. Definitely nineteenth-century, absolutely behind the times.

      Yet, if I’m going to do this right, it’s time for new school to travel back to old school.

      So to speak.
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        * * *

      

      After another hour of reading in my campus apartment bedroom, followed by two more hours of analyzing, and five minutes of Amazon shopping, it all comes down to this: I need a dress. But not a costume-type dress you buy on sale at a Halloween story, an actual Victorian era dress, the type you buy at auction or Goodwill on an especially lucky day. Because who isn’t going to drop off a valuable two-hundred-year-old dress in a garbage bag that the store will then turn around and sell for under fifteen dollars? A girl can dream, something this girl has been doing all afternoon. One might argue, my entire life.

      And it’s not as though I’m completely unprepared.

      I already have the shoes.

      “These shoes are pretty, Bree.” I can still hear Brian’s little voice at the resale shop. I still cringe at the way I dismissed his statement.

      “They’re dirty and old. Put them down and help me find something in yellow.”

      “I like old things,” he had said. “Old things are my favorite.”

      “Well, they aren’t mine.” It was a sharp retort. Dismissive and final. I yanked the shoes and threw them back down like they carried a disease no one should touch.

      Yellow and new. It’s what I wanted, the only thing I wanted, couldn’t be convinced otherwise. At least not until a few months later when I rushed to that same store to look for those dirty old shoes in a frantic act of desperation. They were gone.

      So was everything else.

      I was heartbroken. Crushed. Thus began my fascination with all things old: books, movies, clothing, anything and everything I could get my hands on. The older, the better; I eventually settled on pieces and stories from the Victorian Age and stayed there.

      As luck would have it, years later, I found an identical pair of those old shoes on an outing with my mother.

      We were scouting rummage sales on an ungodly hot day a few years ago when I was forced on a mother-daughter outing because she wanted to “bond more,” as she put it. That’s what parents tend to say after they get divorced, especially when they’re both secretly worried about their child’s mental state. So, we garage-sale hopped.

      I had just come off a marathon viewing of every Pride and Prejudice movie in existence, and I was in a very vintage state of mind. At the third house, I spotted them. Crammed inside a cardboard box of well-worn shoes collectively priced at three dollars each. I cautiously walked toward the box, looked over my shoulder as though I was somehow committing a crime, and lifted the desired pair out. I knew two things even before I opened my search engine back at home: these looked like the same shoes from before, and they were valuable. Antique. Authentic. And hopefully in ten short seconds…mine.

      “I like old things.”

      And this time, unlike before, so did I. It felt like a forgiveness of sorts.

      I carried the shoes to the register and paid with my own money, lest my mother discover my rare find and claim ownership by default. I asked for a bag and quickly stuffed them deep inside, then carried my purchase to the car, where they traveled through countless stoplights and one McDonalds drive thru and then up the stairs to my bedroom. A half-hour later I had my answer: they were made in 1894 and were valued at three-hundred-seventy-two dollars. They’ve gone up in value since, but I haven’t had the heart to part with them even though they’re a good half size too small. A bad thing and a good thing, since they’ll come in handy for next Monday night’s meeting, albeit uncomfortably.

      It’s when the first meeting of The Ghost Club, Princeton edition, will assemble. Two days from now. I’ve sent out the invites, received thirteen positive responses, and now I’m planning the menu. It’s unclear if Charles Dickens’ original ghost club met over dinner, but since six o’clock was the most agreed upon meeting time, we’ll have food at mine. I’m thinking petit fours and cucumber sandwiches, maybe a bowl of guacamole and chips…a weird non-bookish combination, but I still have time to figure it out. I’m no slouch when it comes to eating. The only reason I’m a size four is because of a high-functioning metabolism I inherited from my mom.

      After tidying my desk by replacing caps on open pens, sliding paper clips into their correct color-coordinated container, then stacking papers so they are lined up corner to corner. I grab two napkins and an oversized bag of Doritos and plop down on the bed with my laptop.

      I’m three pages into scribbled notes on the meaning behind Dickens’ various works when my roommate Kara bursts through the door, boyfriend Brett in tow. He’s a common feature inside our room, practically blending with the sofa and stacks of books, nearly just as inanimate and boring. Kara, on the other hand…

      “Oh, geez, you’re reading again? Come on, Bree. You seriously need to get a life.”

      I pull my hair into a floppy topknot without looking up from the screen. “I have a life. And I’m trying to prepare a paper.” Great Expectations as we know it wasn’t Dickens’ original draft? There’s a different version of the book that disappeared three years before the one we know today was published? He had to rewrite the whole book from scratch? What kind of bizarre information is this? I scoot forward for a closer look and frown at the screen, reading tales of those who claimed to have seen that original book. One article is tucked inside a photo from an old newspaper dated September 1955. Its typewriter font a little smudged and hard to read in places. The word Theodore is clear and specifically jumps out at me as if it’s sending me a message.

      Theodore Keyes, a young doctor who claimed in a very public outburst in the town square that he picked up a copy of Great Expectations and was immediately transplanted to 1870 England, around the time of Dickens’ death.  No one believed him, but according to locals he was arrested and later committed to an insane asylum and never heard from again.

      Outrageous claims. I shift with unease at the words. Considering the time period, it’s likely he was ridiculed. The image fills me with overwhelming sadness; no fellow Dickens’ lover should be met with such a cruel demise, particularly if the man never meant to be there in the first place. Especially so young.

      Although…time travel? I frown at the screen. Surely the man was crazy, though my interest is piqued and followed with a tiny amount of jealousy. I would welcome time travel if it meant I could discover the ending to Edwin Drood.

      Or undo a couple of mistakes in my life.

      “Are you even listening to me?” Kara says right into my face. I jump.

      “What?” Honestly, I forgot she was here. As for Brett, I’m used to him blending with the furniture.

      She sighs loudly. “I said, you need a life that doesn’t involve another century and long-dead people. Who are you reading about today? Mother Theresa or Jayne Mansfield, what’s her name?”

      I reluctantly drag my face away from the screen to give her a look. “First of all, why would I research Mother Theresa for a literature paper, and second of all, Jayne Mansfield wasn’t an author. She was an actress who was unfortunately decapitated in a horrific car wreck back in the ’60s.”

      “Gross, Bree. I didn’t need to hear that.”

      “Then why did you bring her up?”

      “I was thinking of that lady who wrote that one book? The one starring Keira Knightley.”

      I feel my brain cells melting. “First of all, Keira Knightley never starred in a book. But you’re thinking of Jane Austen, the ‘lady’ who wrote Pride and Prejudice.” I wish I could say this conversation between us is unique; it isn’t.

      “Oh, yeah, her. Still, she’s been dead for a long time, but you’re hanging out with her on a Friday night instead of going out and having fun.”

      “I am having fun, but with Charles Dickens if you must know.”

      “Sounds scandalous.” Kara winks at Brett, who proceeds to turn three shades of red and turn toward the wall. Honestly, if this is what romance is like in real life, I’d rather read about it in books. I close my laptop and look at her.

      “I’m researching his entire life, and that takes a lot of time. Did you know his last unpublished book was finished by a ghostwriter after Dickens’ death, and the writer actually killed off the main character? A young boy. Who kills a boy? I’m positive that wasn’t Dickens’ intent because they never found his story notes. It’s outrageous, really. I’m just not sure what can be done about it.”

      “Um…lots of people kill boys, Bree.”

      My spine grows cold from the base of my neck to my waist. No, they don’t. Sometimes the boys are found safe and well. And sometimes they aren’t found at all.

      When I just look at her, she backtracks.

      “I’m not saying it’s a good thing, just that it happens. But as for what you can do about it, I think the answer is…nothing?” Kara looks as me as though I’ve grown two heads. “Considering it was written a thousand years ago and you aren’t BFF’s with the author. The guy’s been dead a while, Bree.”

      “It was written one hundred and fifty years ago,” I retort. “And I don’t think they said ‘BFF’ in Dickens’ day.”

      “They totally should have.” At those words, I give up my desire for her to understand me.

      “You’re right. They totally should have.”

      She pauses like she’s not sure if I’m serious, then shrugs. “Since you’re not doing anything, why don’t you come out with us tonight?”

      “I am doing something. I’m researching.”

      “You’re always researching, and that is not an acceptable Friday night activity. Step away from the past, and come join us in this century.”

      Honestly, that sounds awful. “What would you have me do instead? Attend the basketball game, maybe drink beer with the soccer players in the parking lot?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Football actually, and don’t be silly. We’re graduate students. We’ve upgraded to red wine now. Much more sophisticated.”

      That pulls a smile from me, just as she knew it would.  “No thanks, I’d rather drink tea. What are you guys doing?”

      She clearly thinks I’m an adorable moron. “I just told you—a victory party in the parking lot. Come on, join us. There’s a mini carnival to celebrate the Tigers’ first win. There’s a Ferris wheel, and I saw a sign for funnel cakes. Aren’t those your favorites?”

      I feel myself go pale and instinctively scream an internal no! My skin grows cold and clammy. Funnel cake is not my favorite.

      Trying to appear nonchalant, I press my wrist to my forehead and open my computer again, muttering something about the room being warm. “I can’t, I’m…” I clear my throat, unable to conjure up an explanation. Getting caught off guard leaves me fumbling and mute. I hate this conversation.

      “You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      In my mind, I have.

      Pasting on what I hope is a believable smile, I tell her the one thing that will guarantee her departure. “I have to start my thesis. I’m way behind, and I need a good grade to get an A in class.”

      Her mouth falls open, and I wish I’d left this part out. “No wonder you’re researching. You haven’t started your thesis yet?”

      “You have?” Even as a psychology major, Kara is the biggest procrastinator around, even worse than I am. You’d think she might have learned enough about herself to fix this trait, but no.

      Next to her, Brett offers a very unhelpful snicker, and the two of them share a look.

      “I’m halfway through and planning to turn it in a month early. You really need to get started, Bree.”

      “Then get out of here so I can.” I shoo her away with a dismissive wave. “Go drink in the parking lot or hang bras from a light pole, whatever they do at those things. And let me have the room to myself.”

      Kara grabs Brett’s hand and laughs as they walk to the door. “So much for subtlety. We’re leaving.”

      “Have fun.” I give a sarcastic little half-wave and breathe a sigh of relief when the door closes behind them, smiling to myself as the sound of their laughter fades down the hall.

      Headed to a carnival.

      My smile drops along with my gaze.

      I study the patterns on my abstract purple comforter, tracing the stitching with my eyes until I find the face buried in it, the one not meant to be there but tucked inside by random design of the fabric. The one I noticed that very first day and have avoided at all costs since because I don’t enjoy strange faces staring at me. I blink, pulled out of my trance-like state, and reach for my laptop to continue my research. That’s enough thinking about random faces and parking lot carnivals.

      I spend the rest of the evening researching Dickens and rereading The Mystery of Edwin Drood which, sadly, remains a mystery.

      Frustrated, I stand up to clean my tiny room. I hang clothes in their proper, color-coded spot in the closet, fold damp towels and lay them just so by the sink, brush my teeth, and return the toothbrush to the holder, making sure it faces out. Close books, shut down laptops, drink three sips of water, and fold my comforter into thirds at the end of my bed so that it only covers my feet. Set my alarm for seven a.m., close out my apps, dim my cell phone light all the way down, plug in my phone, and place it face down on the table next to me. Same routine as always; I don’t skip any steps.

      As much as I tried to dismiss it, my mind has stayed on that unfinished book all evening. By the time I fall in bed, I still don’t have any answers.

      But that’s the thing about mysteries. They’re meant to be solved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Bree

      It’s very hard to walk in nineteenth-century-style shoes, especially while carrying a backpack, two bottles of grape soda, a Tupperware of chicken salad sandwiches I picked up from the market, and a box of three dozen cookies. Yet, here I am, doing it. I bump and shuffle my way down the sidewalk toward the library, twice twisting my ankle and once dropping a bottle of soda that I’m sure will explode in my face later. With a growl, I pick it up and round the last corner toward the front door, my white cape flapping in the breeze behind me.

      I never found a dress and that is the bane of my present existence. Unless you count the one I found on eBay for six hundred dollars, which I passed right over with a quick “no thanks” when the seller wouldn’t lower the price. I’m a graduate student on a limited budget, and one hundred and fifty was a semi-fair offer. When she came back with a firm and final no, I dejectedly bought a cape on the same site for thirty bucks and gave myself until next week’s meeting to locate more proper attire. I hate leaving things unfinished, and I especially hate having to skimp on the details.

      The cape keeps opening to reveal my denim cut-offs and “It Was the Worst of Times” t-shirt, complete with a mug of Dickens’ shadowed face. I love Dickens’ apparel almost as much as I love the man himself, but mainly I’m wearing the shirt because I didn’t have time to change before the meeting. Instead, I stuffed a few safety pins in my shorts pocket with plans to fasten the cape closed after I unload all this food. At least the shirt is thematically appropriate.

      To my relief, someone walks out the library door just as I arrive, so I squeeze through without too much fanfare, knocking into the door frame with my backpack. A strap catches in the door, and I’m tugged backward.  A quick jerk of my shoulder releases me. The meeting room is on the other side of the library, but I should be able to avoid walking through the main room. It’s one thing to call a meeting of book lovers. It’s another to be sighted by the undergraduate jocks and sorority girls on the way to said meeting. I may be older and more sophisticated, but old insecurities haven’t quite buried themselves yet.

      I should have known things wouldn’t be quite so simple.

      “There’s no food allowed in here, Miss.”

      A student librarian gestures to my sodas and box of cookies like a prison guard looking over an ill-behaved criminal.

      “Oh, I’m just taking them to conference room B on the other side of this room.” I indicate with my head, but her frown stays put.

      “If you’re using a conference room, you’ll need to come in through the south entrance. It’s that way.” She points in the direction I’m going, so there isn’t much to do except stare at her. “But first, you’ll have to go out those doors and walk back around, and then the conference rooms will be in front of you.”

      Anxiety niggles its way into my blood stream, and I bite my lip. “But the conference rooms are in front of me now, just on the other side of that door.” I blink toward a door maybe twenty feet away since my hands are full. “If you could just help me out and open it…”

      “I’m sorry, but there’s no food in the library. You’ll have to go back out and walk around the building, and then come in from the back entrance.”

      She’s kidding. Surely she’s kidding. “You mean you want me to walk back through the library with this food, then outside, then all the way around the building, and then come back to approximately where I’m standing now? Just…on the other side of that door?” The irony is preposterous, but she doesn’t see it. “You can’t just open it for me right now?”

      She continues to stare, then crosses her arms to convey just how much she is not kidding. Anxiety spreads to my chest and picks up speed.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” I say, unable to help an eye roll. “Could you at least take these and drop them off in room B? I’ll be back there in only a few minutes.” Emphasis on the word back to drive home my belief that this is ridiculous.

      She doesn’t move. “That’s against the rules.”

      “Yeah, I get that,” I say, turning with a dramatic sigh to walk away. This time I don’t even bother to keep myself hidden or to disguise a mounting anxiety attack, opting instead to walk a straight line through the middle of the room, doing my best to ignore the snickers and single comment of, “nice shoes.” They are nice, buddy. Deal with it. My breaths grow shallow as I glance up at a clock and quicken my steps. The meeting starts in fifteen minutes, and I haven’t set anything up. I start to speed walk, my outfit causing all sorts of problems, the cape swinging behind me as the right shoe takes the opportunity to dig into my heel with the force of a rusty switchblade. I try not to think about an infection. These shoes are old.

      “Interesting get-up,” a guy in a Tigers’ jersey says.

      “High heels with cutoffs are so last decade,” a girl wearing a red sweater says to a chorus of giggles.

      In my mind, I tell them both to shut up. Out loud, I simply say, “Thanks.” I have more pressing things to worry about than the opinions of anyone attending this school on daddy’s trust fund. Besides, I don’t much care for their clothes either.

      It takes a total of five minutes to work my way around the building, but I make it with nine minutes to spare. The door to conference room B is blessedly unlocked; if it hadn’t been, I might have thrown a fit. I dump the food into a chair, unzip my backpack, and pull out a table cloth, napkins, cups, and note cards, then proceed to lay everything across the table item by item. Order is important.

      I’m arranging napkins in a symmetrical ring when I remember the book. The one detailing the original Ghost Club and its purpose for existing: to solve unsolved mysteries. It’s being held at the front desk, and I need to pick it up before the meeting. What good is hosting a ghost club of my own if I can’t explain the concept to anyone? If I can’t illustrate how we’re going to solve mysteries too? Edwin Drood. Mary. If all goes well, maybe even my—

      I kill that thought before it fully forms, then glance up at the clock and gasp.

      The meeting starts in four minutes. I need to get the book!
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        * * *

      

      Maybe I should have removed my cape to walk back through the library, but only one person made a comment. I didn’t bother with a retort; I’ve cut things too close to care. Now, the same assistant librarian who denied me entrance into the conference room is in the stock room looking for my book, and I’m waiting at the front desk with a patience level that is slowly swirling into the gutter. I ring the bell next to me for the second time, and her head pops around a corner.

      “Yes?”

      What does she mean? She knows what I want.

      “I’m just in a bit of a hurry, wondering if you’ve found my book?” I absentmindedly tap a finger on the counter and look around the room, trying my best to appear nonchalant. The opposite of how I actually feel. My guests are probably already arriving, and this is not the best way to begin a project that my entire grade is riding on. I need the book, and I need it now.

      She sighs. “I’m still looking. Give me a couple more minutes.”

      I don’t have a couple more minutes. But her head disappears, and I’m left standing alone again. Perfect. I stretch myself across the counter to see if by chance the book is on the desk but see nothing besides current novels and old magazines hidden underneath the ledge, buried in the far edge of the desk to keep people from seeing how the workers secretly pass the time. No wonder the assistant is annoyed with me; she was probably reading a “Stars! They’re Just Like Us!” article when I walked up and ruined the moment.

      My gaze sweeps across the counter when my curiosity piques. A book. One I didn’t notice a second ago; it practically appeared from nowhere. Which it didn’t, because that’s silly. The book is old and worn, two thin strings twisting away from the binding. I know enough about rare books to spot one when I see it, and this is a vintage copy, maybe even a first edition. I risk a not-too-subtle glance over my shoulder and lean forward for a closer look. Anyone with eyes could tell I’m up to no good, but thankfully no one’s looking, not even—I check quickly—the assistant librarian. Of course, she isn’t; she’s probably in the back catching a quick nap. There’s no doubt I’m late for the meeting now. I exhale and tentatively stretch out my hand, using a finger to inch the book toward me. It’s a very old copy of Great Expectations, and my heartbeat quickens. A librarian with any knowledge of valuable first editions would never leave this lying on a table out in the open. When she gets back, I’ll tell her.

      For now, I flip open the cover, the aged leather binding sighing with the effort of opening as though it had lain dormant for years. The words “Story by Charles Dickens” are the first thing I see, odd because they’re handwritten in calligraphy, probably using a fountain pen, and there’s no other title page. There’s always a title page.

      My breath grows thick in my throat, and I’m suddenly unable to swallow.

      With visibly shaking fingers that I try to steady with my mind, I flip to another page, all my senses unexplainably on alert. Once, when I was four years old, I shoplifted a single piece of five-cent bubble gum that my mother wouldn’t buy for me. I was terrified to spend the rest of my life in prison if anyone noticed. Still, I wanted that gum too much to stop myself. I feel the same way now, irrational as it is. No one goes to jail for five cents, especially not a toddler. No one goes to jail for looking at a book either, do they?

      Once again, I’m too invested to care, and the student librarian still hasn’t returned. I glance up to check once more and then focus on the book. 1859 is the published date. I frown to myself and scan my memory. 1859 isn’t right. In my vast knowledge of classic literature, I have many publication dates memorized. Pride and Prejudice was published in 1813, Moby Dick in 1851, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in 1884, To Kill a Mockingbird in 1960…and Great Expectations in its entirety that we know and love today, in 1862. The date on this copy must be a misprint. It will require a bit of research on my part to prove it.

      My mind conjures up yesterday’s research, suddenly struck  by a thought. Surely this isn’t the lost edition that the article mentioned. It can’t be.

      But I’m instantly filled with a certainty that it is.

      I decide right then to check out the book and take it to our first meeting. If there’s one thing I know for certain, it’s that book nerds love a good mystery. Maybe this is another one my fellow club-attendees can help me solve. If nothing else, it might be an interesting sub-category to add to my thesis.

      I quickly grab the book before anyone else can stake a claim and open my mouth to call for the librarian. I need to check it out, grab the book still on hold, and get to the meeting.

      “Miss?”

      It’s what I attempt to say. But no sound comes out.

      I frown, and my hand goes to my neck as I try to speak again. Nothing happens. My breath quickens, but I can’t catch air. My voice…oxygen…both have been snatched.

      Right along with my sense of balance.

      My anxiety goes haywire as it travels through my blood and chest and lungs and head.

      The room begins to spin, and I stumble. First, it twirls slowly, then with the ferocity and rhythm of a funnel cloud. I catch myself on a desk and attempt another breath, but it’s futile.

      I have no air. No voice. No muscle control. Too late, I remember the chaos this book is rumored to cause.

      My vision goes black, and my body falls to the floor.
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      Bree

      When I come to, I’m lying on the floor. The hood of my cape is hooked around my eyes and chin, and my shorts are riding up rather high on my thighs. I can feel air hitting my body in places one shouldn’t feel in public. With one hand, I tug the shorts down. With the other, I drag the hood back from my face and blink at the ceiling knowing I must be quite a sight lying here for all to see. If my fellow students thought the cape and shoes were weird, what must be going through their minds now?

      I sit up rather abruptly, overwhelmed with relief that my lungs are working properly. That I’m still here. That the chaos of the book didn’t seem to touch me. Stupid rumor, stupid internet. That should teach me to believe anything Wikipedia has to say.

      Taking a deep breath, I exhale, then clear my throat just to hear the sound it makes. All seem to be in correct working order. Whatever that was, it’s blessedly gone now.

      I smooth out my sleeves and twist my shirt back to its proper position. Between it and the shorts, I’m giving people quite a show. In a stupefied slump, I crook a finger around a strand of hair caught in my lips, pull it free, and look around the room for the book, first right, then left, and then straight ahead.

      The book.

      It isn’t here. Where on earth did it go?

      I glare up in the direction of the assistant librarian, convinced she must have swiped it when I fell. No fair, her taking something that didn’t belong to me. I slouch with disappointment. Only a few seconds in my possession and I’d already made grand plans to discuss it in our ghost club. I gasp.

      I’m late.

      Hopping to my feet in one fluid movement, I look behind the front desk for the assistant but catch no glimpse of her. Honestly, if we all treated work with such careless disinterest, every one of us would find ourselves without a job.

      “Miss? Hello, Miss?” When nothing greets me but an empty space, I turn on my heel to begin the trek back to the conference room, fishing through my bag to find another ice breaker since the book is no longer an option. I find a pamphlet on the paranormal and yank it free, mentally planning my opening line. If I’m lucky, everyone will still be in the room waiting for me. If I’m not…I can’t afford to think about that. Normally I don’t like crowds, but now I need one to keep my degree within reach.

      I look up just as I’m passing the card catalogs, and my step falters. Card catalogs? Have they always been here? I’m not always the most observant person in the room, so maybe they have.

      Placing a hand on the cabinet to my left, I walk slowly and study the library in front of me. It’s different somehow, darker. Where are the lamps from earlier? The overhead lighting? Wasn’t the room brighter? I don’t remember it being this hard to see in here. A glance toward the window confuses me even more; the sun has set completely. If I didn’t know better, I might believe the time to be close to midnight. One glance at my Apple watch tells me I’m wrong; it’s just after six o’clock, time for my meeting to start. The meeting I’m growing increasingly late for.

      Convincing myself I must be remembering things wrong, I snap out of my reverie and resume walking to the conference room, my eyes darting to the left when I feel the weight of someone’s heavy gaze. I lock eyes with a man of about thirty, his long hair tied into a ponytail, his mouth set in a hard, disapproving line. I make a childish face. His nose flares, and so does my temper.

      “What are you looking at?” Not the nicest thing for me to say, but it’s only a cape, and I’m tired of the judgment. I bet this same guy watches Superman on the down low, yet here he sits evaluating me. He quickly looks away as though embarrassed. Good. He should be. No girl wants to be ogled, especially when she’s wearing shorts.

      I hear voices right before I push through the conference room door and give a little squeal to myself. Lots of voices mean lots of attendees, and that’s exactly what I need. Maybe now I’ll wind up with that A after all. I pause for a moment to calm my nerves, pressing a hand to my stomach and inhaling a cleansing breath. It’s the moment of truth. This has to improve my grade. Here goes nothing.

      “Hey guys, sorry I’m late. You wouldn’t believe the obstacles trying to keep me from showing up here tonight. Did you feel that thing earlier? What was it, an earthquake? It knocked me to my knees in front of everyone.” That last bit was a little dramatic, but whatever. I toss the pamphlet on the table and fall into the closest chair. There’s a spot on my shorts that wasn’t there earlier. I wet a finger and scrub at it to no avail.

      And that’s when I look up.

      Thirteen male faces stare back at me, all hard-mouthed and indignant. One guy has the audacity to gasp and remain open-mouthed. I don’t look that bad, buddy. But then it hits me: they’re all dressed in costume. Aw, they’ve done this just for me? If that doesn’t just make a girl feel special.

      “You guys!” I draw the word “guys” out into a least three syllables and clutch my chest for effect. “Look at your costumes. You didn’t have to do this, but thank you so much. Your support is really touching.” For one second, I feel like Elle Woods standing in court in that last scene of Legally Blonde, and I give myself an internal pat on the back. Elle Woods rocks, and not just the color pink.

      “I feel a little underdressed compared to you.” I gesture to my cape and give an abashed shrug. Silly me. I sit up straighter and pull my chair closer to the table. “Okay, are we ready to get started? How about we go around the room and say our names so everyone can get acquainted?” When no one says anything, I forge ahead like the club founder I am. “My name is Bree Sanders, and—”

      “Young lady, what do you think you are doing at this meeting? And dressed…” he slaps the table as he speaks, “…like a harlot! And, pray tell, why is my face plastered across your chest?”

      I look down at my shirt, momentarily forgetful about which shirt I’m wearing. Oh yeah, Dickens. As if.

      “Excuse me?” I blink up at the man in front of me, shocked at his rude and harsh outburst. Come to think of it, I’m also shocked at his age. He cannot possibly go to school here unless he took a tremendously wide gap year times thirty. The man must be in his fifties. But never mind that, how dare he. He does look a bit familiar, though. Not that it matters. He’s a total jerk.

      “I do not look like a harlot, and your face is nowhere near my chest, dude. What an incredibly crass and sexist thing to say.” But then it hits me, and my mouth drops open, a wide smile taking over my face. How could I be so dense? I must have hit my head in that fall.

      “Wait a second, you’re just getting into character, aren’t you? A man after my own heart. Great job on that aging make-up, by the way. Totally believable. High five.” I raise my palm in the air for him to slap it, but he doesn’t reciprocate. If possible, his expression becomes even more stone-faced and mean. My hand falls to my lap. What is he even doing here with that unappreciative attitude? It’s like listening to an atheist in church. Get out if you don’t like the message!

      “I said a harlot, and I meant a harlot,” he says in a very firm, no-nonsense voice. “Now, please exit this room.” A rumble of voices rushes over me in a tidal wave of noise, each man in attendance having the audacity to echo his agreement. “Yes, leave. Get on with you. It’s half twelve in the morning. The King’s College Library is no place for a woman.”

      My jaw drops open; this is my meeting! I scan the room in indignant outrage until my anger fades to confusion at the faces staring back at me. Yes, they’re all mad, but more importantly…why is everyone here so old? And…King’s College? We’re at Princeton. What’s up with the British accents?

      Never mind. I’m not leaving, even if this meeting hasn’t started off as well as I’d hoped. Quitters don’t get A’s on theses, and they definitely don’t graduate.

      While I’m still gawking, a man to my left clears his throat, and I look up. He’s standing off to the side, half-buried in shadows, not someone I noticed when I walked into the room. When he steps forward and reaches for my shoulder, I’m absolutely noticing him. The guy is hot, and not anyone’s standard definition of a book nerd. Longish dark hair combed to the side, a hint of stubble at his jaw line, a tiny scar above his right eye, a smirk that puts all other smirks in history to shame. He’s also a couple decades younger than every other man here, which should make him only a few years older than me. Hello, handsome. My pulse trips over my ability to speak, especially when he smiles kindly at me. I swallow, my pounding veins working hard to break free from my skin.

      “I’m so sorry, gentlemen,” he says in the most delicious British accent I’ve ever heard, looking away from me to address the men in the room. “My sister is a bit confused tonight, I’m afraid. If you’ll give us just a moment to speak privately, then we’ll get this meeting back to order. Come with me, sister.” He gestures for me to stand, and I do almost against my will because it seems wrong not to follow him. Two things, though: I am not confused, and I am not his sister. I don’t want to be his sister; what a giant disappointment that would be. More importantly, why am I letting him lead me out of my own meeting? I shake my arm free and face him dead on in the doorway.

      “I’m not leaving because this is my meeting. You leave.” I do everything but stomp my foot in defiance, though my foot itches with the prospect. All around us, male voices snicker. I whip my head around to look at them. “What are you laughing at?” Every laugh dies instantly. Nothing about this is funny—not these men, not their rude attitudes, especially not when my cape slides off my shoulder and the whole room gasps. Men avert their eyes using both hands as a shield. I hear the word harlot spoken more than once this time and fire a death glare at the lot of them. Who raised these godawful men?

      “Now, sister,” the man in front of me says, pulling the cape over my bare shoulder and overlapping it at the front, his knuckles grazing my collarbone. “There’s no sense in throwing a tantrum in front of all these men. Let’s talk about it out in the hallway, yes?” Then, under his breath, “Do you not have a fastener for this? We’ve got to make you more decent for your own good.”

      For my own…? I growl. “I have three, just haven’t had a moment to attach them yet.” I yank one out of my pocket and hold it up to his face. “Happy now?”

      He offers a tight smile, glancing sideways at the men still staring in our direction. “Delightedly so.” He slides the pin from my grasp and opens it, then glides it through the fabric and fastens it closed, overlapping the fabric unnecessarily tight, if you ask me. “Let’s do the others out in the hallway, away from prying eyes. Shall we?”

      I want to scream, “No!” at his patronizing tone, but there’s something about the urgent look in his eyes that stops the word in my throat. It’s almost as if he’s worried, anxious. But dear Lord, what’s there to be worried about? It’s just a meeting. It’s my grade at stake.

      Reluctantly, I relent.

      “Okay, fine. But make it quick.” I feel his hand on my elbow as he leads us out the door. Behind us, the door closes with a soft thwack. We take a few steps in silence until the guy opens a closet and shoves me inside. I wail an unflattering, “Ahhh!” because it’s black as pitch in here, then spin around to escape before he shuts me in like a hostage. Instead, I collide with his chest, a very hard and pleasant chest it is, definitely not a sisterly thing to notice. I pat it awkwardly a couple of times. I didn’t expect him to step in here with me. It must not have been his plan to lock me up after all.

      “Do you want to get yourself killed?” he asks, slowly removing the hand I’m still resting on his chest and guiding it to my side. Curiously, he doesn’t immediately let go of my wrist. “What do you think you’re doing, showing up to the meeting like that? You’re a woman.”

      My nostrils flare. Now I have yet another sexist pig to deal with. I open my mouth to tell him as much, but then…what happened to his accent? The guy is suddenly speaking in a very Midwestern lilt… I know this because I grew up in Tyler, Texas. I’m not from New Jersey. I just go to graduate school there. I’m a bit of an imposter in that way.

      And he’s an imposter!

      “Who are you?” I say through clenched teeth. “And why do you sound like you’re from southern Louisiana? And why did you drag me into this room like I’m a common criminal?” I realize he’s still holding onto my wrist, so I yank it away. Too late, I realize his finger is hooked around my Apple watch and catches a bit. He moans quietly, so it must have hurt.

      “Slow down,” he says. “One question at a time.”

      “Well, I asked three, so answer one. Clock’s ticking.”

      I feel, rather than see, a hand drag down his face. “First, I’m from California, which is hardly the South.”

      Wait. I’m from the South and feel slightly offended.

      “I grew up in Texas. What’s wrong with the South?”

      “Not a thing.” His tone implies it might be a thing. California snob.

      “Okay…so why are you faking a British accent? I get that you’re trying to get into character, but it’s unnecessary.”

      I’m met with a throaty sound that seems a bit like what? then silence. One so long that I’m certain he has no intention of giving up an answer. I growl in the darkness.

      “Fine then, care to answer the more important issue? Why you dragged me in here, why you called me your sister, and why you’re so threatened by women? And, for the love of God, can you please turn on a light?”

      He sighs long and weary. “There are no lights.”

      Excuse me, what? “What do you mean, no lights? There were lights earlier when I dropped off the food. Did the power go out? Is that why it’s so dark in this building? Good lord, New Jersey needs to get its act together. This is the third power outage we’ve had this month.”

      Again, silence. Except this time, it’s met with tension so thick I can practically feel it like a weighted blanket giving off heat.

      “Hello? Did I say something wrong?”

      He swallows so hard I can almost see his throat constrict. His hand wraps around my wrist again, totally invading my personal space.

      “You’re wearing a watch.”

      I forget about his hand and frown in the darkness. What a strange thing to say. A watch? Try as I might, I don’t understand the relevance.

      “Me and everyone else in America. I use it to count my steps, so?” Again, he goes silent for so long I might think he’d walked out if not for the breath landing on my shoulder in three-second intervals. Puff, puff, puff. Followed by more silence. “Are you still here?”

      “Yes, though I don’t understand why you might want to count steps?” The words are said in a confused afterthought. I hear the door handle jiggle a bit like he’s planning to leave. “Just wait here for me. I’m going to go back into that room and make an excuse for you, and then we’ll leave, okay?”

      I draw back. “An excuse for me? It’s my meeting. Why do I need an excuse?”

      The sound of neck popping fills my ears. My father does this when he’s stressed and dangerously close to punching something. If this guy tries to punch me, I will grab him by the—

      “Just promise me you’ll wait here. It isn’t safe for you to leave, not now. I’ll explain everything when I get back, okay. Just…wait here.” His hand means to rest on my arm, I think. But it brushes my left breast in a fumbling crash landing. “So sorry, please forgive that,” he says in a rush. It’s cute, his embarrassment. “Will you wait? Right here? For me?” His string of three questions is equally charming. Then again, I have a thing for men dressed in nineteenth-century attire, especially garments that appear authentic.

      “Okay. But I’m giving you five minutes to get back and explain before I head back in there and confront everyone myself, got it?”

      “Got it.” The two words sound suspiciously like a smile. “I’ll be right back.”

      He walks out and shuts the closet door quietly behind him. As for me, the only thing I can do is wait, just as I promised.
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        * * *

      

      I counted to nine hundred and seventeen. Nine hundred seventeen. Do you know how many minutes that is? I don’t because I’m bad at math, but I know it’s more than five, and that’s how long I said I would wait inside the closet for the stranger to return. He didn’t, so I walked out of the closet thirty seconds ago. Once you count to nine hundred, apparently, you hit habit status because I forgot to stop. Now I stop. Counting that high can make the head hurt. Another thing that brings on a stress headache? Not knowing where the heck you are.

      I decided to skip going back into the room when I realized something.

      The carpet looks different.

      When I first walked down the hall to the conference room—after that rude librarian made me go back outside and walk around the building—I dropped a notecard. When I bent to pick it up, I admired the gray and black checkerboard design, thinking I might want to find a rug similar to it for my dorm room. It looked so inviting like one could whip out some large round discs in the off-minutes and play a quick game of checkers. If nothing else, it might be a quick conversation starter or get Brett to be a little less boring. Competition is known to bring the dull to life.

      But the carpet covering this hallway doesn’t have any squares. In fact, it doesn’t much look like a carpet at all—thin stretched linen might be more accurate—the only pattern, a dotted configuration of drab brown. At close inspection, the dots might be stains, dripped coffee or blood. I mentally shove that gross thought away and keep investigating.

      This is not the same library as before. I’m building that flimsy belief on floor coverings, I admit, but also on a very strong hunch. The room is just so incredibly dark, and it has very little to do with the time of night. There are no light fixtures and no lights, at all. I’ve felt along two walls, looking for a switch or a pull cord with no success. Even lamps are mysteriously absent unless you count the oil ones sitting atop each table. Who uses oil lamps nowadays? I’ve spent nearly six years at Princeton, and I’m positive I’ve never seen an oil lamp anywhere on campus.

      Maybe my memory is fading. Maybe my shoes are beginning to affect parts of my body that aren’t my feet.

      My feet already ache from being shoved inside this pair of shoes for this long. I kick off one shoe, and then another, pick them up and dangle them from two fingers as I walk, squinting through the darkness to examine my surroundings. The differences are so staggering, I’m not sure how I didn’t notice them right away. Not only in the floor coverings and lack of lighting, but also in the cracked wallpaper, in the strong, musty smell of old wood and unwashed fabrics.

      In the books.

      An enormous bookcase stands next to a tall window in front of me. Enough moonlight filters in to cast a soft glow on a sliding ladder that looms to the ceiling. I drop my shoes and take a few steps toward it, grasping the nearest rung, gingerly stepping up for a closer look. I’m able to make out five, maybe six books deep before they fade into darkness, so I reach for one made of worn burgundy stretched linen. I open it and gasp, then stare at the wall in front of me just to catch my bearings. I examine the book again, stunned at how new it looks. But it isn’t new, it’s so incredibly old.

      With one arm wrapped around the ladder, I take in the binding, the stitching, the publication date. I know books, and it’s precisely what I think it is: an 1847 first edition of Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre. One just like it sold for eighty-five-thousand dollars in London last year. I know because I watched the bids and dreamed of one day making one of my own. I tuck the book under my arm and reach for another.

      Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, 1856.

      And another. Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 1854.

      And another.

      And another.

      No matter how many books I reach for, they’re all first editions and incredibly expensive by today’s standards. Expensive as in, I could buy myself a house and probably one for each of my friends and professors, and still have a nice nest egg waiting for my retirement. I’ve been to Princeton’s library more times than most people make a grocery run for bread and milk, and I have never seen these books on these shelves. To keep them on display would be to invite thievery, even from the likes of me. This from a girl whose only crime to date is pocketing a single piece of bubble gum. I would totally steal these books. Still might.

      What in the world have I stumbled onto?

      More immediately important, how am I possibly going to get down from here?

      I have four books tucked under both arms and another firmly situated in my left hand, and I’m five rungs up on the ladder. I suppose I could return the books to their proper resting places, but I haven’t yet looked at them thoroughly enough. Now that I’ve seen them and held them, they’ve become precious pets, and I’m loathed to let them go, not before I try to adopt them and take them home with me. They can sleep in my bed. Share my food. I wouldn’t even care if they pee on my floor.

      Too far?

      At the very least, I’ve got to read each originally printed word for the express purpose of obtaining bragging rights because who knows if I’ll get this chance again. I’m Gollum with the ring, wide-eyed and possessive. I’m going to check every one of these books out at the front desk as soon as I climb down from this ladder, then take them back to my dorm room and stay there all week.

      Pressing my arms to my side to protect the precious copies from tumbling to the floor, I feel my way with a foot and take a slow step down. This works once, then twice…until I slip from the second to last rung and books go flying right along with my feet.

      I’m caught rather awkwardly just before my rear end hits the floor, tugged upward by a strong hand gripping me just under my right armpit. It’s hardly a Hallmark-worthy rescue, but I’m grateful just the same.

      “Thank you for catching me,” I say just before turning to look at my assumed hero. When I spot him, I roll my eyes. For a hero, he doesn’t look too happy. “What’s that look for?”

      “I should pull you across my knee and give you a good whipping,” he says close to my face, jaw clenched in a tight line. “You were supposed to wait in the closet.”

      Did I say hero? I meant pompous jerk.

      “And you were supposed to take five minutes. Buy yourself a better watch. As for whipping me, I’m not into that sort of thing. Other girls might have a thing for red room type of guys, but I don’t.”

      His confusion is amusing, but his obvious discomfort…his blush? That’s priceless. I smirk, quite proud of my clever little one-liner, but then I remember the books and gasp.

      “The books! Are they broken? Dented or bent at all?” I fall to my knees and scoop them up one by one, examining the spines and individual pages like a mother might upon finding a misplaced child at the market. A stretch, possibly, but not for me.

      What’s-his-name kneels beside me to help, picking up Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland  before I can tell him to keep his hands off. Finders keepers and all that.

      “There aren’t any marks on this one, though I wouldn’t get so bent out of shape about it. It’s just a book, a rather useless one at that.” He rests his forearm across a bent knee and hangs his head a bit in defeat like he’s tired or…disappointed? Still, I can’t let the comment go, insult that it is.

      “Just a book? Just a book? This is a first edition Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.” I shove it under his eyes to give him a good look. “And Madame Bovary.” Again, with the shoving. “And Jane Eyre.” I have the manners of a toddler at this point. “Do you have any idea how much these are worth? Thousands, probably. Millions, even.”

      “Which is it? That’s quite the difference.” His teasing tone is simultaneously annoying and attractive, any red-blooded American girl would think so.

      I grin despite myself and immediately suck it back. Then I stack the books and hold them to my chest, where they’re safe from harm and criticism should any book-hater insult their value again. I also completely ignore his question.

      “The only thing I can’t figure is why on earth they would be kept so casually on the shelves in Princeton’s library. Aren’t the librarians afraid to part with them? Someone like me could come along and steal these books permanently. In fact, I think I’m going to.”

      He sighs. “Just so you know, you’ll be disappointed. Each book’s value, which will grow substantially in the years to come, is currently priced at only a few pounds apiece. Five or six, at most. Depending on the publication date, of course.”

      I guffaw at his statement. “You know nothing about the value of first editions. You just don’t want me to steal them. Probably want to take them for yourself.”

      “No, because taking things that don’t belong to you is wrong. But also because—”

      A door creaks in the distance, and the sound of male voices begin to drift towards us. I have a bone to pick with the man who called me a harlot, and I intend to pick it right now. But when I go to stand, what’s his name shoves my shoulder downward. I sprawl backward into a half-sitting-half-lying-down position.

      “Hey!”

      “Sit here and do not move,” he whispers sharply. “I told them you went home, though they are expecting you tomorrow…basically. Just stay seated while I ward them off.”

      Unexplainably, alarm blooms in my chest, so I stay quiet. He doesn’t give me the chance to argue anyway before abruptly standing to make his way toward the group of men walking in double-file formation toward the front door. One man is holding a candle, making it easy to see a few faces and objects I hadn’t taken in while I was encased in darkness. I scan the lot of them for the harlot commenter but can’t make him out. Whatever, I’ll wait until tomorrow to give that man a piece of my mind, since I’m coming back to the meeting. But…tomorrow? Our next meaning isn’t scheduled until next Monday night. And what did the guy mean by “basically?”

      “Gentlemen,” he says, “thank you for allowing me to come once again this week. I am fascinated by your club and wholeheartedly accept your invitation to become a permanent member. This time tomorrow night, correct?” He’s speaking with that British accent again. Maybe he thinks I made it a requirement for attendance? I’m certain I didn’t, but it’s possible he could have misread the invitation.

      “We are delighted to have you join us.” There he is, the harlot commenter with the gray hair and a judgmental stance. My spine bristles with anger; I’m not sure I can hold off until tomorrow. I scoot back into the shadows, resigning myself to wait. Some confrontations need time to simmer for the safety of all involved. Especially that dude’s safety. Besides, information comes faster with silence, a tough but true lesson of life. “And indeed, this time tomorrow night. Good evening, Mr. Keyes.”

      “Yes, good evening, Theodore.”

      “Good evening, Theodore.”

      Theodore. The guy’s name is Theodore Keyes.

      The departing words echo down the line as each man shakes Theo’s hand and exits the building one by one. He nods his goodbyes until the last man sets the candle on a table and walks out, leaving us alone in the library. Even then, I remain in my spot, crouched down and hidden and biting a thumbnail. There’s something scratching at my mind again. Something just out of reach. Something so close. Right there.

      “Are you still here?” he turns to ask me. But I say nothing. I’m still stuck. Still scrambling to recall the name, the whereabouts of knowing it. The reason I—

      Theodore.

      I’ve heard it somewhere before; it’s buried in the recesses of my memory.

      Theodore Keyes.

      Scratching. Niggling to get out.

      Theo.

      My stomach starts to hurt. Where am I? The candlelight confirmed what were merely suspicions earlier tonight. This isn’t Princeton’s library. Nothing about it is familiar. I feel very uneasy.

      “Where are we?” I ask, my voice already a bit shaky.

      Theo’s head whips in my direction, his relief visible from here. “I thought you’d up and left again.”

      “Nope, still here. Wherever “here” is. Care to enlighten me before my wild imagination comes up with its own explanation?”

      He picks up the candle and takes a few steps in my direction, moving slowly…cautiously… with leaden footsteps.

      “I should probably start at the beginning…”

      “Just tell me. Rip off the bandage and blurt it out.”

      He stops walking, plants his feet to study me, still hiding from no one on the floor. Shadows dance across his face, giving him an appearance of reluctant authority.

      “Alright, then. You’re in London.”

      I laugh.

      He doesn’t.

      I scramble to stand. “In London? But how? Did I blackout and lose my memory? I have a thesis to write, or I’ll fall further behind in class.” I’m aware that I’m rambling, but I work through things best when I say them aloud. I open my purse in a desperate attempt to dig out my phone, but it isn’t there. “Where’s my phone? I must have left it in the conference room.” I start to go that direction, but I’m yanked backwards by a guy getting way too comfortable manhandling me. “What are you doing? I need to get my phone. If I lost my memory and flew here and haven’t called anyone to let them know—”

      “You haven’t lost your memory, and there is no phone. Not here. Not yet, anyway.”

      I search the parts of his face I can see in the dark. “What do you mean, no phone? Not yet? That makes no sense.”

      “You’re in England, but you didn’t fly here.”

      “I didn’t fly here? Then how—”

      “You’re wearing a watch, Miss…?”

      “Sanders, and you keep saying that. But I don’t understand how it’s relevant .”

      “It’s relevant because watches haven’t been invented yet. Nor has air travel. Nor have telephones. Not yet.” What is he talking about?

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re in England, specifically at the King’s College library,” he says, closing his eyes.

      “Yeah, you keep saying that.”

      He opens them to look at me dead in the face.

      “And the year is 1870.”
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      Theo

      The look on her face is not one I’ll soon forget. It’s the look that mirrors my own from three months ago when I woke up here too. One moment I was standing in a California bookstore preparing to one-up my grandfather, and the next moment I came to on the floor of this very library. I’ve been stuck here since, impersonating an Englishman in love with literature and all things paranormal, just to find that blasted book. The one with the strings and overly-stitched binding. I knew there was something unusual about that book the moment I spotted it, but I wrongly assumed it was simply monetary value. That’s what greed will get you. I should have jumped ten feet back. But I’m a medical student turned soldier turned doctor; my primary familiarity with books involves assessing their value. I never dreamed a novel might alter one’s very existence.

      I’ve got to get home, back to 1947 where everything is normal. I have money to make and people to take care of. Three months without my help has likely made at least one of them nearly destitute. But there are no motorcars here. And no one owns a telephone. Can you imagine what kind of fresh hell exists for those of us who can’t make a simple phone call or connect with a single operator?

      I study the girl’s face, supposing she can certainly imagine. If the looks of her newfangled wristwatch and highly inappropriate attire are any indication, she’s from further along on the calendar than I am. Her legs are…bare. Not a pair of stockings in sight. I swallow hard. The cape is doing nothing at all to cover those legs. I stare at her skin a second longer than is acceptable before forcing my eyes upward to her arm and the device attached to it.

      A wristwatch for counting steps? What sort of futuristic world has she come from? When I’ve contemplated the idea of time travel these past few weeks, I never considered running into a fellow sojourner. If I had, not once would it have included the possibility of running into someone from a more distant future than my own. Just thinking of this impossibility has me feeling all sorts of insane, an emotion I’ve become quite familiar with as of late.

      When she emits nervous laughter, I see the denial phase is lasting a bit longer for her than it did for me. Early on, I tried laughing this off myself, quickly realizing all the laughter in the world wouldn’t change a single thing about my circumstances.

      “What do you mean, 1870? Is this a dream?” Her gaze sweeps the darkened library like one might look for an intruder with a knife. Then, in an unexpected display of sudden madness, she slaps her own cheek. “Wake up. Wake up.” She seems to be addressing herself. When nothing happens, she stares at me. “Alright, you’ve had your fun. I’ve had enough drama in my life and can’t deal with this. I need you to help me wake up now.”

      Wake up? I understand that on the list of all the believable phenomena the world has to offer, time travel would rank dead last, but this isn’t a joke. I sit stupefied for a moment before deciding it doesn’t matter what she currently believes. What does matter is convincing her of the very real state of our situation. That she is not dreaming at all.

      “I hate to break it to you, but this isn’t a joke, and you’re not asleep. Miss…um, what was your name again?”

      Her posture slumps a little as defeat presses its weight. I recognize it from experience. Much like an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting with its twelve-step program, this woman is on step one.

      Firm and heavy disbelief.

      “I’m Bree Sanders, remember?” she says. “The girl who invited you to this meeting? Literature major? At Princeton? Fellow book nerd? Please tell me this is just a prank.”

      I feel myself frown, but I’m quite powerless to stop it. “It isn’t a prank. But…meeting…?” I’m afraid I’m growing as confused as she is, but I’ve been here long enough to know what’s happening, even if it hasn’t been long enough to change the outcome.

      She sighs as if I’m a child, and she’s reached the end of her patience with me.

      “My ghost club meeting, remember? Princeton? Charles Dickens? My thesis?” She paces a few steps away before spinning to look at me. “Oh gosh, if this is actually real—and it can’t be because time travel is absolutely not real—I’m never going to pass now. I’m going to fail after all.”

      She trails away and continues to pace, clearly as worried about her grade, though I don’t understand the significance at the moment. The woman is speaking in gibberish, playing a game of riddles I might never solve. The only part I understood was the bit about the meeting. She invited people to her own version of The Ghost Club for a thesis? At Princeton? This would be the perfect link, I suppose. It explains, in the smallest way, how she wound up here. The thing I can’t explain is…why? Or, for that matter, how to get her back.

      I’ve yet to solve that problem even for myself.

      But if she’s seen the book…

      “Can you tell me everything that happened to get you to this point?”

      She nods, and hope inflates inside my chest. Three long months of having no iota of hope whatsoever can make a man overreact, even internally.

      “Yes,” she says, resuming her pace. “I looked up my grade online and noticed it had fallen to a D. And I understood it’s because I never turned in my last two assignments, but a D seemed like a pretty steep downward dive. So, I talked to my professor—Mr. Rimmel, have you had any of his classes yet?” She waves my answer off, a good thing because I have absolutely no idea what to say. Why is she so fixated on school? “Anyway, he said that it would take something drastic to bring my grade up to an A, so I researched all weekend and came up with starting a ghost club of my own. Which I did, though I’m still a bit confused what all our needing to hide was about. And that guy—the one who called me a harlot and talked about my breasts?—I’m thinking about slapping him with a sexual harassment lawsuit or at the very least file a complaint. The nerve of that man. Do you happen to know his name? I need to find out if he works here. Might make filing my complaint a little easier.”

      She takes a deep breath, and for that, I am exceedingly grateful. She talks too fast and entirely too much, even for a woman. But…the guy? She has no idea, does she? Now seems like the best time to enlighten her. Probably better to sit down to do it. I lower myself to the floor.

      “That was Mr. Dickens.”

      She stares a hard second before another nervous laugh erupts from her throat. It fizzles a bit when I don’t join in. She tilts her head at me and sits down as well.

      “That’s cute. Mr. Dickens. At a Charles Dickens meeting. Who came up with that idea? Was it you? One of the other male attendees attempting to throw me off?”

      Throw her off? I clear my throat. “Um…I suppose his mother came up with it?  The man who called you a harlot was Mr. Charles Dickens, founder of the club in question. And though I hate to point it out, you are wearing his face across your…chest.” I wave a hand in her general direction, trying very hard not to look at the aforementioned area of her body. Not easy. “So that must mean you know who he is.”

      She just stares at me, all traces of earlier humor gone. “Of course, I know who he is. Is there anyone who doesn’t? I’ve only read A Christmas Carol twelve times and seen every movie version ever made, some twice.”

      Every movie ever made? To my knowledge, there’s been only one movie made; it was released eight years ago in 1938 and starred Reginald Owens as Ebenezer Scrooge. A fine film, though I could only afford to see it once, what with cinema prices costing a whole dime apiece, not counting refreshments. Dates are expensive nowadays. Twelve times?

      Just how far into the future is she?

      I scratch my eyebrow, feeling a bit dizzy from all the talking in circles we’re doing. Doesn’t matter the number of movies now, does it? What matters is getting her to understand what she’s dealing with. It took me a while to accept my fate as well. Mine was a left turn into right turns only with oncoming traffic. Hers is a climb up a barely noticeable incline. If a Ghost Club world was what she expected, this particular ghost club wouldn’t appear all that different.

      Time to come at it from a different angle since I haven’t been doing a real bang-up job so far.

      I reach for a nearby lantern and light it, illuminating a ten-yard radius around where we’re sitting, enough to see two nearby desks, a side door, and three rows of bookcases. And the floor, which should be the biggest telltale of all. The carpet here is not at all fibrous in the way she must be used to. I set the lantern on the closest desk and wish again for electricity. The absence of light switches took a moment to get used to; I still resent the lack of conveniences that come with this godforsaken century.

      “Look around you, Miss Sanders. What do you see?”

      “Call me Bree,” she says, absently gnawing her lower lip, already studying the place. “Miss Sanders sounds like my mom.”

      “Alright, Bree.” I make no mention of her mother’s marital status, though I wish to. “Tell me the parts of this library you recognize.” I wait, watching her. She sits across from me, legs folded behind her, so much of her bare skin showing that it’s distracting. When she leans forward a bit, the cape falls open, and I look away. Propriety is not her best attribute. However, the hint of cleavage at the edge of her shirt might be.

      She turns to look up at the bookcase. “These are definitely different. Like this,” she says, pointing upward. “We’re in the “M” section, but where is Gone with the Wind? Where is Anne of Green Gables? And for the love of all things holy, where is Twilight? They should be there, seeing that they’re so popular.”

      My mouth opens to respond, but she loses me with the twilight thing. The sun set hours ago. I attempt an explanation anyway.

      “Gone with the Wind is a remarkable book, but it hasn’t been written yet. Neither has Anne of Green Gables, though Lord knows my sister has read that book at least a dozen times already. Yours truly had to read it out loud to her the first time when she was just five years old.” I pause to judge her reaction, noting the way she has resumed chewing her lower lip. She fixes her gaze on me, the skin between her eyebrows creased in thought.

      “It hasn’t been written yet, but you’ve read it to your sister? That makes no sense.”

      I swallow—one thing at a time. “We’ll get to that in a minute. What else do you see?”

      Blessedly, she moves on. “The floor. What is this material? And the lamps. Why oil? Where is the electricity? Why do you speak in a British accent in front of those men but not in front of me? And why is it so dark when it’s only—” She checks her wristwatch, and even in the darkness, I can see the blood draining from her face. “Six o’clock?” Once again, her eyes lock on mine. “Why is it still six o’clock? It has to be at least eight by now…” This is when I hear it, the slight crack in her voice like something has clogged her throat. Fear. Emotion. Uncertainty. Tears. It could be any and all.

      I slowly slide closer to her. It was awful dealing with this on my own a few months ago. She won’t have to, not when the possibility exists that my presence might make things a bit easier. She’s still staring at her watch as though it might begin to work through sheer force of will.

      It won’t. I slip today’s newspaper off the table next to us, take a deep breath, and—how did she put it?—rip the bandage. Seems my earlier words only peeled it back a little.

      I hold the dated newspaper in front of me, facing her. “It’s just before midnight on June 7, 1870. You’re not in Princeton’s library, as you previously thought or likely previously were. You’re at the King’s College library, dropped into the actual Ghost Club you’ve supposedly read about in your research books. The one where Charles Dickens is a founding member. It was, in fact, Mr. Dickens who referred to you as a harlot earlier. The books you referenced earlier are not here because they have not yet been written. A pity, I agree. I fake a British accent in front of those men because I’m pretending to be one of them. It’s the only way I know to find the book—the one hand-bound with string and the words Great Expectations stamped on the front. I know about that book because I had it in my possession for a brief second three months ago in California. One moment I planned to buy it and take it home. The next moment I wound up here. The book was gone, and so was my hope of ever getting home. You see, Miss Sanders, the fact is…I’ve traveled through time same as you. I don’t yet understand it, but it happened. And when I saw you and your very telling wristwatch, I knew you were a kindred spirit. I knew we shared the same predicament.”

      She has done nothing but stare at the newspaper while I’ve released words in a mad rush filled with run-on sentences and devoid of a single breath. I take one now and finish up.

      “I need to get home to 1947, and I need you to help me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Theo

      As a WWII veteran, I’ve seen a lot of things, many of which I wish to forget. Men and women dying, and in a few instances, children. Amputations. Instant blindness. Bullet wounds. Blood. So much blood. Anguished cries. Frightened screams. Pleas for forgiveness, often coming from my own mouth.

      There’s a certain level of grief one experiences when trauma takes effect, grief so deep a person becomes easily convinced there’s no escape from it. So, you isolate yourself to keep the pain at bay; if you draw a line between you and the rest of the world, you can’t get hurt as readily.

      You work yourself to the bone as a form of restitution, thinking if you can’t redeem yourself in your own eyes, maybe you could redeem yourself in someone else’s.

      You look for pleasure in the form of an occasional date with someone you barely know or a bottle of whiskey you rarely drink. Pleasure numbs in ways easily mistaken for healing…for joy.

      You look for treasures in downtown bookstores thinking that more money might help, that if you have more of your own and more to give away, you’ll be able to plan new ways to heal and new ways to escape.

      Because when you’re buried six feet under, it can seem more pleasant to lie still than to fight. Sometimes fighting takes energy you just don’t have. I felt this way in war, and I felt this way last month when I woke up having somehow time-traveled to England. How does one undo what they can’t explain? If I can’t know what got me into this mess, how on earth should I know how to get out? Who knew looking for an escape would lead me to the kind of escape I desperately want to flee.

      I expected a similar reaction from Bree.

      I didn’t expect utter silence.

      She slipped into a trance a solid minute ago and has shown no sign of coming out. I snap my fingers. Snap again—still, nothing.

      Until once again, she begins to laugh. I’m starting to suspect this is how Miss Sanders deals with pressure. She’d be the resident idiot at a funeral, for certain.

      “You find this funny? Miss Sanders, you must know I’m not joking.”

      She nods, wordlessly wiping her eyes as laughter continues to shake her shoulders.

      “Can you please say something? At the very least, can you help me figure out how we’re both going to get back home? I’ve been at trying to solve it for weeks now with no success, and I could use a little help.”

      This does the trick. Her laughter begins to slow to a more manageable pace. I’m relieved beyond words until she speaks.

      “You mean I’m stuck here? In the nineteenth century with Charles Dickens, someone I could literally bump into on the street?”

      “Yes, but as a woman, it would be in bad form for you—”

      “Perfect!” She flings her arm in the air as if in celebration. “I’ve wished for this my whole life. Why would I ever want to go home?” Another giggle. The woman has gone mad.

      “What do you mean why? Of course, you’re going home. We both are if we put our heads together.”

      She takes a few steps away from me. “Then I suppose I’ll keep my head away from yours. It likes its independence. Besides, I want to stay here. That was Mr. Dickens who spoke so rudely to me earlier. Are you absolutely certain?”

      I jam a hand on my hip. “The man himself, but you can’t be serious. We can’t just stay here because you fancy it.”

      This earns more laughter. I’m annoyed with her, but I’m not blind. Along with her great pair of legs, the woman has a nice smile, one that makes you forget nearly everything else when it’s trained on you. What were we talking about?

      “I fancy it? Seems as though you’ve picked up the dialect along with the fake accent. Or maybe neither is as fake as you claim them to be.”

      “Born and raised in Beverly Hills.”

      “Beverly Hills? Speaking of fancy…”

      I scowl. I don’t like my parent’s affluence being discussed. “What’s your point?”

      “My point is, you don’t seem to dislike it here. I want to stay awhile and find out for myself. As far as ‘we,’ you’re free to leave if you wish.”

      I swallow a low growl. Are all futuristic women as preposterous as her? “Free to leave? “Don’t you think I would have done that already if it were possible? I just said I need your help to find the book first. Besides, you can’t ‘find out for yourself.’ I emphasize the words to drive my point home. It might have been a mistake, but I’ll own it. “Have you never heard of the Butterfly Effect? One slight misstep on your part could alter history as we know it. Are you prepared to handle the fallout your family would face if you made such a decision?”

      It’s in the twitch of her eye that I see it, a plan. This is hers, tangible and true. We all have pasts we’d like to undo, but the determination in her eyes tells me her past needs to be severely remedied. In her estimation, at least. Now is her chance, and she wants to take it.

      “I think my family would handle it just fine. Besides,” she says, giving a whoop and twirling arms wide in a dance that’s honestly, quite something to behold. “This is my favorite time period in history. And look!” She points her foot in my direction. “I’ve already got the shoes. What a time to be alive.”

      Best to play along, I figure. Sometimes people don’t see the error of their ways until you deem “their ways” the best possible option. It happened to my little sister the moment our father proclaimed her beau to be the best thing to ever happen to her. She ended things with the bastard right after my father took him on what he claimed was a father/future son-in-law fishing excursion. My sister was not keen on the two of them spending so much time together and broke up with the second-rate lad the very next morning. Maybe my agreement is precisely what Bree needs to see the error of her ways.

      “You’re right. You could stay here. However, I’ll have to point out that those shoes are absolutely next century, so you’ll have to store them away. And you cannot wear…” I wave my hand between us in what I hope conveys my honest perplexity, “…whatever it is you’re barely wearing. You’ll have to shop tomorrow for the right type of gowns, pantaloons, and corsets fashionable right now. Among other things. I hope you brought money.”

      She stops twirling. “What other things? And I have money in my pocket.”

      I touch a finger to my chin. “Lots of other things. And, I hate to break it to you, but your money won’t work here.”

      “We could tell them I’m a time traveler from the future, and it’s really valuable? Maybe they’ll accept it.” Her sarcasm is clear.

      “Or they could think you’re some kind of witch and burn you at the stake.”

      “That sounds painful. How am I supposed to buy anything?” She rolls her eyes and answers her own question. “I’ll figure something out. But are you sure I need a corset? Don’t those things hurt?”

      Like the Dickens, I’m told, no pun intended. I decide the best tactic is to play it up and rub it in.

      “I wouldn’t know myself, being a man and all. But I have seen the occasional woman faint in my time here. Not to mention they can barely eat, and going to the bathroom seems to be an all-day event.”

      She looks up at me, wide-eyed and, for the first time, uncertain. “All day?”

      “Yes.” This isn’t entirely true, but she doesn’t know that yet.

      She spends a lengthy second nibbling on a fingernail before forcing her hand downward. “It’ll be worth it, at least until I find the book.”

      My heart trips over itself at the hope it hears in her words. “Oh, thank God, you’re finally seeing things my way.”

      “No, I’m seeing them my way.”

      I frown. “But you just said you’re going to find the book. We’re in this mission together.”

      She gives me the same pitying look one might aim at an accident-prone puppy. “That isn’t the book I’m after.”

      Not the book she’s after? What other book is there? “Then what—?”

      “The Mystery of Edwin Drood, Mr. Keyes. The book Charles Dickens was writing when he died. Now that I know he’s alive—now that I’ve seen him and will have access to him in this very building tomorrow night—I’m going to help him finish it the right way. Or, at the very least, ask him to tell me the way it’s supposed to end. The miserable way it currently ends doesn’t sit well with me.”

      Doesn’t sit well with her? She can’t be serious.

      “And do you believe that all authors need to consult with you before they conclude their books? Is that what this is about?”

      She sighs. “Of course not. Just this one. He didn’t even finish the book himself, or were you not listening to me? His cousin finished it for him because Dickens was dead.” She throws her arms in the air like she’s wasting time explaining things to me. “Now he’s alive. So now I can talk to him and find out the real ending. I’ll ask him tomorrow. And then once I know, I’ll help you find the other book. But you’ve got to give me time.”

      “I’ll give you three days.”

      She waves that suggestion off. “That might not be enough time.”

      “It’s all you’re going to get before I tell everyone you’re not actually my sister. They’ll kick you out of the meeting and likely have you arrested. Three days, and then we start looking for the only book that matters.”

      She’s backed into a corner, and she knows it. “Fine. Even though it’s very arrogant of you to think only one book matters here.”

      “Only one book does matter. Now, we need to address the problem of the way you look.”

      If looks could kill, I would be filleted and decomposing on the ground by now. “Are you trying to insult me? What is the matter with the way I look?”

      “A lot, but let’s just say you can’t meet Dickens tomorrow night wearing…that.”

      She looks down at her attire and then back up at me, completely flummoxed at my meaning.

      “I know. That’s why you’re going to stick me in a corset.”

      My pulse ratchets up a notch at the thought of sticking her into anything. I loosen my collar and force my thoughts on more wholesome things.

      “I’m afraid a corset won’t work tomorrow night.”

      My mouth falls open, and she gestures to her barely-there outfit. “First, you criticize what I’m wearing, and now you say I can’t dress the same as all the other women around here?”

      “Exactly. That’s where the ‘other things’ come in.”

      Her eyes narrow. “What are you talking about?”

      “Women aren’t allowed at public meetings in the 1870s. So, if your plan is to talk with him, it can’t be as Bree Sanders, scantily clad as you are or otherwise.”

      She glares and yanks the robe closed with both hands. “It’s the twenty-first century! Wait…”

      My mouth drops open. She’s farther along on the calendar than even I imagined. “Twenty-first? It’s still the twentieth where I come from. No wonder.”

      It’s the wrong thing to say. I know that immediately. The scathing glare is a not-so-subtle tip-off.

      “No wonder what?”

      “No wonder you’re practically wearing a negligée.”

      “I’m wearing a Dickens tee and cut-offs!”

      Do people still speak English in the twenty-first century? Because both of those things are completely indecipherable. When I say nothing in response, she sighs.

      “Fine, just tell me what dress I need to buy.”

      “A dress won’t be enough.”

      “What do you mean, not enough?” She looks offended enough to retaliate.

      I do my best to look bored. “You’re a woman. If you want to show up here tomorrow night, you can’t come looking like one.”

      “You’re not making any sense.  How am I supposed to show up? What are we going to do?”

      I force a laugh to hide my mild irritation. She’s refusing to help me, so I have no choice but to return the favor. “There is no ‘we’ here for the next three days, remember? As for you…you’ll have to figure out a way to look like a man.”

      At those words, she goes so pale I can see it in the lamplight.

      “A man?”

      “Yes, a man. Good luck finding a disguise.” Her discomfort is charmingly satisfying.

      “Well, are you going to help me? Where am I supposed to find men’s clothes in 1870? It’s not like I can order them off Amazon or something.”

      Her charm comes and goes at such a rapid rate, it’s dizzying. What does the jungle have to do with men’s clothes in the twenty-first century? This woman is so alarmingly perplexing. I shoot a quick glance upward and thank God above for planting me firmly in the twentieth.

      Maybe not so firmly, considering my present circumstances.

      “I’ll help you. But I’m going to need you to trust me. Can you do that?”

      “Probably not.”

      As I said, perplexing. “Can you at least try?”

      Her sigh is on par with a child’s midnight wail. “I guess. What do you have in mind?”

      How to respond to this? I can’t very well say, “I need you to come to my hotel room and stay the night,” yet it’s precisely what needs to happen. Tonight, tomorrow night, and all the other nights it takes to find the book and make the transition. A woman wandering alone in London in the middle of the night isn’t safe, especially not one dressed as Bree.  Her attire might be perfectly acceptable two centuries from now, but it certainly isn’t in this current one. Especially considering what’s been happening to women of the evening around the area as of late. Mysteriously disappearing, they are. And I, for one, don’t believe it’s the work of ghosts.

      “Come with me, Miss Sanders, and I’ll show you.” She takes a step backward. Her hesitation is understandable and, quite honestly, preferred. But I can’t offer her a safer choice. One doesn’t exist. “Remember, you said you’d try.”

      Her fixed stare is guarded and carries a warning. “Fine, but I’m a black belt in karate. Keep that in mind.”

      A laugh threatens to erupt, but I tamp it down in the nick of time. At most, she’s a white belt, and that’s assuming she’s had a single lesson at all. Miss Sanders might be many things, but able to take me down with the sweep of a leg could not possibly be one of them. She might be five feet two inches if she stands up straight. Best to humor her, however.

      “I’ll keep that in mind and make sure to stay on guard at all times. Wouldn’t want to be crushed under your supersonic strength.”

      She sends me a look but falls in step beside me when we exit the library, and I offer her my free arm. It took a few days to grow accustomed to walking with a cane, but I’ve learned to in the way of a proper nineteenth-century gentleman. It might come in handy were we to stumble across any threatening blokes this evening. This may be the one thing I’ll miss about returning to life in California. If we’re successful, that is. Maybe I’ll try my hand at making a fashion statement by bringing walking canes back in style.

      “I think you might be making fun of me,” she says.

      I smile into the cool night air.  “I wouldn’t dream of teasing you, Miss Sanders.”

      “It’s Bree.”

      “Sorry. Bree, it is.”
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      “I’m starting to get the feeling that agreeing to trust you was a bad idea,” Bree says, walking reluctantly into my hotel room. It’s entirely inappropriate of me to bring her here, but what other option do I have? It’s not like either one of us has a reputation to ruin, I supposed. At least this will keep her safe.

      She peeks behind the door, around the bed, on the other side of the drapes, taking a slow look inside the water closet. This room blessedly has one, though I was forced to pay a pretty penny for the upgrade. How did I get the money, you’re wondering? My grandfather was a gambler, specifically skilled at poker. I spent many years watching him as a child during game night with pals in his basement; it turns out some questionable skills occasionally come in handy later in life. All the years spent shuffling cards while my grandfather passed around gin and peanuts have now paid off, working quite well in my favor.

      The room cost twelve pounds for the month. I won thirty at the downstairs saloon without making anyone too angry about it. So far, I’m making the money last. Let’s hope I’m not—we’re not—here so long I’m forced to make gambling my new profession.

      Bree looks up at me as she exits the closet, but she doesn’t smile. If I squint hard enough, I can almost imagine her with a spy glass and a mustache, Sherlock Holmes-style. Funny enough, it’s just how I planned to dress her before the next meeting. She’s a suspicious one, not that I blame her. Still, I wink, if only to calm her nerves. I should have known better than to make the gesture. Her eyes form little slits.

      “Don’t be getting any funny ideas.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I raise an eyebrow. In an odd turn of events, this seems to have offended her. “It means that you’re here so that I can protect you, not so I can take advantage of you.”

      She unfastens her cape and drapes it over the only side chair in the room, taking care to smooth out any wrinkles.

      “I can protect myself. And I’m only here because I have no other choice.” When she turns to face me, I make the very regretful choice to avert my eyes. Difficult to do when she drops to the bed and begins the arduous task of removing her shoes. She crosses one bare leg over another in a slow move that can only be meant to terrorize me. The buckles seem to give her the greatest challenge, and she growls. “How in the world did women ever wear these?” I hear her mutter. “I would kill for my Chucks right now.”

      I do not know anyone named Chuck, but I suddenly find myself quite frightened for his life.

      “Perhaps a pair of stockings would help?”

      She looks up at me and frowns. “At this hour? The only thing I want is a clean t-shirt and a toothbrush.” Her expression grows instantly crestfallen. “They don’t have toothbrushes here, do they?”

      Her sad discovery was also recently my own. It’s nearly painful. “I’m afraid not. It’s taken some getting used to, and I’m afraid I still haven’t quite mastered the art of not really brushing.”

      “How have you handled it? I never go to bed without cleaning my teeth and making sure the cap is screwed tightly on the tube of toothpaste. And then there’s the water and the toilet and the lining all my pens and pencils and notebooks up just right on my desk.” She slumps on the bed and stares blankly at the opposite wall. “My entire bedtime routine will be off.”

      My mind ping-pongs in a frantic search to make this better, and I dart to the chest of drawers. “I suppose I can help with your clean shirt problem.” Reaching into the top drawer, I retrieve my only clean undergarment, the V-neck blue cotton undershirt I traveled here in, which must be at least three sizes too big for her, seeing as I stand over six feet tall. It was bought at Sears and Roebuck only this summer and is one of four things connecting me to my old life, all of which would give me away to the locals. Lace-up sneakers are unheard of here, and Rudi Gernreich fashion has yet to make an appearance, considering the man himself hasn’t been born. Hence, my beloved trousers remain hidden away in the drawer. “As for the teeth, I suppose you can share my cloth.”

      “Excuse me?” The hard edge surrounding her tone is softened by the grateful shrug she gives when she accepts the shirt from my outstretched hand.

      I startle, realizing the nonsensical nature of my words. “My cloth,” I stammer, moving to retrieve it off the door handle and holding it up for her to see. “It’s the only thing I could come up with that works a bit. You see…” I offer, rushing to demonstrate. “I dab on a little peroxide that I bought from the pharmacist up to the road, and then swipe it across my teeth just so.” I show her, swiping uncouthly across the top and bottom row of teeth. It stings a little every time, but this is the only option I’ve come up with so far. Better than nothing, I suppose, but I’d kill to have a tube of Teel Tooth Polish resting next to my sink right now.

      What am I thinking? I’d also kill for a sink. Nothing is as primitive as a washbasin and chamber pot.

      “And you want me to…share with you?”

      Apologies wouldn’t begin to assuage the helplessness I feel. I was raised to be a gentleman, to throw a trench coat over a puddle, to walk in the rain, and give a lady my umbrella. Offering a rag and cheap medicine seems the most pitiful of insults.

      I shrug a heavy shoulder. “It’s all I’ve got.”

      Surprising me, Bree hurries to stand. “No…no. I’d be happy to share with you. That is if you’re sure you don’t mind. I’m just used to my routines, is all. I do things a certain way, but I’m sure I can learn to compromise here. Like this?”

      She takes the rag and peroxide from my hands and proceeds to mimic my earlier demonstration but spills out a little on the floor.

      “I’m sorry! I’m so clumsy sometimes, and…”

      “It’s alright, Miss…Bree,” I say, catching myself no thanks to the raised eyebrow she aims at me. “It’s going to take some effort getting used to saying your first name, I’m afraid.”

      Bree finishes up, and I walk out of the water closet, giving her privacy to change clothes. I use the opportunity to slip from my coat and vest, then boots one by one, groaning softly in satisfaction as I pull them away. Wearing these boots is difficult. They’re narrow and pointy with a slight heel I’ve never experienced before. For years, I’ve switched between loafers and sneakers without much variation.

      As much as I despise this way of dressing, it’s nothing compared to what Bree will face tomorrow.

      “So, Beverly Hills?” she surprises me by saying, her voice drifting through the one-inch slat of the open door.

      “Yes.” I unbutton my shirt and hang it in the wardrobe, keeping on my questionably clean undershirt since my only other shirt finds itself unexpectedly occupied. “Ever been there?”

      “No, I haven’t. Though I want to.” The door creaks open to reveal Bree standing in the open doorway, wearing my shirt. My throat goes dry, and I swallow. I will never be able to wear it the same way again, not after seeing the vision she makes in it. The hem grazes her leg at mid-thigh; it’s huge on her but not nearly as big as it should be. Floor-length would be more acceptable if “acceptable” would help me stop staring. “And…1947?” When she smiles shyly, my brain skids to a stop. It takes a long moment for her question to register. Even then, I can’t make my mouth work completely.

      “I, um…yes. That’s it. 1947. Beverly Hills.”

      At my embarrassing idiocy, she laughs. “You don’t sound too sure about that.”

      I unbutton my trousers, my face enflaming when she spins away from me. Inwardly, I curse. I’ve got to remember that I’m no longer alone here and can’t just disrobe when the mood strikes. I quickly remove the pants and reach for a blanket at the end of the bed.

      “Sorry about that. I’m used to being here alone. It’s safe to turn back around now.” When she does, I force myself to make eye contact. This is about making her more comfortable…about trust…not about me being alone in a room with a woman for the first time in forever. I inwardly scold myself and focus. “Yes, 1947. I was browsing the racks at a bookstore when I wound up here. Didn’t understand it then, and I don’t understand it now. Any input on your part would be greatly appreciated.”

      She laughs again, soft and musical with a little incredulity thrown in. “I understand nothing about this. One minute I was organizing a club to get a better grade at school, and the next, I was here. I’m still not convinced this isn’t some elaborate joke my classmates have pulled on me.”

      “Trust me, it isn’t. And you’re from the twenty-first century, you say?”

      “Yep, we’ve celebrated the Roaring Twenties all over again where I’m from, though nothing about it was all that ‘roaring’ honestly.” She fidgets from her spot still in the open doorway, glancing quickly at the bed, then at me. Oh yes, I suppose we should address it.

      “Can I offer you the bed?”

      She shifts. “Where will you sleep?” Fear is tucked inside her question, which I quickly squash.

      “On the floor here, if you don’t mind. Or I suppose I could sleep in there if you’d prefer.” I point in the direction of the water closet, but her eyes widen. She swiftly shakes her head.

      “No, the floor is fine. But are you sure? I don’t mind sleeping there, and—”

      “Nonsense. Though it might not seem to you at this exact moment, I am a gentleman. The bed is yours. I only wish I could have splurged on a separate room for you, but they’re quite expensive, and my resources are limited. Also, I’m not certain you’d be safe in a room by yourself.”

      “Don’t apologize, please. This is more than kind of you, even if a little awkward.” She slips underneath the remaining thin blanket while I make my own spot on the floor. The musty hardwood will not be ideal for sleeping, but it’s the best we’ve got until I can come up with something else. I glance up at Bree to find her sitting upright, staring at the wall.

      “Something else on your mind? You really are perfectly safe here.”

      She turns her head toward me. “I was just thinking that I’ve dreamed of living in the past for most of my life, and now I’m here. It’s…surreal, to say the least.”

      “Is that why you don’t want to leave? Because you’ve finally made it? Because it’s your chance to find the book?”

      She lifts a shoulder. “The book is one reason, yes.” Her eyes meet mine in the little sliver of moonlight shining through a tiny window. She works her lower lip, thinking seriously about something. “You were talking about the Butterfly Effect. What is it?”

      I’m sure I know where she’s going with this, but I explain it.

      “It’s when you do something in history that changes the outcome of something else.  Say, if Ben Franklin decided not to fly his kite that night—maybe he had a cold and went to bed early or something—and then we wouldn’t have electricity. Like that.”

      “And you believe The Butterfly Effect can actually happen? That it’s real?”

      I think about it a moment, wanting to give an honest answer. “I suppose so, yes. Like if I hadn’t gone to the bookstore that day, I suppose I wouldn’t have picked up that book.”

      “Or if I hadn’t been getting a D in my class, I wouldn’t have considered starting my own club.”

      “A D in literature? Didn’t you say literature is your major?”

      She makes a face at me, and I swallow a smile. I quite enjoy teasing her.

      “Yes, it is my major. What is your point?”

      “No point to be made. You were asking?” Her lips tilt up a little on one side. Internally, I cheer.

      “I was asking, if The Butterfly Effect is real, do you think you can change things about your life that went wrong? And set them to rights?”

      Set them to rights; now she’s speaking like a proper Englishwoman. I choose not to comment on it. “I suppose so, though one might think it could be risky.” There’s a reason she’s asking, something she’s not saying. Whatever her thought process, it runs deep.

      “Risky how?”

      “Risky in that intended consequences could result from the experience.”

      “Like?”

      I pause. “Like something worse happening. Or like people never even existing at all. What if Benjamin Franklin hadn’t wandered out into that storm? What might have happened to Thomas Edison or…or…General Motors?”

      “General Motors isn’t an actual ‘general,’ you know.” She smiles. I can’t help but smile back.

      “I deserved that. But you get my point, right? See this room? The way we’re sitting so primitively? This might be you two centuries from now if The Butterfly Effect were put in actual effect. You see?”

      She slowly nods. Disappointment settles like a storm cloud around her shoulders. I want to ask, but decide against it. It’s been my experience that you learn things from people when you give them time. When you press, they tend to close off or, in the worst-case scenario…flee.

      “Did you want to talk about anything else?”

      She shakes her head and lies back, pulling the blanket up to her chest. “No, that’s all for tonight. I’m feeling rather sleepy all of a sudden.”

      I lie back, too, cursing the floor and its inability to give a single inch. “Traveling backward a hundred fifty years can do that to a person.”

      She laughs, and I smile to myself. “How would you know? You only managed seventy-five.”

      “Touché, Miss…Bree.”

      “So close,” she says. “You’ll get used to using my first name eventually. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      I hear her smile in the darkness. We lay in silence a while, so long that I think she’s fallen asleep. That’s why it surprises me when I see her silhouette leap up and make her way across the room, stopping once, then twice, then a third time before climbing back into bed.

      “I forgot to close the bathroom door. And line up my shoes and fold my cape. I could never go to sleep without doing at least that. You don’t have any pens lying around with caps, do you? Open bottles?”

      Open bottles? Line up her shoes? “Not to my recollection, no,” I say.

      “Okay, good.” She breathes a relieved sigh.

      That’s all she offers by way of an explanation, and once again, I don’t press. I just close my eyes and lie in the darkness, waiting for sleep to overtake me. It takes hours, giving me time to rethink the day and all its oddities.

      What a strange, strange woman.
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        * * *

      

      Suffice it to say, I barely slept at all, and my back aches in protest of being forced to lie on wooden planks for hours on end. Tonight, I’ll need to revise our sleeping arrangements. For now, I’m stuck doing this.

      “Would you please sit still?” I say to her fidgeting back. Barking orders seems to help with the unexplainable attraction I feel, especially considering her current appearance.

      My mother didn’t raise me to leave a woman floundering for herself, so of course, I haven’t. And I won’t. Even though I want to. When all was said and done, I found myself scrounging up a shirt, trousers, and an extra pair of loafers, then an old hat and a few hair combs I pilfered from the hotel’s lost and found, and that brings me to my current state. I shouldn’t be in this room with her, shouldn’t be brushing against the delicate skin at her wrists while carefully fastening cufflinks to her shirt sleeves. Or, for heaven’s sake, shouldn’t be combing my hands through her silky-soft hair. But here we are. It’s quite the conundrum.

      Especially when a piece of her hair falls off in my hands.

      “Um…Bree?”

      “What?” The looking glass is smudged, but I can see through it enough not to miss the glare she sends up at me.

      “Your hair just fell off. I’m not sure what happened.” I stare at a quarter-inch shaft lying in the palm of my hand, terrified of her reaction. Most women don’t appreciate it when men accidentally chop off their hair, but I’m not even holding scissors. It’s as if her hair literally just…separated itself from her scalp. This can’t be normal.

      Bree pivots in the chair to look at me, then rolls her eyes. “Oh, that’s just an extension. I paid for them almost three months ago at a campus wholesale party, so I’m not surprised they’re falling out. Cheap glue is the likely culprit. Never again will I make that mistake.” She turns back around, not miffed at all.

      What?

      “What is an extension?” I’m entirely flabbergasted at the ways of the twenty-first century. Why would anyone use glue on their head on purpose?

      She shrugs. “Fake hair. Kind of like a wig, except they come in strands. Everyone wears them, even supermodels.”

      I know she’s speaking English, but it’s some form I’m not acquainted with. Is a supermodel the same as a toy airplane?

      “And they just…come loose? And you don’t mind?”

      She waves the question off. “They have to come off eventually, though the guy who sold them said they would last six months. I’m totally going to leave a bad review on Yelp.”

      I stop talking and reach for more pins. Attempting to keep up with this conversation is a battle I will not win. I twist a section of her hair into a roll and pin it firmly in place.

      “Ow! You keep stabbing my scalp.” She bats my hand away, but I’ve never pinned up a woman’s hair before. These things are impossible to use. They should come in larger sizes, like a drill bit or a screwdriver. I talk with one balanced between my teeth.

      “I’m not trying to stab you, but your hair keeps falling out of place, not to mention the one strand that fell off your head. It’ll be a dead giveaway if a ringlet suddenly appears from nowhere in the middle of your inquisition of Mr. Dickens.”

      She spins to look at me. She looks nearly like a man, but my heartbeat won’t stop galloping away with my senses. Never have I reacted this way to someone wearing a man’s suit. It’s unsettling.

      “There’s not going to be an inquisition,” she says, breaking me from my thoughts. “I’m simply going to ask him about the ending and listen while he explains it. Easy as pie. And then we can get on with finding the other book and get you out of here.”

      My heart thuds at the single use of “you.” She really is planning to stay. Why do I feel disappointed?

      “And how are you going to explain your knowledge of the book in the first place? Are you going to bring up time travel or being a literature major at Princeton? I don’t know that Princeton has even been founded yet, do you?”

      She turns away from me and slumps. “Oh. I hadn’t thought of that. I don’t know, and lord knows I can’t Google it.”

      There she goes again, talking nonsensically. What is a google? Something tells me Miss Sanders doesn’t think too often before jumping feet first into harebrained plans, but I don’t utter as much. Unlike the women in my world, this one might come with a bite.

      Another thought that isn’t entirely unpleasant.

      She straightens a bit. “I’ll tell him I’m interested in writing a novel myself and ask if he has any tips for a new writer. It’s not a complete lie. I could throw out a plot that is strikingly similar to his, and maybe that will spark a debate. Especially if I describe an ending to my book that is markedly vile, like his.”

      Despite myself, I smile. “You might leave out the word vile when you’re pretending to need his help.”

      She rolls her eyes, something she tends to do a lot. “I won’t actually say that, Theo. I’ll just imply it.”

      Whatever I might have said sputters at her shortened use of my name. Theo. Said so casually and reverently, a song held until the last note, pleasant and musical, at least to me. No one’s ever called me Theo before. I like it a little too much.

      “What’s that smile for?” she says, catching me off guard. It’s unlike me to give an unprepared reaction. I wasn’t aware that I was smiling at all. Catching her gaze in the mirror, I’m suddenly aware of a few things. I look away.

      “Just…I’ve never heard myself referred to with a shortened name.”

      She frowns. “People call you Theodore in real life? All the time?”

      This time I smile on purpose. “All the time. In real life.”

      “That’s a mouthful,” she says, and I nearly choke. Locker room jokes are best kept in the locker room.

      Her eyes narrow as though she can read my mind. “Maybe I should find someone else to help me.”

      I give her a look. After months of thinking the same thing, I’ve realized there is no one else. Once you slip through time, you’re pretty much on your own. Who on earth would believe such insane assertions?

      “Darling, I’m the only option you have. Trust me, claiming you’ve traveled from another time-period doesn’t sit well with the masses.”

      She looks at me in the mirror, and our gazes hold again. Her posture goes rigid, her shoulders tight. “Have you claimed that before? Since you arrived here, I mean?”

      I shrug, attempting to fit another hairpin into place. “Only once, at a poker game. Hopefully, I won’t make that mistake again.”

      “What happened when you did?”

      I pause, my hands resting lightly on her head.

      “Can you see the small cut over my lip?” I say. It’s nearly gone now but still visible if you look closely. “That’s what happened, along with a fractured ring finger. Best not to talk about time travel in mixed company, especially when much of the company is drunk.”

      “Were you?” she asked, concern etching her increasingly manly features.

      “Drunk? No. Just desperate to be understood. It was the day after I found myself here. I had no money, and I’d slept on the street. That’s the night I won the money that paid for this room. People tend to listen up when you’re in the process of emptying their wallets.”

      I expect her to smile, but she doesn’t. She only gives a cautious, barely perceptible nod. “Good. Don’t do it again.”

      “Gamble?”

      “No, talk about time traveling. You never know who might not like it. Or what they might do.”

      There’s something in the way she looks at me. Intense. Urgent. Worried. Fearful. A combination of any and all, but I find myself agreeing to something I don’t quite understand.

      “Alright, I won’t.”

      Her eyes stay glued to mine in the mirror.

      I’m unsure what she’s thinking, but I have a strong feeling it isn’t anything good.
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      Bree

      “Sit still,” he says again, forcing me to comply. His task is a tedious one, and I’m undoubtedly making it harder. But this suit feels like I’ve been bound into a straitjacket, and I have a lot on my mind. I work the details out in my head while forcing my body to stay unmoving. Finally, it clicks.

      His name is Theodore Keyes.

      I remembered where I’ve heard the name before. It was in my research last Friday night, a short three days ago though it seems a lifetime. I was licking Dorito powder off my thumb when I stumbled across the entry, a short paragraph nestled in a forty-page document. I was so tired I nearly missed it.

      Theodore Keyes, a young doctor who claimed that he picked up a copy of the book and was immediately transplanted to 1870 England, where he evaded arrest after a public outburst in the London town square. He died alone in October of 1955 safely back in California....

      At the time, I dismissed the story as a sad, yet frivolous, tale of insanity that had nothing to do with my research. But this is him, the same Theodore Keyes I read about. The same man who protected me yesterday and gave me a place to sleep last night and is now working on giving me a truly dreadful appearance. There’s nothing remotely insane about him.

      Yes, I’m here for the book. But maybe I was sent here for him.

      My thoughts quickly slide down a rabbit hole of what-ifs and narrow-misses until I feel his gaze still on me. It takes work, but I slowly pull my thoughts up to the surface and risk a look in the mirror.

      I grimace. “I look horrible.”

      Theo grins. “Well, it wasn’t easy to take you from your female state to this. A pretty steep leap, making you look drab, if you ask me.”

      Against my will, I smile. I think he paid me a compliment.

      “Rest assured, you made me look drab alright. Did a great job of it. You’ve not only taken away my ability to look like a woman, but you’ve made me wholly unattractive as a human being in general. I look like a teenage boy who hasn’t yet gone through puberty and is facing an impending acne problem. I’m the male version of one of Cinderella’s ugly stepsisters. And what is this? I had no idea my ears stick out this far.” I press two fingers against them and snarl when they pop back out. I try again. And again. Each time, I get the same result. “I guess a pageboy cut isn’t in my future.”

      “No,” Theo quips. “You definitely need to keep your hair long.”

      I turn to look up at him. “I think that was an insult.”

      “You would be right, then.” Unexplainably, he blushes.

      The man blushes a lot, but I’m not sure he even notices. I’m beginning to think all men from mid-last-century are this way—reserved and shy. Or maybe the problem is that men in the twenty-first century are way too bold and crass. After all, Me Too was founded for a reason.

      “Sorry, I just meant that you look lovely with long hair. It would be a shame for you to cut it. Especially since  we both now know how you would look. Although, to be fair, I think the cap resting on your ears is the real culprit in making them stick out.”

      “Yeah, I’d lose the hat if I could.” I turn back around and plunk my elbow on the dressing table, resting my chin on my hand while I study my appearance. “For one second, I thought you were being nice. Wrong again.”

      Poor Me should be my theme song, but you would slump too if you were stuck wearing this get-up. It’s bad enough that suits from the nineteenth-century feel like polyester and sandpaper, but they’re cut all wrong, sitting high on the hips and narrow in the sleeves. How I’m going to make it through tonight’s meeting without fidgeting and tugging is beyond me. I’ve barely made it five minutes in this room.

      “I still don’t understand why you want to do all the talking tonight,” I say. “I’m dressed the part, so why can’t I be the one to ask the questions?”

      “Because the inflection of your voice keeps changing, and you would give yourself away in a heartbeat. It’s easy to glance at you and think you’re a man, but anyone who stares too long will see right through the disguise. You’re a lovely woman, Bree. That isn’t something that can be contained by a few bobby pins and a hat.”

      What a nice thing to say. I barely catch my smile, but I do. Besides, he’s overlooking one thing, and it’s time I made him aware of it.

      “You’re not the boss of me.” A childish thing to say, but I stand by it. I’m the boss of myself. Except at school where my professor is in charge, and at home where my parents are in charge, and here where Theo… “I’m just saying, I can make my own decisions,” I say, effectively squashing that sad train of thought.

      “I’m sure you can and in your own life, you’re free to do just that.” Theo takes a couple of steps toward the bed and lowers himself to sit. “But this also involves me. I’m the one bringing you to the meeting, and if I get caught smuggling in a woman, there will be consequences for both of us. Consequences I’m not willing to face since the only thing I want to do is go home. Not end up in jail.”

      Except you do, I think and look away.

      “So here,” he continues. “I’m making that decision for you. I’ll talk, and you’ll listen and make notes on what you came here to do: find the book pages. After that, we’re looking for my book. And we’re aren’t going to find it at a ghost club meeting.”

      The retort I formed two sentences ago dies on my tongue because—well, let’s face it—there’s something terribly hot and bothersome about a forceful man. It makes me want to push a few of his buttons just to see how passionate he might get. Instead, I wimp out with—

      “How do you know we won’t find it at the meeting?”

      “Because, Bree…” my pulse trips with the lopsided smile he gives now that he remembered we’re on a first-name basis, “…I’ve been here for nearly three months. Don’t you think it would have shown up by now if it were going to make an appearance?”

      “Not if you haven’t learned your lesson yet.”

      He goes to say something else but stops himself with a tilt of his head. “What lesson?”

      I stand and walk the length of the room, which is approximately three steps. This place makes my dorm room at Princeton look like the queen’s bedroom at Buckingham Palace.

      “Well, how should I know that? I’m not even sure there’s a lesson at all, but that’s what happens in the movies. There’s a lesson. Jimmy Stewart had to learn to love his life before the angel left. Patrick Swayze had to learn to right wrongs to get closure. There’s a lesson. There’s always a lesson.” I drop the hands I’ve somehow raised in the air during my monologue, and I’m met with a blank stare.

      “I would appreciate it if you would stop speaking about things I don’t understand. What on earth were you talking about?”

      I sigh. Men might be from Mars, and women might be from Venus, but when they don’t live in the same time period they might as well be from two different galaxies.

      “You’ve never heard of Jimmy Stewart, either?”

      “Well, yes, I saw Mr. Smith Goes to Washington a couple years back, but I have no idea about his angel.”

      “Clarence? Does that name ring a bell?” I laugh at my own little joke, thinking myself overly clever.

      Theo doesn’t. Just blankly stares. “Is it supposed to ring one?”

      He’s kidding, surely. “Really? When was It’s a Wonderful Life made, then?

      He looks at me like I’m a perplexing moron. “It was released last Christmas, but I haven’t seen it. Got bad reviews, if I recall.”

      Bad reviews? “Well, this is going to drive me crazy. It’s not like I can Google those reviews on my iPhone. Even my stupid watch is broken.” I gesture wildly to the worthless electronic lying on the bedside table, fully aware that as arguments go, this might be the world’s most ridiculous one.

      Theo plunks his chin in his hands. “Sometimes, I think you already are crazy. I’m not even sure you’re speaking English, and I only met you last evening. I have no idea what a google is. How are we to survive this?” His words are muffled; his intent is not. I deflate.  Frustration over our situation fizzles in the space between us. He’s been here a long time with no one else. I’ve been here less than a day, and I’ve never been alone. Time to be a little more agreeable. I’ll Google the date when I get back home. If I get there.

      “Okay, I won’t talk tonight, I promise. We’ll go together, you’ll ask questions, and then we’ll work to find the book and get you home. Deal?”

      He looks up. “Deal. But what about you?”

      A tiny niggle of panic works its way inside my mind, but I squash it with denial. Sometimes denial is a girl’s best friend. “What about me?”

      “You keep saying we’ll get me home. But what about you? You’re not still planning to stay here, are you?”

      I shake my head. “No, of course not. We’ll get me home too.”

      He smiles, and I breathe easier.

      Lies can be a girl’s best friend, too.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve only been wearing this get-up for an hour, and I want to light it with a match. How have you managed to wear these clothes for this long?” I scratch at a particularly itchy spot under my left arm and follow him down the sidewalk.

      Theo shoots me a distasteful look. “Not very ladylike of you. And this isn’t much different than what I usually wear, minus the top hat and cane.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not supposed to be ladylike tonight. I’m a man.” I give a full-body gesture. See?  “You guys are always scratching at random body parts. It’s very unattractive, by the way.” The faint strains of music can be heard up ahead.

      “I’m not sure what sort of men you’re hanging around in the twenty-first century, but men don’t scratch at things where I come from. Certainly not in the presence of a lady. It would be undignified.”

      I sigh, wistful. This is why I was born in the wrong time period and why I don’t plan to go back to mine. Everything is better here, even the men. Sure, I’m missing electricity and basic bathroom necessities. Also, if I get sick, I don’t know how I would survive without Benadryl or a humidifier, but almost certainly the past is better than what lies in the present.

      “Men are better where you’re from. For me, it’s just a cesspool of harassment and unintended equality.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, I’m all for women’s rights—the right to vote, the right to run for office, the right to earn as much or more than her male counterpart, all of it. But I still want someone to hold the door open for me, and for the love of all things holy—to not send me pictures of his…his…well, thinking it’s somehow impressive.”

      Theo awkwardly clears his throat. I get the feeling I’ve embarrassed him; I’m certain I’ve embarrassed myself. Whatever possessed me to say that?

      “While I’ll do my best to only imagine what you mean and pray for the souls of all futuristic men, I can assure you that while you’re here, the door will be held open for you. I will also extend an arm should you come upon a puddle or some such other inconvenience. As for the right to vote, seeing as we’re Americans, we’re not allowed to vote here anyway, so you can put that worry to rest.”

      I smile at his description until a young boy wearing a tweed bowler hat runs past me, knocking into my elbow. I spin to tell him a thing or two, but he’s already stopped running.

      “Sorry, mister,” he says, looking up with wide, cue-ball eyes, and every word of my lecture dies on the cobblestone walk. “I didn’t see you there.”

      I’m frozen solid. Unable to speak or think or breathe. The accent is different, but everything else, even down to the mole above his right eye...

      Brian?

      “Are you alright?” the boy says. I don’t move.

      “Miss…ter Sanders?” Theo asks, flubbing my name before correcting it somewhat flawlessly. “Are you okay?” He touches my arm, and I blink, jolted back to the moment.

      “Y…yes,” I stammer. “I’m fine. It’s just…it’s nothing. I’m fine.” I repeat the word to Theo, to the boy, watching as the boy smiles in relief and runs away.

      Runs away.

      The smell of roasted peanuts and grease, cherry syrup, and smoke fills my nostrils.

      I nearly vomit on the sidewalk.

      “You sure you’re alright?” Theo asks again, a frown etching lines into his brows and forehead.

      I nod, swiping away a dot of sweat that’s collected on my upper lip, pressing a hand to my stomach, and inhaling deeply. “I’m alright. He just…that boy…he reminded me of someone.”

      “Of?” Theo asks.

      “Of my little brother.” I won't elaborate because I can’t. I’m powerless to do much of anything but think and think and inwardly command myself to stop thinking. My brain never listens to me when I want it to. I look up the sidewalk again, but the boy is gone. I irrationally want him to come back, if only for a minute or two. This brush with the past didn’t last nearly long enough.

      Theo doesn’t recognize my need for silence. “Oh, how old is he?”

      I close my eyes for a moment. “He’s…seventeen.” A lie, but it’s the only version of truth I can offer.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Brian.” I haven’t uttered the word in years; it feels like an old familiar friend and the blade of an enemy’s knife in two succinct syllables.

      Theo laughs. “Brian and Bree, that’s cute. Though I dare say if Brian could see you now, he’d think you daft in this get-up. It will be quite the story to tell when you get on home.”

      “It’s Brianna, actually. Nearly the same name.”

      “Even cuter,” he says.

      I try to laugh, but it falls flat.

      Yes, if Brian could see me now.

      As for telling him when I get home…well, that’s not possible, is it?
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        * * *

      

      I’m recovered, if still a little shaky, but better. The walk has helped to put a little distance between myself and the memory, the boy and the haunting image.

      I’ve already decided one of the best things about being in this place and time is that everyone walks everywhere. Modern-day America should take a cue from this century, if for no other reason than to alleviate the obesity problem. Between walking and the absence of drive-thru’s, we would all manage to drop a few pounds.

      “Are you nervous?” Theo asks, interrupting my thoughts. “You keep sighing.”

      I glance at him. “Sorry. I am a little nervous. I keep reevaluating what you need to say to Mr. Dickens to be persuasive. Even though I’ll be right there listening, my thesis depends on getting answers from him, and I’m not going to be able to prod you when we’re in the room together. It’s a lot of pressure. At the same time, I’m aware everything about this sounds ridiculous.”

      Theo tucks his cane under an arm and turns us left at a street corner. “I would argue that everything is a bit ridiculous right now. But I have every confidence that we’ll find your book pages and turn things around.”

      “And if we don’t?”

      He gives a curt, decided nod. “We will.”

      A few moments later, I’m standing off to the side of the room, half-hidden in the shadows, much like Theo was last evening, counting the seconds until we can put his confidence to the test. Until then, the men are absorbed in roll call and the reading of minutes from the last session, and every so often, one of them shoots a suspicious glance my way. Do I look like a fraud? I would ask, but the question would make me a hypocrite on top of the fraud I most definitely am.

      My arm itches, but I resist the urge to scratch and stay safely pressed against the wall. Theo sits across the table facing me, and I catch him glancing at me again. He does this often, I suspect, to make sure I’m still here. When you suddenly arrive at a place with no warning whatsoever, it stands to reason you might suddenly disappear. I can see the concern in his eyes, even as he works not to project it. I wink, and he gives me a barely perceptible lopsided grin that does all sorts of strange things to my insides, then he focuses on the men again while I focus on him.

      I never asked for his age, but I would guess it to be under thirty. His hair is longer in the back than in front, an eighties mullet style except shorter and less tacky, I’m assuming because he probably hasn’t had a trim in the three months he’s been here, and corner barbershops aren’t as common here as they undoubtedly were in 1947. I’ve watched enough old movies with my father to know that men’s hair was oiled, slicked, and combed to perfection back then, but Theo’s is not. It’s shaggy, unkempt, like a woman’s fingers recently tunneled through it during a heavy make-out session, which I know for a fact is not the case. I’m a heavy sleeper, but not that heavy.

      Thoughts of Theo and sleeping should not be running through my mind now, but they are. I study the ceiling to bring my mind into focus. In the thirty seconds my mind drifted, I miss the opening of their conversation. Now, I’m plunked straight back into the ugly subject matter, unapologetic in its existence.

      “She was violated before they discarded her.”

      A gray-headed man speaks across from me, and Theo frowns with distaste.

      “Do you know this to be a fact?” he asks.

      The man shakes his head. “Of course not, but a man can speculate. A woman of the evening turns up dead and unclothed, for heaven’s sake. What else could it be? The person had to have…have…” He clears his throat, uncomfortable with the word.

      “Raped her?” I meekly ask before I can stop myself. A few gasps escape, and all eyes turn toward me, and I press myself tighter against the wall. Did I remember to lower my voice? I’m kicking myself for going against Theo’s demand that I not speak, so I slam my lips closed and vow not to let it happen again. I need his help. I can’t risk his anger and subsequent refusal. Still, these men need to call it what it is; softening the word never did women any favors. And the idea of someone in such close proximity being violated and killed makes me squirm with unease. It seems the old world isn’t all that different than the modern one. Both can be harshly barbaric.

      “Yes, I suppose that’s the right word, though there’s no need to be so blatant about it,” the gray-headed man admonishes me before turning his back. This dude would never survive the twenty-first century, I think to myself, risking a glance at Theo. His expression is neutral; he isn’t looking at me at all. But yes, blatancy is required in this case. Dark things need sunlight in order to be exposed.

      “As I was saying,” the man says, “she was violated, then dumped in the river, and no one saw a thing. What else could it be if not the paranormal?”

      The paranormal? Just because no one saw anything? This is cold-blooded-murder 101. How to Get Away with Murder is an actual television show with five-star ratings on Netflix. It’s won awards and earned accolades. I swallow and stare again at the ceiling. It’s so hard to remain silent when the only defense you can offer are examples from two-hundred years in the future. This must be how Marty McFly felt in Back to the Future when he landed in the fifties and played eighties rock music at prom. How do you not understand this, people?

      I sigh, feeling my frustration slowly ebb. Because they don’t understand. In the same way I never understood pain…or blame…until faced with them myself. You never know how you’ll react to anything until you experience it firsthand, a rude fact that stings from the cold slap of truth.

      “It could just be a crazy man who enjoys hurting people, particularly prostitutes,” Theo says. “I know our club is all about investigating spiritual involvement, but I’m not sure it applies here.”

      “And why not,” the gray-headed man retorts, seeming angrier than is rational, in my opinion. “What makes this case different to you?”

      Theo clears his throat, and I lean forward an inch to listen, finding myself as invested as all the other men in this room. More even, since the subject matter affects me more than them. Amazing what you learn when no one suspects you of being an intrusive member of the “weaker” sex. Women should try this more often, during political campaign strategizing and company promotion negotiations. Maybe a little female infiltration is what the modern world needs. Inclusion, except taken a bit further than even the pundits imply.

      “For one thing,” Theo says, “she was missing her uterus and kidneys. For another, she was partially dismembered. Unless I’m wrong, ghosts aren’t gifted with the grotesque ability it would take to do something that horrendous. So, unless you have proof that indicates otherwise, I think we can dismiss the spirit world as a possibility here. It’s undoubtedly a sick, twisted individual. Ghosts shouldn’t be blamed for everything.”

      All humor dies inside me, and I feel nauseous with realization. Theo is right. I know this case, studied it in school. Read stories, listened to theories and speculations, watched Unsolved Mysteries as a kid with my father while he drank coffee, and I pretended to read on the sofa. Unsolved mysteries were a staple in our world, with or without the television show.

      But it’s only 1870. Isn’t that too early for Jack the Ripper? Unless there were copycats before him, or maybe he began earlier than anyone realizes. I open my mouth to say as much when Theo coughs, loud and obnoxious, looking straight at me. Delivering a warning. With a sharp shake of his head designed for only me to see, I stay silent. This isn’t the time to discuss it, but we certainly will later.

      “Let’s move along, shall we?” Theo says, and the men spend the next twenty minutes immersed in conversation. They talk about  a bank break-in, a hit-and-run by horseback, and a child who swears with absolute conviction he saw a ghost outside the library dangling a set of keys and holding The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. The level of seriousness amuses me, like a badly acted Hitchcock movie with a zero special effects budget. There is still the occasional glance my way from other men in the room, so I keep all traces of amusement off my face. Now isn’t the time for inviting questions about my loyalty or opinion. Or, for that matter, my gender. I press myself back into the shadows.

      A few minutes later, the meeting is adjourned, and the men stand up.  I’m struck with my surroundings once again. These men, none of them exist anymore where I’m from. Ascots and knickers and tights. This place, a mere remnant of time gone by. Rich wood and darkened rooms, creaky floors, and musty furnishings. These walls, long updated for certain, but now decorated in their original fashion. Wallpaper and glue, muted tones, and fabrics all speaking of a bygone era, one I’m simultaneously fortunate and unfortunate to visit. How did I wind up here, and how on earth will I ever fit in? More urgently, what will I do when Theo manages to return home?

      The sound of Theo’s voice pulls me up from my slow spiral.

      “How’s the latest book coming, Charles? I read your recent installment, and my curiosity is piqued. Any idea when the next chapter will be published?”

      Mr. Dickens slips on his overcoat and fastens the buttons while I stare at his face. Charles Dickens is standing in front of me, alive and in the flesh, my favorite author of all time, and I am overcome with emotion. Numb and in shock, I’m too wrapped up in the vision to notice anything but the way his hands work the buttons, the way he tucks a quill inside his left pocket, the way he places his hat smartly on his head and runs a hand down his scruffy beard. I’m the nineteenth-century equivalent of a fan standing to the side of a red carpet, hoping to get a selfie with Chris Hemsworth and frantic that my cell phone battery has dwindled to one percent.

      I mentally curse the non-existence of cell phones and my dependency on them. How will I remember this later without a picture as proof?

      I’m so caught up vilifying the gods of time-travel that I only vaguely register Mr. Dickens answering Theo’s question. When I do pay attention to their conversation, I feel as if I’ve missed something important. Living in the moment is an art form I’m afraid we’ve all forgotten, me most of all. I’d do better in this world to remember how.

      “…ending should be three months or so away, I believe. Depends on how the muse moves me, you see.”

      Theo laughs, then sends a frown my way when I don’t respond. He’s busy keeping his word, coming to my rescue, and I’m barely paying attention. I take a step closer and nod at him to continue.

      “I’ve read the first few installments, and I must say I’m quite enthralled with the story.” I filled Theo in on the timeline of The Mystery of Edwin Drood, so he knows all about the publication dates. However, I’m sure I saw his eyes glaze over at the details.

      Mr. Dickens claps Theo on the shoulder. “Why, thank you, young man. It’s been a pleasure to write. Just wait till you see the ending.”

      I all but fall into the middle of both men in my obvious attempt to eavesdrop. Theo shoots me a side-eye and clears his throat. I take a step backward and clasp my hands behind my back.

      “And you have the ending all planned, do you?”

      “Of course,” Dickens says, reaching for his walking stick and taking a step toward the door. “But I never share it with anyone except my notebook at the office. Not even the wife knows the ending, lest she gossip about it over tea.”

      Both men laugh, but I’m replaying three words like a record skipping the same line of lyric over and over. “Notebook at the office, notebook at the office.” He must mean his apartment above the publishers’ office!  So, he did take notes! It is written down! I have to find that notebook and read it for myself. Then it won’t matter how some other obnoxious author ended his book. If Charles Dickens didn’t intend it that way, all will be right in my world.

      In my fiction world, anyway.

      “Well, I, for one, can’t wait,” Theo says. “Do hurry, will you?”

      This earns another laugh from Dickens. “I’ll certainly try, though one can’t rush the process, can they? A quickly written novel is just as quickly dismissed, I’m afraid. Wouldn’t want that.”

      I want so badly to tell him he’ll never be dismissed—that autobiographies will be written about his life and movies will be made from his works. I want to explain that stingy misers will be referred to as his grumpiest character at Christmastime and that a devastated, grief-stricken teenage girl will find comfort in his words while hidden safely away in her bedroom…

      But I don’t. I hold the words to my chest where they belong because some things shouldn’t be spoken aloud…some secrets need to be kept. I simply watch, in awe of the happenings around me, grateful to Theo for helping me find answers. Odd how a man I’ve known for twenty-four hours is willing to step up so quickly, even if his real motives involve a different book. No matter, some people aren’t willing to help if it doesn’t directly benefit them. Most wouldn’t be kind enough to set aside their own needs, even for three days.

      I remain mute as promised through their conversation. Still, the second we’re alone and walking back to the hotel, my tongue breaks free. It releases all kinds of nearly unintelligible words in a long string of excitability. All of which are met with infuriating resistance.

      I grab Theo by the arm. “We need to break into his apartment.”

      He swats my hand away. “We are absolutely not breaking into his apartment.”

      “Why not? I need to find his notebook.”

      “You can find the notebook some other way or, better yet, let me keep talking to him. Maybe if we’re patient, he will reveal something about the ending directly to me.”

      “But that could take days. Weeks, even.”

      “It will take two days since that’s the time we agreed upon before we start searching for my book. We’ll find out everything we can at the next club meeting, and then we switch our focus.”

      “Two days isn’t nearly enough time to pull the information out of him, which brings us back to breaking into his apartment. It’s the only way. The fastest route.”

      “Faster is not always better. And do you have any idea the penalty for getting caught breaking and entering in 1870 England?”

      This makes me pause. “No. But how bad can it be? I’ll pay a fine.”

      “You have no money.”

      I growl. He’s right. I have a few hundred dollars attached to my debit account, but that won’t get me anywhere.

      “You could gamble to bail me out.”

      “Maybe I’d leave you in jail.”

      My eyes turn to slits. “You would leave me in jail? I’m a woman.”

      “Oh, now you’re using the—what did you call it?—sexist card to your advantage?”

      “That isn’t what sexist means,” I say. Except it kinda is. I am woman hear me roar, except don’t leave me in a scary prison cell all night long because, after all, I’m just a girl. Point taken.“ I’ll take my chances. The penalty can’t be that bad.”

      “It can be as bad as a public hanging. At least it was last week in the town square for a man caught stealing a loaf of bread from the market.”

      “But I’m not a man. I’m a woman. Surely the police wouldn’t be so harsh with me.”

      He looks me up and down before rolling his eyes. “You are a woman impersonating a man, which is considered a crime in and of itself. Add breaking and entering to your list of accusations, and you’d likely face a hanging in front of the courthouse. Do all modern-day women conveniently twist the facts to best accommodate their desires?”

      Maybe?

      “No.” My mouth drops open in outrage. “You can’t be serious. For this?” I point to my attire and wait for a response.

      “I am serious…for that.” He gestures to my get-up as though he wasn’t the one to put the whole look together.

      “You’re the one who dressed me this way.”

      “Because it was the only way to get you inside the meeting, and I needed you there so you would agree to help me. Two more days, and we move on. And we’re moving on without breaking into Mr. Dickens’ home. I want to go home, not locked up for good in this godforsaken time in history. Who knows if I’d ever make it out?”

      I’m prompted to argue the merits of this exact time in history, but then I remember. Theo nearly evades arrest, but that was when he was alone. There’s no telling how my presence might alter that ending, and I’m not prepared to find out. Two days, and we’re done. I’ll fearlessly ask Mr. Dickens at the next meeting, and then I’ll help Theo. Surely the man will at least give me a hint if I explain my need to know. “You see, I’m getting my masters’s degree, and…”

      It’s possible he won’t give any hints at all.

      Theo picks up the pace, tucking the walking stick under his arm; it takes me two steps to keep up with his every one.

      “If I tell you you’re right, will you please slow down?” I breathlessly ask. He stops in the middle of the street to face me head-on. If I hadn’t been watching his every movement, I likely would have accidentally smacked into his backside. I’m disappointed. Why do I have to pay so much attention to every dang thing? I miss many happy things in life because of it.

      “If you’d pay more attention, Brianna, bad things like this wouldn’t happen.” My mother’s sharp, long-ago words rush back all at once. That’s why. It’s the reason I never miss any detail anymore.

      “Is this slow enough for you?” Theo asks, a slightly vicious bark in his tone.

      “If you’re going for ‘pace of a dead-horse,’ it’s perfect,” I mumble, nudging my chin up to look at him. I forgot that the problem with facing someone so boldly is they’re perfectly primed to notice everything. The pinch of a lip. The sting of eyes as they burn with the threat of tears.

      “What’s wrong?” He says, tilting his head to look at me. His features soften, his eyes turn downward in concern.

      “Nothing.” My chin quivers a bit, like a betrayal.

      Surprising me, he tucks a finger under my chin and turns my head an inch to the left and right. “Not nothing. You’re crying.”

      There might be a tiny tear settling in the corner of one eye, but I’m hardly crying. Yet.

      I sniff. “No, I’m not.”

      He studies me, unconvinced. “I’m sorry for being so bullish. Won’t happen again.”

      I’m hardly upset about his attitude, but it’s convenient to let him believe it. “I’ll hold you to that promise.” When he gives me a lopsided grin and uses his thumb to catch the one tear that manages to escape, my breath hitches. He rubs his thumb and forefinger together, then offers me his arm, I take it. We’re a few steps in before a passerby scoffs, and I let go. This isn’t the twenty-first century. Two men walking arm in arm looks completely out of place here.

      Theo clears his throat. “Sorry about that. I’m afraid I keep putting you in awkward situations.”

      “No apologies necessary. I think I’m managing that all by myself.”

      “I suppose we’ll call it a truce then.”

      “Truce,” I say, walking through the hotel front door that Theo holds open for me. I start to comment that I can do it myself when I remember my words from earlier. It’s true; I may be all for women’s lib, but I can appreciate chivalry when it’s presented. Nice to know it isn’t dead, at least not here. One of the benefits of being a nineteenth-century woman, I suppose.

      Maybe tomorrow I can even dress like one.
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        * * *

      

      Halfway down the second-floor hallway, I’ve stripped off my ascot and overcoat and started on the first two buttons of my blouse. Being a man sucks, and I didn’t even get the benefit of peeing standing up, which is totally unfair. I don’t know how half the population walks around this way without getting a single break. The coat and top hat are their own sort of misery, but the cuff links…I’m in the process of removing them when Theo gives a low whistle behind me. I assume it’s his 1947 version of a catcall until he speaks.

      “Slow down there, Belle Watling. Our fellow hotel guests might not want to see what’s under that blouse.”

      Belle Watling? The hooker from Gone with the Wind?  I glare at him over my shoulder. One second he’s being sweet. The next second he’s rude and offensive.

      “I know who she is, you know. And I’m not a hooker.”

      “Didn’t say you were. But it’s probably a bad idea to strip in the hallway, especially for a non-hooker like yourself.”

      My face heats like it’s been struck with a match. Without looking at him again, I quickly open the door, seeking the safety of the room. None comes. Of course, it doesn’t. A girl can’t easily hope for relief while stuck inside a ten by ten space with the best-looking man in London. There’s nowhere to turn, nowhere to hide, and even fewer places to cover my embarrassment. I try, though. I turn my back and start placing items on the dressing table one by one: the cufflinks, the hat, the jacket, the hair combs. After I’ve removed all outwear and can find no other way to stall for time, I turn around to find him watching me.

      It’s unnerving for a lot of reasons, his stare.

      “What?” I say, sounding slightly defensive.

      He offers a bashful smile. “It’s fascinating to watch a male to female transformation. I was so busy helping you disguise yourself earlier, I forgot to pay attention to the process. I won’t make that mistake again.”

      His eyes are on me still, steady and unwavering.

      As I said, it’s unnerving.

      Mainly because I like it.
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      Theo

      Tonight is worse than last night, and it has nothing to do with the unrelenting firmness of the hard floor. I lie on my side because it offers me a direct view of her sleeping face only a few feet from my own. She’s breathing softly, lips parted slightly, her shoulder rising and falling in hypnotic increments. In, out, up, down…you’re getting very sleepy. Her long hair is draped across one arm save for the strands lying across her forehead. She isn’t a peaceful sleeper, though I suppose one wouldn’t be twenty-four hours after time-traveling; it took me a week to settle into a somewhat-decent sleep. At first, she tossed and turned so much I began to worry, but she then settled herself in a perfect position to give me full access to most of her form. I’ve chewed my thumbnail down to a stub watching her, wishing I could do more than watch her.

      Yes, tonight is definitely worse. I’m more familiar with her now, more aware of what sets her off and piques her interest. Last night she was a stranger in need of my protection; tonight, she’s still largely unknown to me. But now I’ve become acquainted enough with her to know she’s hilariously funny and undoubtedly attractive, even while wearing that blasted top hat and coat and doing a horribly poor job of attempting to look masculine. I should have tried harder. If she hadn’t stayed hidden in the shadows all evening, she most certainly would have been caught.

      I nearly choked when she so casually mentioned her breasts earlier and was immensely pleased when her face bloomed red from the comment. I’ve replayed the scene approximately one thousand times while lying here in the dark, and each revisit has left me wanting to crawl over to the bed and climb up next to her and—

      I groan in the darkness, begrudgingly reminding myself that women from her century seem considerably bolder than I’m accustomed to. I’m not sure I like it; I’m also not sure I don’t.

      I roll away from her too forcefully and jam my left shoulder into the floor, groaning against the hit. I’ll no doubt pay for that hasty move tomorrow and can already feel a pulled muscle somewhere under my shoulder blade. Bree jolts to a sitting position; I must have been loud enough to break through her sleep.

      “What was that? Who’s there?” she says, the rasp of sleep still wrapped around her vocal cords.

      “It’s just me,” I say. She looks down at me and stares without really seeing, as though trying to piece together where she is and what she’s doing in the same room with me. Truthfully, I’m still a little shocked myself. She slowly seems to remember, and lies back with a sigh. “Can’t sleep?”

      “It’s as if I’m lying on a bed of matchsticks, and one of them is splintered upward straight into my back.”

      She’s silent for a long moment. “I’m sorry. Maybe you could come up here and…”

      The pause is long enough for me to have a three-way conversation with myself. I could. I shouldn’t. I will. I won’t.

      “It’s alright. Part of the problem is simply our situation, so it wouldn’t matter where I sleep.” That’s a lie—I’m certain I would sleep quite peacefully lined up next to her, but again…I’m a gentleman. I’ve never needed to remind myself so often before.

      “I suppose you’re right. I’ve slept pretty awful myself. Feathers don’t compare to twelve-inch memory foam, and I’m fully aware how spoiled that makes me sound.”

      Memory foam must be a thing in the future; to me it sounds like something to improve brain function. I don’t respond. So much of our dialogue leaves me helplessly confused and lacking.

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      She laughs. “Memory foam is this really soft material made from…well, I don’t know what it’s made from…but you literally sink into it. You can even press into it with your hand and your palm print will stay behind for a couple minutes after, like Silly Putty. If you even know what that is. Just wait, you’ll love it. Definitely better than turkey quills jabbing you in the back like this one.” She reaches behind her and retrieves a large feather, then holds it up to me. “Seriously, this hurts. Probably not as much as the floor though. Are you sure you don’t want to—”

      “I’m sure.” She’s being courteous, but also cautious. If I ever did join her on the bed, it wouldn’t be anytime soon. It would do me good to stop thinking about it, so I change the subject. “I’ve never heard of Silly Putty, just so you know. But I can’t imagine wanting to lie on a bed of anything resembling putty.”

      This earns me a soft laugh, and I smile in the dark.

      “Okay, maybe that was a bad way to describe it.”

      “I suppose I’ll have to wait another eighty years to find out. Or one-hundred-fifty, depending on where the rest of my life plays out. At this point, it’s anyone’s guess.”

      “We’ll get you home, I’m sure of it.”

      “I will try to share your certainty, though it’s proven quite the challenge up to this point.”

      “That’s because you were here alone. Now I’m here. I know how to make things happen.”

      When I laugh, she scoffs. “You think I can’t?”

      “I think you can do anything you set your mind to. I wouldn’t begin to doubt you Bree, not after you called Charles Dickens sexist to his face. He looked practically gobsmacked. He likely went home and looked up the term in the dictionary.”

      “I doubt he found it. I think the term is a fairly new one, and way too overused if you ask me. But ‘gobsmacked,’ there’s a word I would like to see make the rounds again.”

      “They don’t use it in the twenty-first century?” I’m appalled. What has her generation done to the English language, thrown it away along with proper attire? I steal a glance at her Dickens shirt draped over the side chair. Entirely inappropriate with its short sleeves and deeply dipped neckline, but there’s a certain appeal to it. Even I’m not so daft to notice.

      She comes up on an elbow to get a better look at me, and we lock eyes for a moment. My heartbeat picks up despite my many reminders for it not to, but she’s so incredibly beautiful it can’t help itself. She looks away and stares at the wall.

      “There’s a lot about this century that we no longer use in mine, which is sad. But it isn’t all bad. Women have more of a voice in important decisions, which is better I think. For example, it’s no longer considered solely a woman’s job to raise children and keep a home. Nowadays, the men help. As they should. Because you know, it takes two to…”

      Her meaning is clear even though her words trail away, and now all I can think about what comes after that to. I clear my throat and redirect.

      “And what of you? Do you want children and a family for yourself one day, or are you determined to stay single?” I probably could have redirected better.

      She grows quiet. “A family, yes. But the jury’s still out on the children. There’s a lot to worry about where they’re concerned. A lot of responsibility.” She sighs. “I’m only twenty-four though, so I have time to decide. Twenty-four is probably considered an ‘old maid’ where you come from.”

      “Not entirely old, though it certainly is here. I spoke to a newly married man last week. He was forty-two and his bride barely eighteen and already expecting twins.”

      She shudders. “Gross. That’s cradle-robbery, if you ask me.”

      “Maybe, but it isn’t uncommon.”

      “It should be.” Again, she’s silent for a long while. “How about you? Do you want kids?”

      It’s the age-old question, isn’t it? Want them, yes. But want to risk them growing up in a world that may send them to fight a war that gets them maimed or horribly shell-shocked or even dead? I’d rather not endure that as a parent. Can barely endure it as someone who’s seen it and experienced it firsthand. Maybe that’s an irrational way to think about the idea of future fatherhood, but it’s an unfortunate side-effect of the job. Every man I fought with views this aspect of life through the same colorless filter. I tell her as much, leaving out the gory details.

      She pulls a blanket a little higher over her arm. “What was it like, the war?”

      “Worthy in theory, awful in reality.” Direct, but true. There are no other words for it.

      She blinks. “What was the best part? If there was one.”

      There were some good parts, plenty of them. Each one rolls through my mind like a highlight reel playing in three-second clips, tiny flashes of what once was and hopefully never will be again, out of sync and out of order but easy to recognize. The answers are plentiful.

      “The friendships. Knowing someone had your back twenty-four hours a day. The routine; I thrived on it. Up at the same time each day, to sleep at the same time each night. The travel…even though it was sometimes brutal, I saw parts of the world I might never have seen if I hadn’t enlisted. The exercise. Sometimes the food, tasteless as it often was. But there’s not much better than having a hot meal after a long day of not knowing if you’d survive.”

      “That sounds awful.” I can hear her breathing, imagine her analyzing everything I just described.

      “It was awful, and it wasn’t. They say you can’t appreciate the good without knowing some of the bad, and it’s true. I have so much bad stored up that I recognize the good every time it’s in front of me, and how many people can claim the same? The only downside is, it’s hard to sleep at night.”

      “I’m glad you lived through it,” she quietly adds, affirming me in ways I haven’t felt in a while.

      “Me too.” I’ve never meant two words more because I know I’m one of the lucky few.

      “So, what was the worst part, then?” she asks.

      That answer is an easy one, but the hardest to vocalize. Probably because I’ve only had to speak of it one other time. It’s the one memory on the highlight reel I’d be more than happy to cut. “Also the friendships.” My voice cracks on the word, so it’s where I stop.

      Bree is silent, but I surmise her mind is mulling over my answer. I keep my eyes trained on the low ceiling, still not trusting my voice to work. A water spot is directly above me, so I trace the outer ring with my eyes. So much of the army is about routine…about blocking out the unpleasant things in whatever way works. Around and around and around. Much as I’m doing now.

      “You lost people, then?” she finally speaks. “People close to you?”

      “Yep.” I inhale, hating the turn in conversation. Some things you speak of, others you just live with.

      “Is it the reason you entered medicine? Because of your experience in the war?”

      “It’s the reason I went to war. I was fresh out of medical school.” The ones I didn’t save are the ones that haunt me most. Some bled out too much, others were dead on impact. But others…the ones that relied on me to make split-second decisions that could save or end lives…those are the ones I see behind my eyelids at night. Not so much the ones that made it.

      But the one I didn’t save.

      The bad call I made in a split-second, life-shattering moment.

      I still see his wounds. Still hear his cries.

      Still feel the helpless, soul-crushing silence that came after. I shudder from my spot on the floor and feel it everywhere. The wood is highly unforgiving, a little like me.

      Bree seems to know I’ve entered a bad head space because there’s no other response from her, just slow and steady breathing and the occasional rustle of blankets. The air hangs heavy, thick with tension and stillness until it calms to nothingness all in the span of a few quiet moments. We stay that way for a while, Bree with her thoughts and me with mine, until I finally get up the nerve to change the subject.

      “Tell me about your family.”

      She exhales slowly, like she was holding her breath and waiting for the question.

      “What do you want to know?”

      The words are laced with caution, a tiptoe toward the edge of a cliff while carefully looking over. This question might be more difficult than I expected.

      “Tell me about your father and mother. Are you close to them?”

      “We’re close…separately. They’re divorced, but I see them both…some. Holidays and birthdays, the occasional weekend.”

      I frown. I’ve never met anyone whose parents are divorced, at least not that I can recall. “Is divorce common in the twenty-first century?”

      Surprisingly, she laughs. “I know more people with divorced parents than not. Time has not been kind to married couples, or maybe married couples haven’t been kind to time. Either way, it kinda sucks.”

      “Such language, Bree.”

      “Yeah, language hasn’t been kind to people either. Though one might argue it’s the fault of your generation for putting Gone with the Wind on the airwaves. One cuss word in a movie, and society went straight to hell. I blame you.”

      I smile. “That’s hardly my fault. Take it up with Clark Gable next time you travel.”

      “God willing, there won’t be a next time.”

      “Please don’t stay here forever.” I don’t intend to say the words out loud, but they slip out anyway. I can’t handle the guilt that comes from imagining her navigating this world without me. Still, I find myself wanting to know more about her home, more about her. One might argue that it won’t matter when we make it back to our respective places, but it matters now.

      In the name of seizing the opportunity, I toss her another question. “Tell me about your brother. Brian, is it? What’s he like? Much the same as you, I assume?” When there’s no answer, I look over at her, thinking maybe she didn’t hear me or that she fell asleep. She’s gripping the edge of the mattress and blinking rapidly at the ceiling, and I can almost see liquid glistening from the outer corner of her eye.

      “Bree?”

      More silence, the kind that lets me know I’ve asked the wrong thing. A minute passes, then two.

      “He was a bit like me, but I’m not sure anymore.”

      Her answer confuses me. Maybe they aren’t close, or maybe Brian lives with the other parent. But he’s only seventeen, so even that shouldn’t break up a sibling relationship.

      “You don’t see each other often?”

      “I haven’t seen him in ten years,” she says, sounding defeated and sad.

      “Because of the divorce? Did one of your parents get custody and move away with him?”

      “No.” She grows quiet, but it’s the pointed kind. Loaded with thought and analysis. “My parents divorced because of what happened to Brian. No one has him now.”

      I raise my head to look at her, a sudden sickness in my gut.

      “What do you mean? Is he—” I think I already know, but how do you vocalize something so horrible?

      “We don’t know. Someone took him ten years ago, and we still have no idea what happened to him.” I wasn’t wrong, but I wish to God I had been.

      For a long time, she’s quiet. For so long I’m sure she’s managed to drift to sleep. But then she speaks in a voice so anxious and soft I almost miss it.

      “I think I forgot to line up my shoes…”

      She sits up—I presume to check—but lies down again.

      I lie awake, wondering at her actions…seeing them for what they are.

      To the outside world, Bree might seem neurotic and anxious.

      To me, she’s both. Not by choice, but because it’s the way she’s found to cope.
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      Bree

      I wait until Theo falls asleep, which takes much longer than it should, and quietly climb out of bed. I started to earlier but stopped myself. I know I can be neurotic, but that doesn’t mean I want anyone to witness it. Judgment is best kept in the eye of the beholder, and I would rather not see it directed at me.

      I straighten the unruly shoes, but now I am the mouse, and my shoes are the cookie, which means I am currently on a downward spiral of “what comes next?” I remember my top hat and jacket, and then carefully rearrange those. And, of course, once I get started, I can’t stop. So many things are out of order in this room, so I fix them one by one.

      Pens must be capped or, in this case, quills must lie at a forty-five-degree angle and inkwells must be lidded and tightly closed. Jackets must drape across chairs but not touch the floor, stockings folded one into the other. Walking sticks must stand at attention to the left of the door. It’s a new rule I made up only a few moments ago but will now require. Just because we don’t use walking sticks in my America doesn’t mean they can just lie around haphazardly in the Industrial Revolution. Someone could trip and fall.

      I eye my own clothes in the dark, suddenly worried I might accidentally time travel back home without my normal tee and cutoffs, assuming I travel at all. But if so, I don’t want to be dressed as a man when it happens because what what good would a nineteenth-century man’s suit do in modern times? If I’m going to finally own authentic attire from this time in history, I’d like to have a dress to go with my pretty shoes.

      “What are you doing?”

      I gasp when Theo’s voice rips me back to the present. I’m out of bed and exposed, so I reflexively pull my shirt down at the hem.

      “I thought you were asleep,” I say, twisting around in an awkward hop-dance. “Don’t scare me like that.”

      “I whispered. It’s not as though I screamed in your face.” He comes up on an elbow and winces, rubbing his shoulder with the other hand.

      “You might as well have. People shouldn’t talk to people when they’re supposed to be sleeping. It isn’t nice.”

      I can nearly see his perplexed scowl in the dark. “People shouldn’t be rearranging furniture when they’re supposed to be sleeping either. It wakes up the non-sleeping people.”

      “That statement doesn’t even make sense.”

      “None of our conversations ever do.” He breathes a tired laugh. “Now, back to my question, what are you doing?”

      I’m not sure what’s more pathetic: my playing tug of war with Theo’s night shirt or my trying to explain this decade-long habit I can’t seem to break and don’t fully understand.

      “I’m straightening up the room.”

      “In the middle of the night? Can’t it wait until morning? In the light of day, I can help you.”

      It isn’t that simple, even if I wish it was. Resigned to explaining myself anyway, I sit on the edge of the bed, careful to tuck his shirt around my thighs.

      “I can’t sleep until everything is where it’s supposed to be. If I don’t get up and fix things, I’ll lie awake all night.” I shrug. “It’s just the way things are.” Doctors call it Obsessive Compulsive Disorder or OCD for short, but it’s more than that. Most people learn OCD behaviors as children, and the compulsions grow stronger with age. In my case, I was handed a potent dose of it ten years ago where none existed prior.

      “I told you to watch him, Brianna!”

      “Can’t you just…stop? Maybe if you lie still long enough, then sleep will come? It worked for me as a boy when I had a severe bed-wetting problem.”

      That elicits a smile from me that fades on a roaring rush of memories. Cat’s out of the bag, they say. It jumped out and brought with it a litter of a hundred kittens.

      “Watch your brother, Brianna,” my mother said. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Do I have to?” I whined, watching while my two friends stood in line for the Ferris wheel. The line had been longer than a State of the Union address all night, and suddenly it was short. They would ride it in no time, likely without me. Life was unfair for a fifteen-year-old girl saddled with a little brother long past the age of cute toddlerhood; he completely messed up the ability to socialize. My lucky friends didn’t have to be caretakers for siblings while their mothers fled in the name of needing a break. Brian was a happy child, but he was one of life’s greatest inconveniences for fifteen-year-old me.

      “Yes, you have to,” Mom said, frustrating me further. “I’ll be right back. Hold your sister’s hand, Brian. And don’t let go.”

      He didn’t. He stood there obediently, watching as people milled around us.

      But I let go a couple minutes later when my friends called my name.

      “Bree, over here! We’re next!”

      I couldn’t go, I explained to them. My mother would be right back.

      “We can see him from here,” they called. “We’ll watch him while we ride.”

      When you’re fifteen, you’ll believe almost anything your mind tells you. It’s easy because you haven’t yet learned the fine art of lying to yourself. So, I led Brian to the metal gate not five feet from the ride entrance and gave him strict instructions not to let go of the bars. I promised funnel cake and five dollars to remain in that very spot; he nodded vigorously in agreement, vowed not to let go, asked if I would buy him two cakes.

      I said no, just one. Why did I tell him no?

      Why did I leave at all?

      I saw his little face the first time around and waved. Called out his name on the second. Smiled on the third.

      He wasn’t there on the fourth.

      It took another time around and my persistent calls to “let me off!” to bring the wheel to a halt. I jumped off the ride and ran down the ramp straight into my mother who was already frantic with worry. “Where is your brother? Where is he?” played on repeat as a child in a red gingham dress licked pink cotton candy off her thumb…while a mother sat nearby feeding funnel cake to her stroller-bound toddler. Everyone smiled. Everyone laughed. I still see their faces. I still smell fear in my powdered-sugar nightmares. I still wish the world had shown more respect and cried with the two of us.

      “I told you to watch him, Brianna!”

      Brian disappeared that day, and no one at the carnival noticed. We haven’t seen him since, not one time in three-thousand-six-hundred seventy-seven days. I’m not sure my mother ever quite forgave me for it, though she would firmly deny it if you asked. I don’t ask, and it’s okay.

      I’ve never forgiven myself either.

      “No, I can’t stop,” I say. Not until he’s found, is what I leave off. “But I really wish I could.” Theo seems to accept my answer at face value and without any additional information. I’m thankful because at this point, I don’t have the energy to give any. “Thank you for offering to help, though.”

      He nods once, gives me a sympathetic half-grin. Even from here, I can see the shadowed indention his dimples make in the moonlight. It’s true that men with dimples are irresistible. Though I haven’t moved an inch from my spot on the bed, my insides have magnetized toward him in the darkness. He has that manly boyish look that I’ve always found attractive. I just wish I’d met him at the right time.

      “You know what you could help with, though?” Too late, I realize the question sounds a bit suggestive.

      “What?” If he notices, he says nothing.

      “My thesis. I’ve already wasted two days as it is.” When Theo clutches his chest in mock hurt, I backtrack. “Two days writing, not two days in bad company.” The quality of his company is still out for review, but now isn’t the time to criticize. “Could you help me with it? I really need to start working on the outline.”

      Theo studies me for a moment, seemingly in thought. “I’ve never worked on a literature thesis, but I could probably give it a go. Must it be non-fiction? Because I’m not sure anyone will believe this.”

      I laugh, my bad mood lifting at his delivery. “They don’t have to believe it. They can just read it and judge it on the merits, and I should come away with the best grade in the class.”

      “If experience counts for anything, you should, Bree. That, you definitely should.”

      I settle back in bed, relieved that my mood hasn’t been too badly affected. Thoughts of Brian can leave me paralyzed and grief-stricken for days; this time, only a few minutes have passed and I’m already feeling better.

      Sleep comes sooner rather than later, and as I drift I wonder how Theo is faring from his uncomfortable spot on the floor.
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        * * *

      

      There’s a lightness one feels when they have the support of another person, and this is the lightest I’ve felt since I arrived here. Thanks to a piece of paper Theo slipped me from his personal stash, I have a rough outline of my thesis already beginning to take shape. It’s filled with holes  and a little splotchy around the edges, but a structure is coming together that I didn’t have before.

      After the Ghost Club meeting, the plan is to discuss the paper further once we get a little more information from Dickens. All I need is for him to talk about the book, to get a small Q and A going about his vision for the story, and maybe a hint or two about the ending. As long as the ending doesn’t involve a little boy bound for destruction, I can prove the published ending is incorrect and create a basis for Dickens’ intended ending. Imagine being able to prove a book in current circulation isn’t an authentic version? My thesis might not only earn me an excellent grade, but it could also make headlines. Brilliant Princeton Graduate Solves The Mystery of Edwin Drood and Earns Herself a Pulitzer.

      I might be getting ahead of myself.

      For now, Theo insists he has a plan, and I have no choice but to trust him. Which is why I’m back in this scratchy, uncomfortable suit, save one addition I thought would make it look better, walking down a cobblestone street, trying to keep pace with him as we head toward the library. What I wouldn’t give to be dressed like a normal woman for tonight’s meeting. I’m also wishing for a Diet Coke, so add that to the list of impossible pipe dreams. One thing I’ve discovered about the past that places it firmly sub-par with the present: it’s mind-numbingly bland. There’s no affordable chocolate, no sodas, and, horror of all horrors, no Doritos. I would consider stealing a bag of chips right now if given the option.

      I take in my surroundings, letting that reality sink in for a moment. I’ve never been to London, so I’m not sure what I expected. I do know this isn’t it.

      “You know, it isn’t dark here in London all the time like I thought it would be.”

      “You thought it would be dark?”

      I’m embarrassed to admit it, considering my very flawed reasoning. I shrug. “I mean, I thought it would be nineteenth-century dark. In movies, the atmosphere in Dickens’ day is portrayed as dark. And depressing. And dirty. And…wet. Like it’s always raining and sad, and consequently covered in mud.”

      Theo finds that hilarious. “Aren’t most movies in black and white, Bree?”

      No?

      I keep forgetting we’re from different centuries.

      “Oh, they’re all in color now! And we have special effects like you wouldn’t believe. But they still make Dickens’ movies look dark. Even A Christmas Carol is depressing.”

      He nods. “One might argue the book is a bit depressing already. As for the movies, I wish I could see them. Movies are one of my favorite pastimes, but to see them in color all the time… Sounds delightful.”

      Delightful. Theo has a way of saying things that make them seem better than they are. We should all take a lesson from him. Maybe life isn’t always as drab and gloomy as I’ve come to believe. I decide to test my theory.

      On a sidewalk across the street, a little girl’s red ribbon bounces from the back of her head as she leans over a child’s game of Jack’s. My grandfather taught me how to play as a child, so I spot the moment she loses.

      In front of me, a bit of graying newspaper is stuck to the cobblestone road, the word “City” the only thing now legible.

      A bronze penny lies outside a propped door just next to a whiskey barrel, so I take a quick detour and pick it up, knowing we could both use a bit of all-day-long luck in our current predicament.

      I shove that thought aside for the time being because Theo is right: taking time to see things in color is delightful, after all. I make a mental vow to make more of an effort from now on, for as long as we’re both still here.

      We turn toward the library. I recognize the street corner from the walk to the hotel a couple nights ago. This brings me to a question I meant to ask earlier but forgot.

      “I thought The Ghost Club only met once a month? At least, that’s what my research mentioned. Why another meeting so soon?”

      Theo laughs. “Ah yes, twenty-first-century research, certainly up to date with nineteenth-century schedules. But no, the men meet twice a week on Wednesdays and Fridays, and sometimes an extra day if something has happened to spur on a meeting. Like a recent crime or some such event, like the woman they found murdered a couple nights ago. That brings with it an urgency to help solve the crime, and if the ghost club can help…”

      “They will. That makes sense,” I say. As much as blaming ghosts for hideous crimes can, I suppose.

      “It does,” he says, eyeing me up and down. “You look ridiculous, by the way. People are turning to stare.”

      “Let them stare. I didn’t care for the jacket and had to improvise. You don’t think this works?”

      “Outside of the royal family, you don’t see a lot of men walking around in white capes. No, I don’t think it works unless you’re pretending to be King Arthur’s long lost brother, but to each his own. Or hers, so the case may be. For heaven’s sake, stop walking like that.”

      My head is high, my chin slightly higher, and I’m prancing a bit. But I’m doing my best to look regal and important because he’s right; no men are dressed in white capes outside of royalty. But if I’m forced to impersonate a man, I might as well imitate a rich one.

      “So what you’re saying is, I look distinguished and wealthy? Perfect. That’s the look I’m going for.”

      “You look rigid and stupid, and absolutely like you have a rod shoved up your—”

      “Actually, I do not look stupid. I look like Robert Redford in The Great Gatsby, and he wore a white cape.” My attempt to put Theo in his place only excites him.

      “They’ve made a movie of Gatsby? That’s one of my favorite books.”

      There’s a little pressure building behind my eyes. It’s hard to have a conversation with someone who misses the point of all your references.

      “First of all, I’m this close to saying ‘in my day’ like my seventy-eight-year-old grandmother. Second of all, I think they’ve made three Great Gatsby’s, but I haven’t seen the original. If memory serves, it releases sometime in the late forties.”

      Theo clears his throat. “Then I suppose I have that to look forward to.”

      “I suppose you do.”

      “And for the record, you don’t look like a grandmother.”

      There’s a compliment hidden there, a sweet and sincere one. Still, I can’t resist. “A grandfather, then?”

      He laughs. “Definitely closer.”

      We walk a few steps in silence, me walking a little closer to him than I was before. Theo has a way of pulling some sort of invisible string between us, and I’m all too willing to let him. Still, it’s disheartening, spending time with a man you’ve come to admire, realizing that you wouldn’t have even met him if time had continued for you in the way it’s continued for everyone else. If things ever get back to normal, we’ll never see each other again. My specific reality won’t allow for it. For the second time in my life, I’m overwhelmed with the onset of loss. Being bright-eyed and aware doesn’t make it less disorienting or painful.

      “How about we agree to focus on the good things about today and then get back to stressful worrying tomorrow? Care to give that a go?”

      I smile. “Great idea. First, there’s this cape I’m wearing.” I twirl in the street, pleased with the way it fans out around me. Now people are staring, but I don’t let it bother me. “Isn’t it wonderful? I bought it for just forty bucks online.”

      Theo stops walking and stares at me. “You spent forty whole dollars on that atrocity?”

      I suck in a breath. “It is not an atrocity. It is beautiful and cheap. Much more affordable than the shoes would be, at least.”

      He tilts his head. “How much did you pay for the shoes?”

      “Well, I only spent two dollars at a yard sale, but I got lucky. They’re valued at six hundred dollars.”

      “For shoes?”

      “For my shoes. I’m not sure about yours.”

      He starts walking again. “Then I need to make sure I’m wearing them when we teleport, I suppose.”

      I clutch his arm. “That’s what I woke up thinking about! If I land back at home still wearing this godawful top hat, I’ll be angry. All my life, I’ve wanted to own an authentic nineteenth-century dress, but I could never afford one. I need to remedy that quickly, except I don’t have any money but the five-dollar bill currently shoved in my cutoff's pocket. What good will that do me?”

      Theo wraps my hand around his arm and gives it a pat. If people were staring before, they’re practically gaping now. I let go and put a few inches between us, but not before he leans down to whisper...

      “You have five dollars in the room?”

      I blink up at him. “Yeah, why?”

      Theo smiles at me like I’m just so adorable. For a man so serious, he does this a lot. “Because five dollars in your money is worth a lot more here.”

      “But will it work?”

      “Who’s on the face of the bill?”

      “Abraham Lincoln, I think? At least he’s on our current five-dollar-bill.”

      “I’ll have a look at it when we get back at the room. Either way, what say we go buy you a dress in the morning? To celebrate your thesis and to get you the souvenir you’ve always dreamed of.”

      I can’t help the squeal that bursts from me. “A real dress? Yes, let’s, and a handbag! And I won’t take them off for a single second while I’m here. This might be the happiest day of my life.”

      “Really, this day right here?” Theo looks perplexed that I might be anything but depressed, but I’m not. I’m happier than I’ve been in years, despite the lack of junk food. When you live on rock bottom, the top is easy to recognize.

      I smile at him. “This day right here.” There’s only one way it could be better, but I’ve prayed about it for years with no result. I hate to call myself jaded when it comes to faith, but here we are anyway.

      “Alright, shopping it is. But when we get back to the room, we should probably hide the money in case someone should—”

      When he stops speaking, I glance over at him. His forehead is creased, his mouth turned downward on one side. “What’s wrong?”

      I follow his gaze to see a group of similarly dressed men standing outside the front entrance of the library. With its light-gray stone exterior and bright red front door, it looks so different in the daytime. In the darkness of last night, the building felt almost haunted. Abandoned and imposing. Now, as scatters of men mill about, a core group of men remains huddled together to the left of the door, as though conferring about something. One looks up and over at us; I recognize him from last night’s meeting. An unsettling churning starts low in my stomach, though I can’t explain a reason for it.

      I take a tentative step forward, feeling Theo’s hand on my lower back, guiding me ahead of him. The gesture is inappropriate considering my attire, but I say nothing. I have a weird feeling, a bad one. I’m not one for believing in premonitions, but how can you say you don’t believe in something when you feel it stirring all around you?

      “I’m sure it’s nothing,” he says, confidence lacking. “But I’ve never seen the men standing at the entrance of the building before. Usually, we meet inside to avoid being seen.”

      “The group is that secret? You don’t want to be seen together?”

      Theo shakes his head and lowers his voice. “The group is very secret, but it’s more about the classes of people who attend. There are some very powerful ones here, and a couple who are poor. Reputations are at stake for a few, and gossip would allow scrutiny. No one wants that. Hello gentlemen!” His voice carries a couple octaves. “How are you fellows this fine evening?” He sounds so upbeat, nothing like the cautious man from moments ago.

      A man I recognize looks up, his jaw going slack. “You haven’t heard?”

      I hear Theo swallow, feel him shiver when he drops the arm he must have only now noticed was still pressed against my back. “Sorry, heard?” He gestures to me. “I was gathering my cousin from his home and haven’t spoken to anyone else today. He’s going to join us again for tonight’s meeting. Heard what?”

      The man sweeps his gaze over the group and sighs. “It’s Dickens. He had a stroke at his home last night.”

      My insides grow cold with sick certainty because I know how this story ends. Still, I ask the question because reflex kicks in, and it’s the way our brains are hardwired. Theo must not realize.

      “Is he alright?” But of course, he isn’t. In all my worry over getting dressed, I completely forgot today’s date. June 10, 1870. The day after Charles Dickens’ death, of course. Preposterous in every realm imaginable, most of all because I was too stupid to remember.

      “He died in his home. He’d been writing his newest book and was on his way to dinner, but that’s all we know so far,” the man says.

      But it isn’t all. I know the whole story. I could recite it in an inappropriate play-by-play for the crowd.

      He is working on Edwin Drood at home. He walks inside to have dinner with his sister-in-law and suffers a stroke. Doctors are called; they try to revive him with no success. A neurologist is summoned, but he dies before treatment could be attempted. He’s buried a week from now in Westminster Abby, at a funeral that explicitly forbids top hats, black ties, and other items of clothing he considers nonsensical from being worn. Over a hundred years from now, an author named David Madden will write the ending to The Mystery of Edwin Drood that everyone celebrates, a young boy will continue to be killed at the end, and my hopes and dreams forever knowing Dickens’ intended ending for the book will die right along with him.

      Everything will continue to be wrong with my world. Everything.

      In the distance, the faint strains of a carnival accordion can be heard playing simultaneously as the slightest whiff of funnel cake is carried with the breeze. I sniff to clear it, knowing it isn’t real. It’s never real.

      I inch back to the wall and lower myself onto the sidewalk, propping my chin on bent knees and trying not to cry. My one hope for being here has vanished, and I was too absorbed at the moment to recognize its impending demise. How could I have forgotten? Why didn’t I approach Mr. Dickens last night when the opportunity was in front of me?

      Even in the past, I remain a giant disappointment.

      I blink up at Theo, only registering what he’s doing. He’s pacing back and forth, mumbling words that at first seem unintelligible but quickly become all too obvious.

      “I cannot be stuck here forever. I’ve got to get my hands on the book. Where’s the book? Someone bring me the bloody copy of Great Expectations!” He says the words in a winding rotation while everyone looks on, visibly uncomfortable and angry. It’s bad enough that he cursed in public, but he’s completely ditched his British accent in favor of a panicked Midwestern tone. It’s too much, even for me. Passersby stop to watch as men begin to whisper among themselves, a few words carrying toward us until I hear one clearly.

      “What is this man going on about? Someone needs to have him committed. Where are the police? Cursing in the public square, and in front of women and children…”

      I spring into action and grab ahold of Theo’s arm, all too aware of what happens next if I don’t intercede.

      “Cousin, stop. It’s alright, we’ll find the book. I promise. Just stop talking and calm down. You’re not alone here, remember that.”

      He shakes off my help and walks a few paces away, his voice carrying out among the crowd, doing us no favors at all. “I might as well be alone; some help you’ll be to me now. You only care about finding the ending. Never mind it’s all about to end me.”

      Glancing at the men beside us, I notice the way one or two step closer. Holding out a hand, I stop them from advancing anymore. This must be the moment it begins to happen, the beginning of Theo’s demise. I researched the story, I know what happens next. This time I’ll be hell-bent on remembering the order of things.

      He’ll be arrested. Absolutely committed to an asylum. And no one will ever hear from him again.

      Theo is stricken, as one might expect. The man’s been through war, for heaven’s sake. And now without Dickens, what good will come from anything? He was supposed to lead us to the book, both books. Now there can be no answers to my questions, no thesis to write, both of which are the reason I’m here in the first place. Without answers, how will I know the ending? Without knowing the end, how can my time here be finished? Even I don’t know the answer to that.

      But I do know he’s got to stop, and right now, I’ll say anything to make that happen.

      “Theo, we’ll find the book you’re looking for and get you out of here. Forget the ending to the other book—I don’t need to know. We’ll look for yours and leave, alright? We’ll find it together.” I’m nodding over and over, hoping to bring him back to me, desperate for my positivity to transfer, even if it’s only based on wanting to get us out of here.

      He blinks as though only now aware of his surroundings. Men and women, and an approaching police officer, stand nearby in what can only be described as ready to pounce. Public displays of insanity might be common on modern-day street corners in any given city, but they are not tolerated in nineteenth-century England. I’ve read plenty of history books to know.

      “Let’s go, okay? Back to the hotel. Or for a walk. We’ll figure it out.” I pull with all my might, and finally, he relents. I watch as he slowly composes himself, as he brushes a hand down the front of his jacket and along his shirt sleeves in deliberate strokes. I’m not crazy, see? He straightens his ascot and forces his chin upward, and I breathe a sigh of relief and the danger just barely dodged.

      What if I hadn’t been here?

      But I am, and suddenly I know. Theo’s life has been disrupted long enough.

      Finding the ending to Edwin Drood is no longer my priority.

      Finding that odd copy of Great Expectations…it must be the reason I was sent here.

      For his sake, I have to find the book.
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      Theo

      We walk two blocks in silence before I feel safe enough to duck into an alleyway. Leaning against a stone wall, I tap my forehead a few times, inwardly cursing myself for forgetting my surroundings—for forgetting Bree. I was stupid. Stupid to go on that way while a crowd gathered, pointing fingers at my very public outburst. What might have happened if I’d been arrested? 1870 England isn’t anything like where she’s from. It’s far enough removed from my own time that I barely recognize anything about it myself. If I had been hauled away, she certainly would have, and circumstances wouldn’t be as kind to her, not if she were caught. Women infiltrating a man’s space aren’t seen too kindly or treated too well.

      Now I’ll be marked, a walking target for the supposed insane. What was I thinking, spouting off about that blasted book and forgetting all about my British accent? No one here has heard me without it except for Bree. I’ve been careful and mostly composed, but a five-second breakdown has erased all that. I know what happens to those considered insane here. One more outburst like that will get me locked up for years. Innocent until proven guilty is nothing more than a nice idea.

      “Would you please stop?” Bree is next to me, speaking in low whispers. “Nothing happened, and nothing will.”

      I feel her hand on my back and raise my head to look at her, surprised to see her standing so close. On reflex, my eyes lower to her lips and hold longer than they should. Even dressed in her ridiculous attire, she’s beautiful. Why couldn’t the gods of time travel send me someone unpleasant to look at with an equally awful personality? Bree is quite the opposite on both counts, making leaving her more difficult than it should.

      If we’re stranded here much longer, it might well be impossible.

      I straighten to put a little distance between us, running a hand across the back of my neck before meeting her gaze.

      “You can’t know that. I nearly just ruined things for both of us. What’s to say it won’t happen again?”

      “It won’t. Besides, right now, we have more pressing things to worry about.” When she glances away from me, I see what must be the glisten of an unshed tear and close my eyes.

      Dickens. In my overdrawn moment of self-berating, I nearly forgot.

      “I’m so sorry, Bree. Dickens’ passing is far more monumental than my ridiculous breakdown, but I made it about myself for a moment. Are you alright? I know he was your hero.”

      “I knew it would be today, but I forgot. How could I forget?”

      She sniffs, shaking her head. The movement releases that tear, and my hand reaches to catch it before I realize what I’ve done. Her cheek yields beneath my fingertips, the softness of it pulling me in and binding me to the moment, like I’m locked in a spell I’m unwilling to break. My thumb traces her jawline, down the center of her chin, sliding down her neck, before I swallow hard and release my hold. I will my pulse to settle, but like everything else today, it doesn’t listen. Bree holds my gaze, neither one of us breathing before she blinks and looks away. She’s so dejected my chest aches.

      “I call myself his biggest fan,” she says. “But I forgot the most important thing: his death. June 9, 1870, the day a stroke takes his life. I can tell you everything that happens next—how they try to revive him, what works, and what ultimately fails—but I didn’t realize the stupid date when it was right in front of me. My one shot to find out how the book ends, and I ruined it by not remembering.”

      “You didn’t ruin anything,” I say.

      She looks at me. “How can you say that? He’s gone, Theo, and he took everything with him. There’s nothing more to be done about it. It’s over.”

      I lean against the wall and cross my arms, feeling a flicker of my temper spark and ignite.

      “So, you’re going to just give up? What happened to the girl who wanted to find those missing pages more than anything else in the world?”

      “She decided against it while trying to get you away from what was becoming an angry mob.”

      “I don’t need to be rescued.”

      “Could have fooled me.”

      Her chin is up, but so is mine. It’s an annoying moment to discover how much I like a woman who doesn’t back down. So, now it’s my job to bring her back up.

      “You told me you wanted to find the notes on his unfinished manuscript, so that is what we’re going to do. You can either stand there feeling sorry for yourself, or you can let me help you come up with an alternate plan, one that doesn’t involve asking the man himself.” She winces, so I apologize for my unnecessary crassness. “So tell me, Bree, what’s the new plan?”

      I see it then, the slightest glimmer of a smile before it disappears. “You still want to help me?”

      I tilt my head at her, wondering how she can still be so impossibly daft. “No, but I’m locked in. We’re here to help each other. That’s the deal, remember?”

      “You scratch my back, I scratch yours?”

      If only. She really shouldn’t put those images in my mind, but yes.

      “Absolutely.”

      She straightens and squares her shoulder. “Okay, then I’ll tell you the plan. First we’re going to—”

      “Not here,” I say to stop her, looking over my shoulder and out into the street. “Wait until we’re back in the room, away from listening ears, far removed from anyone still looking for me. Then you can tell me all about what sort of illegal activity I’m about to be engaged in.” I offer my arm again, and she takes it. Who cares how we look? It’s dark anyway, and I’m a gentleman. It’s my duty to lead a beautiful lady safely down the streets this late at night. The streets are filled with danger, with men who might wish her harm.

      The irony that I’m escorting her to my hotel room is not lost on me.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t enjoy having my words thrown back in my face, especially when she’s picked them up, juggled them a few times, and repeatedly tossed them at me again. This is taking forever. Bree picking out a dress is the equivalent of a dentist numbing your jaw and waiting until afterward to poke around for a cavity, which results in more medication and more digging. The process is excruciating. I’ve watched for nearly an hour as she’s looked, walked away, doubled back between three shops to look again, stood with a finger in her mouth while trying to decide which one to buy, and started the process over. I’m two seconds away from walking out of this store, but she’s currently in a fitting room, which by nineteenth-century standards is nothing more than a large white screen that doesn’t leave a lot to the imagination.

      Her trousers are on the floor.

      Her cape lies on top of it.

      Her shoes sit both sideways and upside down, a fact that made me smile considering she’s entirely obstinate about their positioning every evening at bedtime.

      The shop owner is fitting Bree for a corset, and frequent moans drift my way as each string is tightened. I understand that the undergarments are uncomfortable, but it’s torturous to be forced to listen to the sounds one after another. I shift in place and stare at a wall wishing to God she would hurry.

      “Are you nearly finished?” I call.

      I hear another groan, though this one seems aimed at me. “If you would like to come tighten these yourself, be my guest. If not, sit there and be patient. Shopping was your idea.”

      “I beg your pardon,” the shopkeeper, a tiny lady with an unsightly discolored front tooth and a pair of spectacles so thick I imagine she’s half-blind, scoffs. “Men are not allowed behind this screen. You shouldn’t even be here in the first place. It isn’t decent.”

      Her outrage can undoubtedly be heard in the neighboring building, but I tend to agree with her. When I mentioned as much to Bree, specifically saying that men shouldn’t be caught viewing women’s underthings in public, she laughed and said something about having to put up with “gender-neutral bathrooms where I come from,” which was puzzling. The shopkeeper grew mute, not comprehending it either.

      Whatever the twenty-first century has in store, I am markedly relieved that I’ll likely be spared. Says a lot about a time period when you’d rather be dead than endure it.

      “I think I’ll just sit here and wait until—”

      The hem of the emerald dress is the first thing I see when she comes around the screen, followed by Bree’s bare foot and ankle as she maneuvers down a step. My throat constricts, my eyes roaming up her petite empire waist, her low neckline that dips into a deeply rounded hem accentuated with delicate lace and miniature pearls, the porcelain skin of her neck, and finally…her face and hair. Free of the pins and top hat, her curls have been allowed to tumble around her shoulders and arms, falling in unruly auburn ringlets like she’s just crawled out of bed.

      I swallow as the image grips me. She looks…she looks…

      “What, do you hate it?” Her hands are on her hips. “If you hate it, just say so.”

      My eyes snap to hers, and I resent it a little. They were busy perusing the rest of her, and they quite enjoyed it.

      I roll my eyes and wave her off as if I didn’t just have the strongest internal reaction I’ve ever had to a woman in my life. “Of course, I don’t hate it. You look lovely. Quite different than you did when we walked in here.”

      She scowls, unimpressed with my compliment. “Well, that isn’t saying much. When I walked in here, I looked like a teenage boy.”

      “You never look anything but beautiful.” It slips out before I think about it, a verbal release I’m now second-guessing.

      Until she smiles and makes it worthwhile.

      “Really?” Her cheeks take on a rosy hue as she smooths a hand down the bodice of the dress. I’ve never been jealous of a dress before, but here we are. “You don’t think it’s too much?” she asks. “Too…bold? Or…green?”

      “Bold suits you well, and it isn’t too green.”

      “I feel a bit like Elphaba,” she mutters.

      “Who?”

      She sighs. “No one. I keep forgetting we don’t always speak the same language.”

      I frown. “I’m certain we’re both speaking English?”

      That earns a smile I don’t quite understand. “Yes, English, but…” She shakes her head and turns to catch a better look of herself in the mirror. “Never mind. You’re adorable. But you don’t think it’s too ‘over-the-top’?”

      I pause, fairly certain she means too elaborate, so I take a guess.

      “Definitely not over-the-top. It’s perfectly designed and fits like a glove, as if it was made just for you.”

      “Then I’ll take it!” She squeals and claps her hands together, giving me visions of a young girl just handed her first doll. If I had known buying a dress would be such a delight, I would have insisted we go the first day. Moreover, if I’d known just how womanly she looked in one, I would demand to buy five. Alas, one must do, because we don’t have that sort of luxury. Or money.

      We pay for the dress using a few coins I had tucked away that I traded for Bree’s five-dollar bill. It’s entirely worthless where I come from, but one day it won’t be. And if nothing else, it was once owned by Bree and will give me something to remember her by. To me, that’s worth more than any amount of money could offer.

      Bree wears the dress out of the store and immediately begins to sashay over-exaggeratedly down the street. A few people titter with laughter while others turn to look, myself included. Try as I might, I can’t keep my eyes off her. She looks otherworldly beautiful—flawless posture, perfect skin, dazzling smile, the whitest teeth. That’s it, the teeth! It’s the single biggest difference between her and every other woman here. Bree’s smile is mesmerizing. A momentary flash of it keeps you thinking on it for hours, and it isn’t just me. In five minutes, I’ve seen at least as many men do a double-take as she passes, though, to her credit, she doesn’t seem to notice. Bree is the quietly confident sort.

      “I’m wearing a genuine, authentic dress from 1870!” she shouts, twirling in the street. “Wait until my mother sees this!”

      Confident, yes. But I reserve the right to change my mind on quiet. What feels like a hundred people turn to stare at her loud outburst, though likely the number is closer to six.

      “She’ll be impressed?” I ask, curious.

      She stops spinning and wobbles a bit from dizziness. “Not at all. She just told me I would never own one because they’re so expensive. But I do, and it only cost me a dollar and a half. At home, I would have paid hundreds, so who’s the winner now?”

      I deflate a bit at the description of her mother. Mothers are for building up, not for chopping a child’s dream at the knees. I feel a surge of pride at my shopping suggestion and smile at her giddiness.

      “I’m glad you bought your dress. It looks beautiful on you. The seamstress had you in mind when she designed it.”

      “You said that before.” She falls into step beside me. “But I figured it was just to get me to hurry up. Like if you threw out a compliment, I would purchase it on the spot.”

      This bothers me. “I admit shopping for ladies' clothing isn’t my idea of a great time, but I never throw out compliments I don’t mean. You look lovely, Bree. The prettiest girl in all of London, and not just because of the dress.”

      She blushes, and I concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other. Not an easy thing to do, considering my feet keep wanting to drift left, closer to her. My arm brushes against her sleeve as though it agrees.

      The city is bustling with activity all around us, but all I can think of is how much I enjoy her company and how much I might miss it when our worlds are set back to rights. This is what I’m thinking when we pass three women sitting among large baskets outside of Covent Garden, selling flowers by the stem. It’s a common sight in the city, less fortunate folks doing what they can to make ends meet, some living on the streets, others living in rooms that most humans would consider unfit. A child plucks a long-stemmed yellow daisy out of the nearest basket and runs up to Bree, holding it up like a suitor who’s found his mark.

      “Want one?” he says through a wide gap in his front teeth.

      “What do we have here?” she asks, bending down to smell the flower. “Daisies are my favorite. You must have a bit of ESP to know that.”

      The boy picks his nose, but to Bree’s credit, she pretends not to notice.

      “How much for this one?” she asks, standing up to retrieve money from the small coin purse she tucked inside her sash.

      “A penny,” the boy says, turning back and forth in a dance without moving his feet. “That’s what my mum said, and she knows everything.” He points back to the small group without designating any particular female. None are looking this way, so there’s no flicker of recognition to know which one he’s referring to.

      “Just a penny?” Bree says. “For something this nice?”I’ve lived here long enough to know it’s the going rate for all single flowers, but something tells me Bree would scoff even if she were made aware. “How much for two?”

      “I suppose…” the boy says, frowning, a strong lisp ending the words. “Two pennies?”

      Bree pats him on the head. “That’s some very good math you’ve done there. I’ll take two flowers, please. But I can’t give you less than…” she rummages through her coin purse and pulls out a gold coin. “This? Is that enough?” It’s a sovereign, and I nearly choke. It’s enough for all the flowers in the basket and a few dozen more, but I say nothing. The boy’s eyes are as wide as Christmas morning, and I won’t be the one to break the spell.

      “That’s a lot of money, miss,” he half-whispers in a scratchy voice. “Are you sure you want to pay that much?”

      To Bree’s credit, she merely shrugs. “I’m sure. Go find me the two best daisies in the basket, and I’ll take them.

      We watch as he runs away toward the women and begins talking animatedly, they quickly turn away when one shoots us a look of distrust. Ah, she must be the mother. We hear an astonished, “Are you certain?” And then scramble to find another flower lest we realize our mistake and ask for the money back, and suddenly the boy is running back toward us.

      “Here are your flowers, Miss.” He holds up three in a display of pride. “My mum gave you an extra one, and she says thank you. I think it’s the prettiest of the bunch.” Bree accepts the stems with a smile.

      “Tell her I said thank you as well. The flowers are beautiful, and she should be very proud of them. I hope you both have a good day.” And unlike nearly every other person currently roaming the streets of London who want the streets cleaned up from ‘dirty riffraff,’ Bree truly means it. She smells the flowers as we walk away, inhaling deeply.

      “Did you ever see anything so pretty?” she asks.

      I don’t answer, because I have. And now isn’t the time to admit it.

      “What a sweet child. I wonder where he lives.” She looks over her shoulder in concentration as though trying to locate the exact building. “He seems awfully young to be outside at this time of day. Shouldn’t he be in school?” She glances at me for an answer, so I suppose it’s up to me to give one.

      “Only wealthy children go to school here. There isn’t one for the…less fortunate.”

      Bree stops walking in the middle of the sidewalk and turns to look at me. Behind us, a woman scoffs and walks around us. “That’s classism and totally unfair!”

      She gapes at me. If I’m supposed to know what the word means, I don’t.

      I shake my head. “Um…what?”

      She sighs loudly. “Classism. It means having a bias against someone. You know, the way Charles Dickens displayed sexism the other night when I showed up. It’s wrong. You shouldn’t discriminate against someone for things they can’t control like money or status or gender or…”

      She stops talking, and her entire demeanor deflates. Her expression, her shoulders, her spirit.

      “He’s dead.” Her words are so sudden that I’m confused and look back at the boy for the briefest moment.

      “No, he’s— Oh.”

      “He’s dead. I forgot.” Bree looks at the ground. “I guess I’m just so used to him being dead for a hundred fifty years that I forgot he just died yesterday.”

      The statement is so filled with oddities that I nearly laugh, but I don’t because she’s right. Dickens is a historical figure in modern society, practically a myth. But we’ve somehow had the bizarre pleasure of being around him. Imagine suddenly finding yourself at the theatre sitting between Lincoln and Booth right after the gunshot blast and not having an out of body experience. We’re having an out of body experience here, and getting back into our real bodies feels paramount.

      Except we can’t because we’re here. In body. Completely bizarre. And for Bree, a lover of all things Dickens since childhood, this must be a special kind of shock. Watching her now, it’s clear that shock has indeed taken effect. I reach for her arm and squeeze in silent support.

      “Do you think they’ll have some sort of funeral for him?” I ask. “A church service or a cemetery burial? I’d be happy to go with you if you’d like.”

      It’s a sincere offer, one I make to comfort her, thinking it might bring her grieving heart some much-needed closure. So, it confounds me when her entire sullen and sad face brightens as if I just handed her front row tickets to the opera.

      “Yes, they will! That’s the best idea you’ve ever had!”

      First, I’m taken aback because she only just met me and have had many great ideas in my life better than this. And second, I’m dumbstruck because what great idea is she talking about and why does attending a burial seem so appealing? To both points, I can say nothing but…

      “Huh?”

      She grips my hand still resting on her arm in both of her palms and leans closer. If she didn’t look so wild-eyed now, I might be tempted to kiss her. As it stands, a quiet but large part of me feels as though I should run the other direction.

      “The funeral,” she says. “I’ve spent all last night trying to think of a way to find those pages. And I know with complete certainty that Charles Dickens’ funeral will be held Monday morning at eleven. It’s the perfect time for us to do it.”

      Run away, run away. That quiet part turns into an internal scream.

      “Do what?” I ask instead, even though there is no part of me, not even half a percent, that wants to know the answer to that question.

      A conspiratorial smile slides onto Bree’s lips.

      “Break into his Wellington Street apartment,” she whispers. “It’s where he keeps all of his handwritten works.”

      Ready or not, I have my answer anyway.
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      Bree

      “Next time I ask you to explain yourself,” Theo says, “please remind me I don’t really want to know the answer.”

      I roll my eyes. It’s early-morning the next day, and we’re still in the hotel room because it’s the only place we can go to be completely ourselves. I’m back in my beloved cut-offs, and glory hallelujah, I’m happy for a hot minute. If Theo wasn’t in such a negative mood, the day might well be perfect. For such a good-looking guy, Theo can be a stick in the mud.

      Breaking and entering isn’t that big a deal when you don’t plan to steal anything, but I can’t get him to agree. He seems to think we might go to jail anyway if we get caught, but I think that’s a major overreaction. Besides, we’re not going to get caught, not with these black scarves, gloves, and pants I found at the corner Goodwill-type store down the street. Not sure what they call those types of places here. Clothing pantries? Handout headquarters? Goodwill it is. Anyway, I’ve watched enough Tom Cruise movies to know that black gloves and masks are a fool-proof way to not get caught.

      It’s a tough battle to win when arguing with a guy who’s never heard of Mission Impossible.

      What an odd existence we’re living. Still, I’m determined to make Theo see my things from my era’s perspective.

      “We’re not going to get caught.”

      “You can’t possibly know that.”

      “Of course, I can. We’re wearing black, and we’ll look like Ninjas. No one will be able to see us. It’s a proven fact.”

      “It’s eight o’clock in the morning, and the funeral is in three hours. I’m fairly positive people can see us no matter what color we’re wearing in the daylight. That is a better-proven fact.”

      I have a comeback ready, but it dies inside my throat. I suppose most people do rob houses at night, so he’s right. The sunlight might present a problem. But still, we aren’t actually stealing anything, so I fall back on that argument again and say as much.

      He throws a hand in the air. “You mean to tell me that if you see the papers lying about the desk, you’re not going to take them? Handwritten notes. Written by Charles Dickens. Probably worth a fortune in the twenty-first century. But you’re just going to leave them there?”

      I feel my mouth open, but no words come out. How much of a fortune? I wave him off. “I’ll take a picture of them.”

      “With what?”

      “With my phone.”

      Oh, wait.

      Theo gives me an odd look.

      “Photographs on a telephone?”

      “Well, we have smartphones, actually.”

      “I would say so. Must have quite the high intelligence level to produce photos. What sort of society has America developed into for such things to exit?”

      I go to respond, but then pause. What sort? A very dependent one.

      Still, defeat comes over me in waves at the reality of this blasted century, and I slump against the wall. How will I take a picture? If I don’t have a picture…then…

      “Okay, well, all I’m here to do is find out the ending to the book. Whether or not I have the pages is irrelevant.”

      “Whether or not? That implies you might.”

      I give him a look. “I’m not saying I’ll take them.”

      “You’re not saying you won’t.”

      He’s right. I’m saying nothing that may or may not incriminate me and may or may not be used in a court of law. Do they use Miranda Rights here?  Whatever. I doubt I’ll take them. Probably not. I don’t need Dickens’ notes to know the book's ending or write a really good thesis.

      Although the notes would almost certainly guarantee me a great grade. Likely, the best in the class. Maybe the entire school. I blink at the floor a few times, trying to make up my mind, and then give up altogether. You can’t know how you’ll react until you face a situation anyway, so this whole conversation is a moot point. Besides, right now, there are more pressing things to think about like whatever the crap Theo is doing to that scarf.

      “Do you need help tying that?” I push off the wall to help him, slipping the fabric from his hands and using both hands to turn him away from me. The idea was to knot the scarf at the back of our necks and wear them like an outlaw above our noses, but he’s attempting to turn the square of material into an ascot. Bandits don’t wear ascots. Has he not seen a John Wayne movie?

      I’m on tiptoe to reach his neck. Theo is tall, probably a good five or six inches taller than I, so I keep angling around him to look in the mirror to see if I’m tying the scarf right. Even staring at his reflection from five feet away, he looks especially tired, beaten down. I’m not surprised. He never sleeps.

      It’s been five nights since I showed up here, five nights of sleeping in the same room with him, and five nights of listening to him call out in his sleep. At first, I chalked it up to the uncomfortable floor; he would emit the occasional, “That hurts!” or “Get me up!” But then I realized it went deeper than the sleeping arrangements. He’s having nightmares about things he’s never once spoken of during the day.  Theo is a soldier who has experienced much more than he’s let on, a doctor who’s probably already seen the sickest of humanity. Even a non-lover of story could piece that much together.

      “Who’s Peter?” I ask, curiosity getting the better of me. His shoulders instantly stiffen, but I pretend not to notice and keep working on the tie. Peter is the name Theo utters most. He is always in the deepest throes of his dreams when he’s thrashing and tossing around, occasionally pounding on the floor with his fist. Peter must be a brother or a best friend. My imagination has mulled over every possibility trying to figure it out.

      “Why do you ask?” His words are cautious like he’s standing by a live wire, ready to bolt at the slightest movement.

      But I’m not afraid.  “You say his name a lot at night when you’re trying to sleep. I just wondered who he is to you.”

      “He’s no one. Don’t worry about it.” If he means it to end the conversation, he doesn’t know how persistent I can be.

      “I’m not worried. Just curious.”

      Most people don’t realize it, but you can witness someone at war with themselves if you look closely enough. It’s in the blink of their eyes and the way they struggle to focus on one object. It’s in the slide of their jaw and the way it never stops moving. It’s in the flex of their hands and the way they can’t stay opened or closed. It’s in the stare, intently focused on the ground or some other inanimate object.

      As for Theo, he stares at me like the answer to his dilemma is hidden somewhere behind my eyes. Because I’m still watching him, I see the moment he loses the battle.

      “He’s a soldier I fought with in the war.”

      “A friend?”

      He gives a single nod. “Yes.”

      “You must have been close. You say his name a lot.”

      “We were like brothers. When you fight with someone all day and night, you learn who you’ll die for and who you won’t.”

      I swallow, wondering what it might be like to have a friendship like this. I can’t think of a single person I might lay down my life for, nor one who would lay down their life for me.

      “Does he live in California?”

      No response, but tension fills the room like smoke. I finished working on the tie moments ago, but Theo still faces away from me. The downward turn of his eyes makes it impossible to know what he’s thinking, whether he is angry or contemplative, maybe a mixture of both.

      “No, he doesn’t, Bree. He’s dead.”

      I hug my arms to my waist and sigh. So much loss for Theo. So much loss in this room.

      “The war?”

      “Yes.”

      “What happened? If you want to talk about it, I’m here.”

      The inward war reappears to dance with the smoke in a quiet swirl of indecision, and I wonder if I’ve said too much. It’s one thing to offer to listen. It’s another to force people to talk, to push so much that they have no choice but to spew out a rush of words they never intended to speak. The former heals; the latter leaves people bleeding and battered. I close my mouth and decide not to push.

      Still, Theo is quiet…silent so long it grows uncomfortably hot in the room, my insecurity rising like a midsummer sun. I’m a college student asking a war veteran to unload his worst pain despite being terribly unequipped to handle it. It’s laughable, really, ridiculous and sad. I should focus more on my thesis and less on being a resident therapist. I look around the room for something to straighten or something to close. I find nothing because I’ve already done it all.

      Theo turns around. His jaw is rigid and hard. Angry. My pulse trips and races, wanting an escape. “What happened is he died, Bree.” He’s so matter-of-fact, nearly emotionless except for the rage.

      “I know, I just—”

      “Do you want to know why he died?” His rage is amping up, and it’s my fault.

      “No, you don’t have to tell me.”

      “I’ll tell you.” He laughs, flat and bitter. “He died because I’m an incompetent caretaker, a dimwitted fool who isn’t capable of making good decisions for anyone, least of all me. He died because I have no business being in medicine and had even less business pretending to be a soldier.”

      I want to protest but can’t because he keeps going.

      “He died because I killed him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Theo

      The moment the words leave my lips, I regret them. She shouldn’t be subjected to my trauma. She can’t magically cure me of the deep sense of remorse I feel at being the cause of my friend’s death. She can’t absolve me or assuage my guilt or even soothe a tormented conscience, so why did I say it? Some burdens you carry alone, and I just broke the very rule that I’ve held to my chest for years.

      I turn away from her and walk to the window. Pulling back the curtain, I peer outside. I’m stalling for time, looking for a peace I know won’t come. People bustle about the city without a care in the world, completely oblivious to the wretched souls living among them, even the beggars on the streets. In the months I’ve been here, Bree is the only person I’ve seen pay one any mind; the sovereign coin she handed that little boy was nearly my undoing. Kindness is a rare commodity no matter what century you’re living in.

      I close my eyes and pray for control, knowing right now I could fully lose it at the worst possible time. We need to leave this room in less than twenty minutes and don’t have time for distractions, but my only desire now is to bury myself. In the sheets, in paperwork, in the ground…any and all are preferable to facing the looming disaster I just began for myself. Especially considering Bree hasn’t responded at all. It’s likely awkward trying to formulate words when you’re standing in front of a murderer.

      “I told you what happened. Are you going to say anything or just stand there mute?” I’m angry, but not at her. I’ve opened an old wound with a rusty pocket knife, and now it’s throbbing and sore. So often, you think you’re healed, but then something comes along to send you right back to the place you first bled. In this case, a simple question and hearing I’m still having verbal nightmares. Those were supposed to be in the past by now. Finding out they aren’t erases all the years I thought were progress. Revisiting the past usually does that.

      I might be here at this window, but right now, I’m back on the battlefield, forced with a decision. I’m making the wrong one. A split-second judgment call made in a moment of desperation that cost both of us everything. Peter, his life. Me, my rank and self-respect.

      I’m drowning in years-old regret when Bree finally speaks.

      “I don’t believe for one second that you’re capable of killing anyone, Theo. Not on purpose, anyway.”

      I flinch at her unexpected response. “Some people wouldn’t agree. And it doesn’t matter if it wasn’t on purpose, it still happened, and I’m still at fault.”

      “So, it wasn’t on purpose, then. The offer to listen still stands, you know. And other than changing my clothes, I have nothing better to do right now. Besides, what better person to unload your secrets to than someone you’ll likely never see again after the next few days? My lips will be sealed for sure. Even if you’re a cold-blooded murderer, avoiding the truth will be easy considering I won’t even be born yet and won’t be able to tell anyone.”

      I close my eyes, wondering how, even when I’m in the worst possible mood, she can make me smile. The woman is maddening in all forms. Standing here in curiously short denim trousers from her time-period and a black woolen shirt from this one, she’s an oddity I can’t help but be pulled toward. Her flagrant disregard for the usual rules is practically magnetic.

      Maybe someone like her can make sense of my past. The possibility gives me hope because if she understands it, I might eventually as well.

      “I can’t very well talk to you while you’re changing clothes now, can I? It wouldn’t be proper.”

      She gathers a pile of clothing from the side chair and moves toward the water closet, throwing a look over her shoulder as she walks. “Far be it for us to be improper.”

      I find her sarcasm curiously intoxicating, like she honestly has no concern for image or reputation. Are all next century females as carefree as her? If so, I might’ve been born in the wrong one.

      “Start talking. You have ten minutes.”

      It’s unsettling to find oneself unloading a life story on a timer, but here we are. Best to highlight the most important parts and save the rest for later. Doing my best to block out the sound of Bree slowly undressing, I begin.

      “His name was Peter Black. We were in an open field, Peter and I and a few other soldiers when the shooting started. I’d been sent on a rescue mission after a radio call for help asking me to reach a soldier who’d been wounded earlier. The man had been shot on the side of the head, his left ear completely blown off. I managed to pick the fellow up, and we were running for cover when a mortar shell landed right next to our group. We were five, maybe six, yards from the entrance to a cave when it happened—that’s where I intended to work on the man until the gunfire ceased, the best option for both of us at the time. In one second, three of my friends went from running beside me to blowing into bits while I watched, including the man I was attempting to rescue. Blood soaked my face like I’d been dunked in it. Someone’s hand landed on my head. Body parts were everywhere. The only person not wounded was me.”

      Behind the door, the rustling of clothing stopped. Bree has gone silent. I hear a faint sniff but nothing more, so I forge ahead, releasing words I’ve pent up for years.

      “The only bleeding man still alive was Peter, but just barely. He’d been shot in the chest, not in the heart but close. Jostling him at all would have ended his life, so the only hope he had was for me to slide him to the opening of the cave and remove the bullet. I’d done it a few times before with success in the medical tent, but I wasn’t worried. Nervous, but not worried. It would hurt like hell without numbing agents, but I knew Peter would pass out from the pain and allow me to make quick work of it. As expected, he fainted the moment my scalpel went into the wound. I had just reached the bullet inside his chest when a grenade exploded nearby. I jumped and knocked the bullet straight to his heart. I killed my best friend because I overreacted to a blast, something I’d been specifically trained not to do. A clear sign that I had no business being at war in the first place. To make matters worse, I’ve been working for his memory ever since. Helping out his mother financially as a restitution of sorts since she has no other means of income. And now I’ve been gone three months, completely useless to everyone.”

      All the fight has gone out of me by the time I stop speaking. Reliving that day and the days since is something I do every night in my dreams but have never once spoken about it, and I’m exhausted from the relief and shame. Which one I feel most is up for question.

      The door squeaks open, and Bree walks out. She’s wearing black trousers with that same black shirt, along with black gloves and a matching pageboy hat. A bandana is tied smartly at her chin, giving her the impression of being three inches away from sharing twindom with Errol Flynn. After an excruciating few minutes I’ve just spent pouring out my heart, I cannot believe what I’m seeing.

      “What?” she says, already offended by my unexpected amusement. “You can’t unload a story like that and then laugh at me before I even say anything.”

      “Well, you look like Errol Flynn. It’s distracting.”

      “Who?”

      “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      She makes a face. “You don’t know any of my favorite actors either.”

      “Because they haven’t been born yet. Errol Flynn is the most famous man in America.”

      “In the forties.” She unexplainably tries to glance at her backside and winds up spinning in place like a puppy, then stops to face me head-on. “Whatever. I give up trying to understand your references.” She takes a step closer, and all amusement dies, the moment passing like laughter at a funeral, a break in the seriousness before the gloom settles back in. Bree releases a deep breath. “Are you okay?”

      I shrug, feeling anything but indifferent. “Not really. Haven’t been in a long time.”

      “Theo, I know you’re not going to believe me, but—”

      I put up a hand to stop her. “Don’t say it could have happened to anyone. It happened to me, and it won’t bring my best friend back.”

      “That’s true, it won’t. Short of time traveling back to that day,” she falters a bit on the words, “nothing will bring him back. You’re right.”

      I wait, but she doesn’t elaborate. “Well…thanks for the encouragement.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you wanted me to join you in the woe-is-me part of your story. But if you don’t, and you want my real and honest opinion, it’s true. It could have happened to anyone. That grenade was thrown at the exact wrong time, and anyone would have reacted in the same way. You were human, Theo. You still are. Your friend Peter was a soldier at war. He knew the risks, or he wouldn’t have been there in the first place. Neither would you. But it sucks that it happened, and I’m sorry for both of you. And I’m especially sorry for his mother.”

      I take a deep breath, fighting against the feeling of belittlement. “I wish it were that simple. The fact is, those sorts of mistakes don’t just happen to anyone, not the kind where other people’s lives are at stake, not the kind where you mess up so royally that it ruins someone else’s life forever. I can’t expect you to understand. You’re just a college girl trying to get a good grade in a class. You’ve never fought a battle in your life.” From the look on her face, I’ve gone too far. Her brother. How could I have been so careless?

      I quickly attempt to backtrack and makes amends. “I’m sorry. That was harsh.”

      “Yeah, definitely harsh.”

      She glares at me without another word, then turns away to reach for her jacket. When she looks my way again, I see pity staring back at me—pity and hurt at my dismissive attitude.

      “Bree, please forgive me for that, I—”

      “We need to go now,” she says, cutting me off. “But when we get back, remind me to tell you about the time my brother was kidnapped because of me. Because I was too self-involved to pay attention to him. And how my mother still blames me. How we still don’t know where he is, ten years later. But you’re right, Theo, I can’t possibly understand. I’m nothing but a dumb college girl trying to get a good grade.”

      I grow cold everywhere at her words, standing stock still and mute as she flings the door open and walks out.

      The door bounces against the wall in her wake.

      For a moment, so do I.
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      Bree

      Assumptions are the root of all evil.

      I’m fully aware that isn’t the correct expression, but it should be. First, I was called a harlot and then a simple college girl, both times by men who think they’ve personally cornered the market on pain and suffering. Dickens with his tragic works and Theo with his tale of split-second mistakes, a tragedy in and of itself, of course, but certainly not the only one ever made. I’m living proof, and right now, I’m angry.

      Angry at Theo for leveling hurtful words at me.

      Angry at soldiers dying and brothers disappearing.

      Angry at Dickens for killing a boy at the end of his last book.

      Angry at myself for deciding a Ghost Club was a good idea.

      Angry at my master’s program for requiring a thesis in the first place.

      If assumptions are the root of all evil, anger is the root of all things irrational.

      “Boost me up!” I bark at Theo again. I’m standing on his shoulders, needing him to push me higher to reach the second-floor window. It’s our third attempt at this, and we’re about to be called out while still at-bat. We have to get inside the apartment, but it isn’t like we can walk through the front door. The funeral started ten minutes ago, but the building isn’t empty. What looked to be a housekeeper was spotted walking past a downstairs window a few moments ago, and she still hasn’t left. So, our only entrance is through a back bedroom second-story window because the first-floor window is oddly barred. A recent break-in, perhaps? No matter, my unfairly short legs are not helping our cause.

      “I am boosting you up,” Theo says, grunting under my weight—uncalled for since I tip the scales at one-fifteen only after a large meal. “It isn’t my fault you’re not good at climbing.”

      My body goes still at the same time my mind zaps into action; I take issue with this. As a kid, I climbed trees better than all my male cousins. I even single-handedly built a ladder going up to a neighborhood tree house using only scrap two-by-fours and my dad’s old nails. Knowing I probably shouldn’t explain this to Theo, I do it anyway. He isn’t impressed.

      “Congratulations on being the second-grade tree-climbing, ladder-building champion. I’m sure it was an amazing sight to behold. As an adult, your skill has lagged. Please reach the window, woman. And hurry up about it.”

      I knead my shoe into Theo’s shoulder harder than I should and am rewarded with a groan. Take that.

      “I’m trying. Can’t you push me up any farther?”

      Without warning, Theo’s hands find my butt and shove me upward until I’m nearly planted face-first into the windowpane. I squeal softly from embarrassment, but it works. Using my knee to steady myself against the ledge, I push the window open, hooking a leg inside the opening until I’m straddling the windowsill on each side.

      I’m in. Now to figure out how to help Theo.

      “Can you climb up here alone?” From his spot on the ground, he glares at me with hands on his hips, a stony silence answering that question for me.

      “Well, should I go downstairs and try to open the front door? I’m afraid I might get caught.”

      “You would get caught, Bree; hence, the reason you’re sitting on an open window ledge instead of lounging in the front parlor.”

      Man, he’s sarcastic when he wants to be. I hate that I find it attractive.

      “Could you maybe look for a ladder or some rope to throw down, and could you search quickly?”

      “I’ll throw a ladder down at you, preferably on your head,” I mutter, standing to inspect the room.

      “I’m sorry?” Theo says.

      I double-back and lean out the window to see his raised eyebrow.

      “I said I’m trying to find something. Hold on.” I should probably feel bad for that comment, but I’m still stinging from earlier, although I’m not sure why. Looking at it from his perspective, nothing Theo said was technically wrong. I haven’t been a soldier or fought in wars, never lay bleeding while fighting for someone else’s life, never known direct danger or the terror of being a target. I am a college girl whose primary objective is to get a better grade in a class I don’t even know if I’ll attend again. I’ve made it clear to Theo that this is my goal. So why am I so upset?

      “I knew better than to trust you.”

      My life’s background music looms inside my head, the same carnival accordion’s rusty tune you hear in childhood horror movies. It takes me a minute to remember that’s why. My mother’s mean words never fail to serve as a reminder.

      I don’t like being dismissed. I don’t like being considered less-than. Assumptions are also the root of most broken relationships, and I don’t like being someone else’s disappointment.

      It’s hard enough being my own.

      I turn in a circle looking for a rope or something to toss down to Theo. He’s the only person on my side in this backwards world, and Lord knows I don’t want to be up here alone.

      It only takes a second to grow distracted. It’s the spiral rug that does it. And then the red walls and rich yellow drapery. And finally, the floor to ceiling books that belong to Dickens himself, red and green and gold editions he’s touched and thumbed through with his own hands. They’re lined up to look like Christmas.

      He likely wrote A Christmas Carol in this very room!

      The feeling gives me a rapid head rush that makes fainting a strong possibility, so I pull out a chair and lower myself into it, lightheadedness and dark spots clamoring for space in my brain and making it hard to focus. Laying my head on the letter desk, I begin to count, working to calm my erratic pulse. A Christmas Carol. Great Expectations. Literature’s best works, created right where I’m sitting. The President of the United States could walk in this very minute, and I’d barely pay him a mention. Even Theo could—

      Theo!

      I jump up a little too quickly, steadying myself before looking around the room for a rope. The bookcase, the desk drawers, the lone corner closet, but nothing. Where would one hide a rope? I’m quickly pacing and wringing my hands in earnest when I spot a crate sitting under a side chair and a rope hanging out of the crate.

      I reach for it and run toward the window, already uncoiling it to toss an end down to Theo, ready with apologies.

      “I’m sorry, I just got distracted by—”

      The ground is empty. Theo is gone. Alarmed, I lean over the ledge to call his name.

      “Theo.”

      No one answers. I whisper louder. “Theo!”

      Still nothing, and I feel myself begin to panic. I’m not friends with disappearing people. I raise my voice another notch. “Theo, where are you?”

      “Would you hush up,” he says from behind me. “You’re going to get us caught.”

      I spin in place and throw my arms around his neck, relief coming at me from all sides. “Don’t scare me like that again. How did you get in here?” It occurs to me that I’m practically trying to climb the man, but I’m just so relieved he didn’t abandon me.

      He startles for a moment, but then his arms tighten around my waist and pull me in like he senses the reason for my reaction. Whatever the case, I don’t let go. He doesn’t either, not for a long minute. He smells like wood fire and linen with the smallest hint of mint, three things I would never be attracted to at Princeton, but here they hit me like a drug. I breathe him in like I’m taking a hit, then inhale again because it feels so nice. I just might stay here forever.

      Just as I close my eyes, he clears his throat and steps back, brushing off the front of his jacket like he’s trying to brush off the memory of me. Curiously, his face is pink, and he won’t look me in the eye. I like it and turn away so he can’t see me smile.

      “I came in through the front door,” he says, no-nonsense. “No thanks to you.” And with those words, we’re back to bickering. A safer place to be, though my mind keeps drifting to that hug.

      “The front door? Are you sure no one saw you?”

      “Of course, I’m not sure, but I didn’t see anyone else, so hopefully, it’s a good sign. I did, however, see these.” He opens a fist to reveal two small date cookies and hands one to me. I hate dates, but I haven’t had sugar in days.

      I snatch one and bite it in half. “Where did you get these?” I say around a mouthful. They’re weirdly good, or maybe my taste buds got scrambled in the travel.

      “On a table by the front door. I assume someone sent them to pay respects.”

      I stop chewing. “Will we go to hell for eating a dead guy’s cookies?”

      Theo rolls his eyes and nibbles on a corner, so proper. “Occasionally, your logic astounds me.”

      This isn’t a compliment. I toss the rest of the cookie in my mouth and turn toward the desk. “Okay, let’s start looking before someone comes in. If you were a bunch of unfinished book notes, where would you hide?”

      “As usual, I can barely understand anything you said, but I think I managed to make out a few words.” I ignore the dig as he moves next to me to open a drawer.

      “I would probably hide right here.” Reaching inside, he pulls out a stack of notebooks and lays them in front of us. We both stare, afraid to hope in the presence of such greatness.

      “You think these are his notes?” I whisper, my voice strained and tight.

      “I think these are his notes for…” He thumbs through the top three and opens a few pages. “…Nicholas Nickleby, The Pickwick Papers, and Oliver Twist.” I suck in a thin breath, knowing I’m in the beginning stage of a panic attack.

      My hand shakes as I reach toward the top notebook with its double-N calligraphy style writing on the front cover. I trace the letters with one finger, Nicholas Nickleby, here and in person. This is it, this right here, the single greatest moment that has ever been and ever will be in my life. It only goes downhill from here, but even that thought can’t dim the moment.

      “Are there more?” While I lived my thirty-second personal existential crisis, Theo kept rifling through notebooks. Now, he holds one up to me. The letters TMOED are written in large letters on the cover, the swirling calligraphy handwriting exactly like the other notebooks.

      “Is this the notebook you’re looking for?”

      The Mystery of Edwin Drood.

      I inhale so sharply I begin to cough.

      To Theo’s credit, he winks. “Try to cough softer, please, so we don’t get arrested.”

      I snatch the notebook from his hands and bring it to my face, hearing a weird noise in my throat, telling myself to settle and not scream. Feels a bit like instructing a child not to squeal over her new puppy on Christmas morning, but then again, children can’t be arrested for that.

      “I’m gonna take this with me.” The truth of it hits so forcefully, there’s no sense in arguing. To part with this would be like saying goodbye to a limb. How could I possibly do that?

      “Yeah, no, you’re not,” Theo argues anyway.

      “What do you mean, no? I have to. I can’t just have papers like this in my possession and leave them on the desk. That’s outrageous.”

      “It might be outrageous, but it’s what you promised. The papers stay here where they belong, and you have about five minutes to read them and memorize the ending before we leave. Hurry up, Bree. The funeral is likely to end soon.”

      He’s right. I know he is. But every molecule in me wants to take all the notebooks and run. Why can’t I take just this one? How will I explain the history of Edwin Drood to my professor if I leave the notes here? I sit in the chair and open the notebook, flipping through pages to get to the end.

      Less than five minutes later, I have my answer.

      “Well?” Theo asks.

      But I don’t tell him, and I’m not sure I ever will. I may even leave this ending out of my thesis. Some endings aren’t for everyone, and this one feels tailor-made just for me. I close the notebook and smile up at him. He hesitates, glancing at me and back at the book.

      “You’re not going to tell me how it ends? You do know I can just pick up the notebook and read it for myself, right?”

      I stand up and look him in the eye. We’re closer than I meant to be, but I do nothing to correct it. “Yes, but you won’t because you didn’t read the beginning. It won’t make sense to you.”

      He still pauses, conflicted about what to do. Finally, he shrugs. “Fine, I’ll let you keep your little secret. But if I do ever read this book, you have to promise to tell me the ending.”

      “Deal,” I say, knowing even as I utter the words, they’re an impossibility. Even if we do leave this place, it won’t be together. Some things even time can’t fix. Usually, time runs out before you have the chance. “Now, we need to get out of here before we get caught.” I open the drawer to return the stack of notebooks, saving Edwin Drood for last to look at it a bit more. Shakespeare had it right; parting will be but sweet sorrow with something as magnificent as these papers.

      “Yes,” Theo says. “But we should probably leave through the window. When I walked up the stairs, I saw two—”

      “What are you two doing in here?”

      I glance up sharply to see a woman in a grey dress and bonnet glaring at us, a broom in front of her with both hands poised to strike. “Put those things away at once and leave before I call the police. Bartholomew, come quickly!” she shouts through the open doorway, then begins to shoo us away with the broom. Back and forth, back and forth, nearly missing Theo’s head in the commotion.

      Having no intention of sticking around for Bartholomew to make an appearance, we both dart for the window. With the housemaid yelling behind us, Theo helps me over the ledge, and I jump, barely avoiding a thorny shrub in my wake. I land on my feet before falling to my knees, but nothing feels sprained or broken. Theo follows, landing with a thud a foot away.

      “Are you alright?” he asks, helping me up with a tug under my arm that reminds me of our first meeting in the library when I fell from the ladder. I’m not one for Hollywood rescues, it seems. Even the combination of London, a bookstore, and Dickens-worthy scenery isn’t working for me. Clearly, I’m living life wrong.

      “I’m fine,” I say, dusting off my pants and letting him take me by the hand. “You?”

      “Perfectly capable of moving.” Not a ringing endorsement of his prowess, but we run. On the next block, we hear shouting and whistles in the distance. Theo drags us inside an alleyway and continues to run, keeping a strong grip on my hand, capable indeed.

      “Why are they chasing us?” he says over his shoulder. “It isn’t like we broke into a museum or stole some precious artifact. Dickens is barely even famous yet,” he says.

      Even though I’m running out of breath, I can’t let this statement go. “Well, I mean, actually, he is. He grew to fame pretty quickly after writing A Christmas Carol, so it’s a little disingenuous to belittle his level of brilliance just because he hasn’t established a legacy yet.”

      He tosses a look at me. “Are you honestly choosing right now to argue with me?”

      I follow along as Theo whips us around another corner and runs faster. The sound of whistles and shouts gets louder. “Why can’t we get rid of them?”

      “I don’t know, what did you do?”

      “What did I do? You’re the one who started loudly sobbing when you saw the notebooks.”

      “I would hardly call it sobbing.” We’re still running, running. The yelling is growing fainter. A blacksmith’s shop is in front of us, its overhang sheltering a smattering of primitive tools and machinery. And now, hopefully, us.  Theo dashes around a still-smoldering forge and I follow, crouching beside him and blessedly out of sight. He tucks his head and I do too, listening for the sounds of footfalls and shouts. A whistle blows in the distance, then another, and I can’t help but crane my neck over a worn-wood table to see if we’ve been followed. After a moment, I breathe a sigh of relief and slink back into the seat, body shivering, pulse-pounding, grateful to be rid of them. Why are they chasing us, anyway? Has no one here ever seen a woman wearing pants?

      “What on earth was that about?” Theo whispers next to me, biting his thumbnail.

      I’m on the verge of echoing that sentiment when clarity finally sets in and my stomach sinks. I’m leaning against something, something long and thin and flat, an object I suddenly remember holding during all that running. I pull it free with a heavy jolt of realization. This must be what an art thief feels like when he successfully lifts a Monet, except without any of the jubilation.

      “Uh…Theo?”

      “What?”

      My free hand felt weird because it wasn’t free.

      “Bree?” He finally looks down at my lap, his face going slack with shock. “What have you done?”

      “Probably nothing,” I say. But my voice…my convictions…have never sounded weaker.

      I’m still holding the notebook in my hands.

      The Mystery of Edwin Drood is no longer much of a mystery.
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      Theo

      We stay hidden until the sound of everyone disappears because it seems the safest option. I need time. Time to process what it all means, time to decide what we should do. Returning to the hotel seems the safest option. We have access to food and water there. If we lay low for a couple of days, it’s quite possible that all will be forgotten. The only thing I know for certain at present is we’re in trouble.

      Me for my public outburst a few days ago.

      Bree for pilfering the notebook from Dickens’ house.

      Both of us for breaking and entering.

      We were caught. There are witnesses. This isn’t the twentieth or twenty-first-century. The burden of proof lies with no one except those who proclaim us guilty, and from what sounded like a rather large crowd chasing us, there would certainly be several people to attest to that guilt. We’d be thrown in prison without question. If I had only myself to worry about, I might take my chances; Bree would never survive the conditions of a primitive jail, and I can’t let it happen to her.

      I care too much. Even though right now I could wring her delicate neck. Maybe later. Presently, I need to get us out of this mess. However, even I realize this has been entirely too much fanfare for a stolen notebook.

      “Do you think anyone is waiting for us?”

      “I doubt it. This is nineteenth-century England. News shouldn’t travel that fast, being as they don’t have telephones yet. I would think they would be searching for us in another part of town.”

      She sighs audibly. “Why were they after us? Just for being in his apartment?”

      It’s a good question, one I don’t have an answer to right now. The offense doesn’t seem to match the reaction, which leads me to believe it has something to do with the importance of those notes…or me. Yet another thing I’ll have to think about later.

      Later, we’ll have a lot to discuss. For now, I stand and reach for Bree’s hand, and we make our way out of the blacksmith building and around the corner.

      “This way,” I say to Bree once we’re outside. “We’ll go back to the hotel and change, and then—”

      We’ve gone only a few steps when I hear it, a man’s voice yelling, “Over there!” Bree hears it too because every part of her stills. Her feet stop moving, and her hand squeezes mine in a grip of terror. Terror for what, neither one of us knows, but it’s there all the same. I look up to see two people headed in our direction, and we run, me dragging Bree alongside me in a frantic attempt to get away. I just wish I knew what we were running from.

      All I know is if we’re caught, our plans to return to our respective dates and times will be lost to us forever, though the idea of heading back to mid-next-century California doesn’t carry the appeal for me it once did.

      Brianna.

      I must save Brianna, even if it’s at the expense of my feelings.

      Even if it’s at the expense of myself.

      The library is up ahead. It’s Sunday, so it will be closed. But like everything else I’ve had to learn since showing up here solo three months ago, I know a secret way in, one that doesn’t involve picking a lock or hiking up the side of a building. More importantly, save one or two workers, I highly doubt anyone else will know it.

      I lead us around the building and into the book delivery night entrance, quickly opening the door and rushing Bree inside, then shutting and locking it behind us. The room is the size of a broom closet and black as pitch with no windows, so there’s no place to go but here. We face each other and wait, arms and chests touching as we listen for the sounds of footsteps and shouting, our ragged breaths mingling between us in the silence. When the commotion outside begins to drift toward our spot down the alleyway, Bree lurches forward until her forehead rests on my neck. On protective instinct, I pull her closer and wrap my arms around her shoulders.

      Shouts intensify, and Bree presses in, and we’re close…so close to getting caught. It doesn’t help that only a few days ago I launched into a wild rant in the square that everyone witnessed, or that no one here knows me other than the men at the meeting and Bree herself, or that there’s a serial killer of women on the loose who still hasn’t been caught. Breaking and entering likely solidified the local citizen’s view of my craziness, and Bree, here with me, quite possibly solidified hers by default. In both our cases, the punishments won’t fit the crime, but who on earth would care?

      I would care, at least about her.

      “I don’t see why—” she whispers.

      “Shhh,” I say. “Stay quiet.” Whistles sound, along with a call to “go this way!”

      “But what if they—”

      “Stop talking. They’re coming,” I whisper. Pounding footsteps are only yards away.

      “But they might—”

      “Bree, hush—”

      “I don’t want to—”

      Apparently not, so I seize the opportunity to help. I crash my mouth to hers, thankful for a reason to give in to the desire to do this all week. After sleeping in the same room with her night after night, prayers for restraint shoot up in the form of a plea. Bree inhales sharply and pulls back a fraction, her shaky breaths on my lips. I brace myself for her protest, but she inches forward again. She kisses the corner of my mouth, then the other side, and then the center hovering there to release another breath like a question. She’s unsure whether to continue this or not.

      I answer her hesitation and kiss her fully, this time with confidence. Yes, we should do this. Yes, maybe forever. When her hand wraps in my hair in agreement, I squeeze my eyes shut and fall into the moment, giving her a little of my soul, a small part I’ll never get back. After today, when we go our separate ways, I might not survive. Even that doesn’t stop me. I’ve been to hell and back, and I’m not afraid of it now.

      She tastes like fear, and my blood feels brand new like it just started flowing through my veins for the first time. I’ve been born, and I haven’t. Time means nothing, and we’ll make our own reality and a new set of rules if we just stick together.

      If only that were the way time works.

      The running has stopped. There’s nothing outside but the sound of silence, like the world literally passed us by while we stood preoccupied and distracted. I don’t want the kiss to end, but it must. I press my forehead to hers and wait for the regret to start. It doesn’t, and for the first time, I know what real loneliness feels like. I’ll miss her more than I’ve missed anyone ever, and I’ve lost a lot.

      “Are you okay?” I whisper.

      She nods against my chin. “More than okay. Do you think they’re gone?”

      “Yes, for now, but probably not for good. We were seen breaking inside a house, Dickens’ house at that. Something tells me that’s an unforgivable crime in this town.”

      “Almost as bad as robbing a bank.”

      “Practically the same.”

      “You’ll be in the stocks by nightfall, I’m certain.”

      Even though it isn’t funny, I laugh, suddenly realizing that I’ve laughed more in a week than I have in years. I let go of her and put a few inches between us, keeping hold of her hand. Letting go seems unwise in the darkness. It seems unwise everywhere.

      “I suppose since we’re at the library, we should do something with the contraband you pilfered from Dickens’ house. That way, the men at the Ghost Club can find it and return it to his house. Because I, for one, won’t be breaking back in to return it for you. Not if it means worse than the stocks.”

      “Come on,” Bree says. “Where’s your sense of adventure? Besides, what’s worse than the stocks?”

      She has a point, but I can’t let her know that. “My sense of adventure died on the fall from the second-story window, and I’d imagine a public hanging might be worse.”

      She goes silent as the severity of our situation settles on us. “You really think that could happen? In public?” As though the public part is the worst thing about that sentence.

      “In this century? I have no idea. The only thing I know for sure is it’s nothing like where I come from, and I’d venture a guess that it’s even further removed for you.”

      “Let’s just say public hangings are only mentioned in history books, and they’ve even removed references to the more controversial ones.”

      “Ah yes, because the non-controversial hangings are quite common.” I shudder. “But, same here. We like to do our hanging in private.”

      This time she laughs—very inappropriate considering the subject matter. But I smile, because it’s like hearing music at a victory dance. But the music must stop, at least for the moment.

      I open the book delivery door that enters the library, and natural light erases the darkness instantly. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust enough to see the hallway in front of us, and then we walk softly down it, looking left and right to make sure we’re safely hidden. How we’re going to leave this place is anyone’s guess, but for now, we’re safe. But my hand remains tightly locked around Bree’s as we approach the main room and its towers of books, just in case. Once we find an ideal spot to leave the notebook, we can worry about making our way back to the hotel. The only thing that matters now is getting rid of the evidence while keeping Bree safe.

      “Why don’t we just take it to the meeting room?” Bree says. “They’ll probably think ghosts brought it there, anyway. Problem solved.”

      She’s a genius with her deduction skills. “You’re brilliant.”

      “Tell that to my professor,” she says.

      Another pang drops in my chest because if I had the privilege , I absolutely would, straight to his face.

      “This way,” I say, tamping down the dread and leading us across the library toward an opposite hallway. It isn’t until we reach the opening that Bree stops walking. I tug gently on her arm to get her moving again, but her feet at grounded in place.

      “What are you doing? We can’t stay out here in the open area. Anyone looking in a window will see us straight on.” Still, she doesn’t move. “Bree?”

      “Theo, look.” There’s fear in her voice as she points to a table next to us and the stack of newspapers lying atop it. “Look at the headline, the one right above the fold.”

      I use a finger to slide the newspaper toward me and scan the words. Man dressed in black seen fleeing from woman’s bedroom window is primary suspect in string of recent murders. On reflex, I glance down at my attire—all black from neck scarf to trousers, a rarity this day and age. A brick falls in my gut because no wonder. Our actions at the Dickens’ house only today scream with suspicion we won’t soon be free from. If we’re caught, we may never be free at all.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see movement on the other side of the window. A stocky, rounded man wearing a pin-striped evening coat and top hat, using his cane to point at us. I can’t hear the words he’s shouting, but I can imagine them, and none of them are good. “Let’s go, Bree. I think we’ve been spotted.”

      “By whom?” she gasps, attempting to look over her shoulder.

      “I saw someone out the window. Hurry, in here.” We reach the meeting room, and I shut the door on instinct, remembering too late that we prop it open for meetings because it frequently jams. We’re likely stuck, a fact that fills me with a panic I’d rather not show. “Leave the notebook on the table, and then help me get this door back open. We only have a few moments.” I’ve yet to hear any voices infiltrate the building, but I also know it’s only a matter of time.

      Bree lays the notebook down just as the first crash sounds from the library. The crowd is inside, and dear lord in heaven, we’ve run out of time.

      “Hurry, Theo!” She rattles the door handle while I ram the door, but it doesn’t budge. “We’ve got to get you out of here, and quickly. I already know how this ends, and we’ve got to leave.”

      I stop moving at the words. “What do you know? Something to do with me?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she says. “Let’s go!” She rattles the handle again, but this time I don’t help. The Butterfly Effect. I’ve warned us both against it, but we already set it in motion when we broke into Dickens’ house and ran off with the notebook. If I leave this room, what might it change about the future? Maybe her life. Maybe mine. Either way, I can’t leave. Good or bad, I must face the consequences. For my sake.

      For Bree’s.

      I shove against the door, and it opens. “You go. Back to the hotel to hide. They’re looking for me, anyway. Not you. I’m the one causing trouble.”

      Her face contorts with confusion and outrage as she looks between me and the open door. “I’m the one who took the notebook. If you think I’m going to leave you here by yourself—”

      “You have to, Bree. You don’t have a choice. Go. I’ll take care of the book.” Another crash happens in the distance as more people enter the library. The shouts we heard outside were nothing compared to the voices reverberating under this roof.

      “It’s him! Murderer! Lock him up!”

      When Bree doesn’t move, I open my mouth to command her. But she’s looking over my shoulder at something behind me, tilting her head like she’s trying to solve a riddle just out of her understanding. My eyes scan her face before I turn to see what’s made her go mute, and I spot it.

      An old, leather-bound book with a string spilling from its spine, lying on the table out in the open. It wasn’t here before, I’m absolutely certain. Which can only mean one thing.

      The book. The old copy of Great Expectations. It came for us.

      The book that brought me here and Bree here, the one that could get us both back to our respective homes, back where we both belong. The book I’ve been searching for all these weeks, but am now wishing I hadn’t been so hell-bent on finding.

      Oh, how I’ll miss Bree. I’m crushed with the weight of just how much this will hurt.

      Fighting against the pull to keep her with me, I turn back toward Bree to do the opposite, to swim upstream against a raging current, knowing this is her only chance. Now or never, this second or not at all.

      “Take it and go,” I say, stripping all feeling from my voice and injecting all the forcefulness I can manage. “Do not mess with me, don’t even try. Go home, Bree, back where you belong. And write the best thesis anyone has ever written. I mean it. Go.” The crowd is closing in; I can hear footsteps in the hallway.

      She searches my face before a fire ignites behind her own eyes. “I told you I’m staying here,” she says. It’s the most preposterous statement she could make.

      “If you stay here, you’ll be thrown in prison for helping me escape. You have no choice but to leave.”

      The truth of the situation seems to click for her. Then, first in a flash of fear followed by fierce determination, she says, “If I go, you go too,” she slams the door again before I can stop her.

      I should have known she wouldn’t give in easily. Women from the twenty-first century don’t listen well. Likewise, men from the nineteenth century don’t give up. The hallway is filling with people heading for this room. They’ll reopen the door without a fight.

      “We can’t both go at the same time,” I say, shouting above the rising noise. “It will come back for me.”

      “You don’t know that,” she yells back. “The book wouldn’t appear to both of us if it didn’t intend to work.”

      Men rattle the door handle, just on the other side.

      I panic. “You might be right, but I can’t risk—”

      “I can,” she yells. “I’ll miss you, Theo.” Before I realize what she’s doing…just as the door flies open and bounces against the wall…Bree locks her hand around mine and lunges for the book. And the notebook.

      “Stop them!” someone yells.

      “Catch him before he gets away!” Someone else calls in a voice less certain.

      “Are they—?” someone asks a question.

      “Ghosts!” yet another person gasps.

      Ghosts?

      The last thing I see as the room begins to spin is the faces of a half-dozen frightened men on their knees, begging for it all to be over. They swirl in and out of focus, top hats and walking sticks blending into shades of browns and grays and blues until they fade into one shade of gray and the world goes black.

      The last thing I think is…

      I forgot to tell Bree that I’ll miss her too.
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      Bree

      The first thing I feel is an overwhelming disappointment. Theo is gone, and I’ll never see him again. Unless the book magically reappears, no amount of time or space can change that fact for me, and the loss feels heavy. I’ve known it only once before, but this time feels different. This time it came with an ending, a very firm period at the end of a brief sentence. No matter how much I want the story to continue, the book is closed.

      Over and final.

      Done.

      The second thing I feel is confusion because the sound of a sledgehammer pounds right by my head, which is weird because there are no sledgehammers in my apartment. There is, however, a man. A man who keeps shaking my shoulder and shouting incessantly in my ear. Odd. Men aren’t usually in our rooms this late at night and certainly not ones that shout so loudly. Brett never shouts at all. He’s too meek, and Kara wouldn’t let him.

      “Oh God, Bree, wake up! Why are you here? Oh God, wake up!”

      My eyes blink open, but nothing computes.

      “Wake up, Bree! We’re going to get shot! We need to move now! Run!”

      Someone pulls my arm, and I turn my head to the left to find the source of the sledgehammer, which is not a sledgehammer at all, but guns. Bullets. Smoke. Chaos. Lots of all of it rolled into one. When my head turns to the right, my lips go slack, and I raise my head off the ground. Theo. Theo? Why is Theo here? Why is Theo pulling me? I jolt upright, disoriented and afraid. Something went horribly wrong. Where are we? Where’s the book?

      That’s when I see the cave and Theo’s uniform, and instantly everything comes together.

      Somehow, we landed in the ’40s, and I’m in the middle of a freaking war zone, wearing nothing but a makeshift ninja costume, shoes that barely fit, and what must be a wildly bewildered expression. A bullet blasts nearby. I see a bloody hand on the ground, and I’m running. Being dragged by Theo. Frightened out of my mind. Ducking my head and mumbling incoherent words about getting killed. My heart wants to jump out of my throat while tears escape my dust-filled eyes. A century passes in the twelve steps it takes to reach the opening of the cave. So much time and so little. Waves of nauseating and un-accounted-for jet lag roll over me despite not having flown. Unless you count traveling through time, which I suppose is close to the same thing.

      I land on my knees inside the cave’s opening and scramble backward, and that’s when Theo comes into complete focus. He’s carrying someone else, dragging him inside the cave with us, and I remember. Peter. Impossibly, this is Peter. We’ve somehow rewound time, and this is the exact moment he can fix Peter. The Butterfly Effect is a powerful one, doing its work on all of us, not caring about the repercussions or whose lives it might alter.

      Right now, neither do I.

      “What’s happening?” I shout over the deafening noise. There’s been so much shouting in the last hour, it’s a wonder I still have a voice.

      “I have no idea, but we’re here, and I need help. Can you help me? We’ll figure it all out later.”

      I nod and crawl forward on my hands and knees to assist Theo, knowing what comes next even while not knowing the circumstances that brought us here. “What can I do?”

      He looks at me, his imploring eyes roving everywhere in a desperate plea and something else I can’t name. Relief, maybe? Hope? Happiness that I’m here with him?

      Nope, it’s panic. Absolute panic.

      “I need you to be on the lookout. Any moment now, a grenade is going to land right there,” he points to a spot thirty feet from me. I scoot away a little. “And when it does, it will blast louder than anything you’ve ever heard before. I need you to watch for it and warn me right before it happens. I’m going to remove this bullet from his chest. But, this time with your help, I won’t mess up.”

      I watch in frozen fascination as Theo opens a brown canvas medical bag and surveys the instruments. “Bree? Can you manage it?”

      I lock eyes with his and nod, hoping to convey a certainty I absolutely do not feel. “Yes, I can manage.”

      “Okay, crouch by the cave’s opening, but do not stand up. Do you hear me, Bree? Stay down.” He pulls out a sharp pointed instrument, douses it with whiskey, and points it at me. “And Bree?”

      “What?”

      “Do not die.” It’s a command, no-nonsense and final.

      I nod and watch as he makes the first cut with the scalpel. I remember that part of his story.

      Standing’s bad, stay down. I tell myself, folding my legs under me, leaning my body half in and half out of the cave in hopes that the stone and dirt wall might offer some protection. “Okay, I’m watching.”

      “Give me a play by play. Just keep talking, okay?”

      “Okay.” My voice shakes along with my shoulders and body. Dead men lie everywhere, in wholes and parts and the blood…there’s so much blood mingled with the dirt and smoke. I’ve never seen anything like it. After today, I hope never to again. I take it in and mentally push it away, a nightmare game of tug-of-war I frantically want to quit.

      “Bree, talk!”

      “O…okay,” I stutter. “Men are running on that hill over there. Someone is pushing some sort of cart across the dirt about fifty yards away. It’s hard to see, but there are bodies, lots of bodies lying on the dirt. I can’t tell if any of them are moving. Do you think I should—?”

      “Sit back down, and don’t go anywhere!”

      It’s a wild order filled with fear. I immediately slump back down. “Okay, I’m sorry.” I look at his hands, shocked by the amount of blood on them. Peter lies still, likely having fainted from the pain. The relief I feel for him is palpable.

      “Bree, don’t look at me,” Theo says. “Keep watching out there, and tell me what you see.”

      I drag my eyes away from Theo, slowly like my brain is fogged. So much activity, so much frenzy. So much pain. So much death.

      “Okay,” I say, trying hard to focus. “There’s a—” Just then, a whir of green flies through the air, headed in our direction. “Theo, stop now! Duck!” I scream, then flatten myself on the ground, burying my head in the dirt and bracing for the worst.

      Theo lands on top of me just as the grenade explodes, he tucks my head under his arms and shields my body with his. A sharp blast of wind snakes through the cave, bits and chunks of shrapnel rain on us in sheets. Something cuts my ankle, the only part of me unprotected. I cry out from the impact, feeling Theo press against me harder.

      “Are you alright?” he yells into my ear, coming up on his elbows to scan my head, shoulders, back, legs. I can’t see him, but I can feel him everywhere. The sound is a whisper struggling to be heard over the outside noise, but his hands are screaming as they roam over me, looking for wounds. My ankle throbs, but I nod reassurances under his head. A tiny cut on my skin is hardly what he needs to be concerned with now.

      “I’m fine. It’s just my ankle. Check on Peter and make sure he’s okay. I can deal with this.”

      When the last of the shrapnel falls, Theo slides off me and sits. I watch as he looks at me, then to Peter. He slowly crawls over to Peter. His ear hovers over Peter’s heart, and he closes his eyes on a shuddering sigh. It’s hard to tell from here if the news is good or bad.

      “His heart is still beating. He might come through this after all.”

      “He will come through it, Theo. It’s why we’re here, why you’re here. I guess fate offers second chances after all.”

      “This doesn’t have much to do with fate, I don’t think.” And I know what he means; coincidence and happenstance aren’t much to go on when it comes to correcting past mistakes. We don’t all get the chance, so when we do…we should probably give credit where credit is due.

      I send a quick prayer of thanks up to the heavens. “You’re right. It doesn’t.”

      There’s blood on my ankle, thick scarlet liquid running downward in a steady stream toward the dry dirt, a ribbon of color in a sea of drab. Pulling off a single stocking, I rip the fabric in half and wrap it around my ankle to stop the flow. When red bursts through the thin material, it’s clear the cut is deeper than I suspected. It only takes seconds for the bandage to soak through completely, but there’s nothing else to use. Nothing at all. Best to ignore it and see to helping Theo. I crawl over to his side, gritting my teeth against the pain. He looks up before I can replace the grimace with a smile. In one week’s time, he’s managed to read my expressions better than anyone else.

      “What’s wrong?” he speaks around a needle and levels me with a warning look, one that seeks the truth.

      “Nothing,” I say. For now, he’ll have to make do with a lie.

      “You’re sure?”

      I’m careful to set my ankle down on the ground. “Just tell me what I can do.”

      “I need you to sterilize this.” Theo threads the needle and points to the whiskey with his head. I unscrew the cap and pour the copper liquid over the pointed metal to sterilize it, then toss a capful down my throat. My ankle throbs like someone is beating it with a mallet.

      “You’re not fine, are you?”

      Blood has already made a starburst on the ground, but this isn’t the time to tell him.

      “Don’t worry about me, just sew him up.”

      Peter’s chest looks terrible like someone ripped it open with two hands and pulled until the muscle wouldn’t give anymore. This is what a bullet does when it hits, slashes a body in jagged cuts with no thought for symmetry or design. I’ve never been around a bullet wound before. My wounds are internal and don’t leave a mark anyone can see.

      “I’ll make quick work of this, and then I’m looking at that foot. Sit still until I’m finished, alright? And try to elevate it a little.”

      “Yes, sir,” I say, giving him a weak salute.

      As focused as he is, he winks at me just before the frown of concentration returns. With capable hands, he makes quick work of stabbing the needle through Peter’s open skin and pulling it out once, twice, at least a dozen times without breaking stride. His forearms strain and flex with the effort, the cords of muscle tightening rhythmically as he moves. Even when Peter’s head jerks in pain, Theo continues stoically knowing time is running out. Any second now, we could be caught hiding in here.

      It’s fascinating to watch him work, this man I’ve spent this week with, all the while both of us driven by a shared interest in books. I think I forgot this part. I completely erased his medical license from memory. Probably for the best because I doubt I could have slept in the same room with him after witnessing his command of the job, his capable hands, his unwavering ability to maintain control despite the world falling apart around us. Outside, there are gunshots. Another. And another. Until all goes quiet and Theo puts away his medical instruments and takes out clean bandages. He slides over to me while Peter sleeps, still blessedly unaware of what’s happened. Unaware that second chances are real, and Theo just saved his life.

      “Alright, let me see your foot.” He waves his hand at me, still in no-nonsense doctor mode and making it impossible not to comply. Arguing and sarcastic retorts became second-nature for me in London; here, I remain mute and offer him my ankle. Despite the worst setting possible, I’m awestruck by this new Theo and willing to obey anything he demands.

      “I think it might be broken,” I say, my voice rather pathetic.

      He presses on my already swelling ankle and turns my foot in the palm of his hand. Without warning, the memory of that same hand behind my neck rushes into my mind, and I’m frozen for a moment. Remembering…wanting. I shake my head to clear it. A man is literally fighting for his life right next to us; this isn’t the time to think about that kiss.

      “It isn’t broken, though a tendon was badly cut by what looks like a jagged piece of rock. I see no sign of it embedded in your skin which is good. As long as it’s clear, it shouldn’t get infected. I’m going to put some antiseptic on the wound and wrap it, and then I’ll need you to hobble toward the truck when I’m finished so that I can carry Peter.”

      “Truck?” I say, confused.

      He nods toward the opening of the cave. “Out there. It just pulled up to take us back to the medical tent. I called for them a few minutes ago. Did you not hear me?”

      I didn’t. Heard nothing but the sound of my own terror. Is that what war does to you?

      He takes out a clean strip of cloth, douses it with clear liquid, and says, “This is going to sting.” Then he presses the cloth to the cut on my ankle. I swallow a string of foul words as a thousand bee stings shoot up my leg. Gradually, the pain subsides along with my indecent mental vocabulary.

      “What did you use, acid?”

      “Hydrogen peroxide, but close.” Theo secures the bandage and closes his medical kit. “Think you can walk?”

      “I think so.” I gingerly stand and brace myself against the cave wall, only vaguely aware of the activity outside. I turn my head to look and go still. Only a few moving bodies remain, all belonging to soldiers actively loading trucks with the wounded and sick. So many other soldiers remain lifeless on the ground, blood pooled in crimson circles under each one. I look away to keep nausea at bay. Death has never been something I’m comfortable entertaining, not in person or mentally.

      Theo lifts Peter under the arms, folds his body over his shoulder, and stands to carry him to the truck. I follow, but only after Theo turns to make sure I’m behind him.

      “Help her, will you?” he says to the first soldier we see, and it’s only then I realize how out of place I am here.

      “Who’s she?” The soldier demands, not making a move to obey.

      “Ask questions later, Lieutenant. For now, help her into the truck and then help the other soldiers.”

      “Yes, Major Keyes.” The soldier takes my hand, then walks me to the truck and lifts me into the back. Space is cramped with the weak and wounded, and I don’t want to add to their discomfort, so I keep my legs dangled over the side and hold on tightly when the truck starts moving.

      My ankle throbs with each pothole and bump, but all that computes is horror at the sight of the lifeless bodies we’re leaving behind.
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      Theo

      The phenomenon déjà vu has flitted through my mind today, but even that isn’t quite right. Déjà vu is an experience of circumstances being repeated in the exactly same way as before, and today has been far from repetitive.

      I stand at the sink and wash my hands, ridding them of the dirt jammed underneath my fingernails. Dried blood and grime slide off my skin and swirl down the drain where they belong. Peter is stable, his heartbeat strong and steady, and now I’m waiting for him to wake up.

      And while I wait, I’m watching Bree.

      She’s safe.

      For an excruciating stretch of minutes inside that cave, I was racked with worry that she wouldn’t be. Of all places for that book to drop us, the middle of a battlefield never crossed my mind. Charles Dickens has a sick sense of humor, even in death.

      I sneak a look at Bree for the hundredth time since we made it to the tent. Nothing at all is the same now. Not me, not Peter, not the military, not anything. She’s changed it all. Relief doesn’t begin to touch the surface of the way I’m feeling.

      First and foremost, Peter is alive. The gift of his life is not something I’ll soon get over—my friend, asleep and breathing. My soul, no longer weighted with the hard press of failure. My mind, delivered from incessant replays of what went wrong. I’m new and free. I’ve have been handed a second chance that most people don’t get, and that’s something I won’t take for granted.

      Second, Bree is here, and I’m not sure what that means. When I said goodbye to her in London, I was prepared for it to be forever despite the lightening-speed circumstances. I had come to terms with it, knew she needed to head back to her own life, to her parents and her education, and the opportunities my world couldn’t offer her. Women’s rights are growing in the mid-twentieth century, but they’re quite obviously lagging behind hers. For one thing, I’ve never met a female working on a thesis. Graduate schools for women? Most of the women I know are housewives. If they need to work, the others are receptionists mixed in with the occasional nurse. Bree would be a terrible nurse; her bedside manner is lacking, as I well know.

      More than that, Bree is special and doesn’t need to be held back, not by time, not by me, not by anything. Despite how much it hurt to know my time with her was up, I’d made peace with it.

      Now she’s here, and I can’t help but hope she stays.

      “Will you please sit back down and keep your foot up?” I say, repeating the command. I’m a parrot, and she isn’t listening. In fact, she barely spares me a glance.

      “I’m checking on Peter. I’ll sit in a minute.”

      “You’ll sit down now, doctor’s orders.”

      She sticks out her tongue like a child, then lowers herself onto a folding chair for a grand total of ten seconds before she stands again. She’s like that weasel that keeps popping up near the mulberry bush, but I don’t dare call her that. My only defense is my stern voice, which hasn’t worked on her once since we met.

      “What do you think you are doing?”

      She pauses, caught. “I’m just…I want to help.”

      “You don’t need to help. That’s my job.” I reach for a towel and pat my hands dry.

      “I thought we were a team. That’s what we said in London, remember?”

      “Unless you’ve been to a secret medical school you never told me about, in this situation, we are not a team. I’m the captain, and you’re the low-level walk-on. Sit down.”

      I shake my head when her eyes narrow. Bree Sanders is not one to be ordered around, least of all by me. It’s one of the most attractive things about her, likely because I’ve rarely seen it before. Predictably, she ignores me and picks up Peter’s hand, turning it over in her palms. The gesture might make me jealous if I didn’t see her fingertips stop at his wrist, her head bobbing a bit in concentration.

      “Are you taking his pulse?”

      “I’m trying to make sure he’s still alive, Captain. Someone should. That cut looked pretty bad.”

      “Someone has. What do you think I’m here for? And, of course, the cut was bad. A bullet ripped through his insides and nearly took out his heart in the process.”

      “No need to sugar-coat it on my account,” Peter surprises me by saying, his voice dry and croaking. “It was that bad, huh?”

      “Hey, you’re awake,” Bree smiles with delight that he woke up, as though she had something to do with it. She has no idea how much. But I suspect that she’s also secretly happy for me. It’s in her eyes, in the way they light up when I meet her gaze. He’s alive, she seems to say. Are you happy we came back? She keeps talking to Peter, but she doesn’t break eye contact with me. “It was terrible. Like ground hamburger left on the counter for a few hours. Ugly and gross. But at least you’re here now.”

      See what I mean about the bedside manner?

      “As disgusting as that sounds, I’m glad I’m awake too. But…who are you?”

      “I’m a friend of Theo’s,” Bree says. “And I’m just as confused as you are about how I wound up here.”

      If he hears her, he makes no mention of it. Peter hitches a breath and shifts position a few inches, attempting to get comfortable. “I wasn’t aware the army allowed visitors, especially on the battlefield.” He squints up at her. “Especially ones so pretty.”

      “Back off there, friend. Or I’m going to write up orders to keep you in this bed for a month.”

      And I will. Now that she’s here, I’ll move heaven and earth to make her stay, even if that means I’m forced to flatten guys like my best friend to do it. I laugh softly to lessen the threat while working to create an explanation for Bree's presence here, one that sounds believable. Hard to do when the truth is entirely far-fetched and impossible. “She’s just here to help.”

      Peter makes a face somewhere between a smile and a grimace. “I wouldn’t dream of stepping in on your lady friend. But I’ve got to say I’ve never seen you territorial about a girl before.” He looks at Bree and raises a finger an inch. “This one’s a keeper, even if he is a jackass. Be good to him.”

      “I’ll try, but he doesn’t make it easy,” she says, blushing furiously at the insinuation. Lady friend doesn’t begin to describe her, but I’m also not sure what does. Bree has been my eyes, ears, and sounding board all week, a laughable amount of time under normal time constrictions, but not nearly enough time where my heart is concerned. For some people, I suppose a week is all it takes. The thought startles me.

      All it takes for what?

      Just then, another truck pulls up and with it a fresh group of wounded soldiers. Some disembark on their own while others are carried out by stretcher. One man limps along while flanked on both sides by two unscathed soldiers holding him up.

      “How many have you got there?” I ask, already checking supplies and bracing myself for a long night ahead. So many wounded lying on cots all around us, sleeping, moaning, in various stages of disrepair. The scene is familiar because I’ve lived it before. In only a few moments, I’ll have to amputate a leg. A little while later, extract another bullet from another soldier’s leg. Tonight, I’ll lie in bed and wonder how much longer, how many more will die, how anyone can be expected to live through this ordeal without being irrevocably changed. The answer is, they can’t. Even if battle scars don’t leave their marks on a man’s body, they sear themselves into a man’s brain and refuse to let up.

      But this time, the scene is altered. Before, I grieved Peter’s death. Before, I wondered if I would ever leave this place if I’d effectively written off a life of love and family and future…if the war would stake its claim on me as it had already done for so many people I’d cared for and fought beside.

      This time, I can almost see a new ending—one with Peter in it.

      And with Bree.

      “Hey doc, he’s bleeding real bad,” a lieutenant says, racing forward with a man in his arms. Blood gushes from the man’s thigh in a crimson waterfall and lands in a steady stream on the dry ground. I examine him with two hands while distancing myself from the scene like I’ve been trained to do. His leg is nearly ripped in half at the kneecap, the aftereffects of an explosion. I’ve seen it before and already know the outcome, whether living through it once before or not.

      It’s then that I know.

      As much as I want a new ending this time.

      Some things aren’t meant to be changed.
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      Bree

      I’m sitting outside in the dirt, leaning against a truck tire and trying to stay out of the way, when the first glimpse of reality shows itself only ten yards from me. After thirty minutes of listening to a man scream in agony before going blessedly quiet, it’s almost a welcome sight. In the way that sleep is a best friend when life becomes overwhelming, signs are a blessed relief when life develops too many pathways to navigate. There are so many routes I could take, so many different detours I could choose, so many lives I could lead, but all roads seem to be pointing to the one I want to travel down least. A twinge of sadness settles around me as I stare, still fighting an internal war between past and future, now and then. Sometimes you’re handed everything you ever wanted, but just as you reach for it, life snatches it away.

      I could ignore it, right? I could stay here. After all, the book brought me to this place and time instead of dropping me at home like I believed it would. I’m living in a world I’ve always dreamed of with a man I could see myself with forever. He’s good and kind. Achingly handsome in that rough James Dean sort of way. He’s passionate and restrained, able to share a room with me night after night without once being inappropriate or making me feel uncomfortable. He’s overly polite with a wicked sense of humor, a perfect mix of devil and gentleman, and those hands…

      He’s practically every woman’s dream. So why shouldn’t I stay here? Maybe I’m supposed to. There’s no question I want to. Have always wanted to. Up until a few hours ago, living in the past was all I dreamed of in life.

      But I can’t stay here. I have to go home.

      And deep in my bones where my greatest sorrow lives, I know it.

      It’s as clear now as it’s ever been, watching Theo relive his life…watching him revel in being granted a new ending, one where everyone is happy, and more importantly—where everyone is alive.

      So why can’t I stay here?

      Because deep in my bones where my greatest hope lives…I wonder if the book might do the same for me.

      “Hey,” Theo says, wandering over with his hands in his pockets. My heart skips wildly at the way he looks at me, as if I’m sunshine and good news in a sea of dust and grief. His own personal rainbow when he’s lived through so many storms. I know this…I recognize it…because he’s mine as well.

      “Hey, yourself.”

      He smiles and sits beside me, lining his body with mine until our arms and thighs and feet are pressed together like touchstones. I don’t try to separate us; if anything, I move closer to savor the moment. Everything about this is impossible—being here with him now in history, witnessing the way he lives, the war waging around us. Theo himself. He’s a true gentleman, a throwback to a time gone by and quite possibly gone forever. I’ll never find anyone else as unique as he is, and the knowledge has me feeling both thankful for now and sad for my future. Appreciating the moment has taken on a new meaning, especially for a girl who has to part ways with her dream of living in the past.

      “He’ll be okay,” Theo says after a bit, meaning to reassure me. He knows I need it. At first sight of his knife, I fled. At the sound of the man’s first scream, I buried my head in my arms. I’ve been here ever since, sitting and praying, trying to block out the noise and knowledge of what was happening inside the tent.

      “He won’t walk again, will he?”

      Theo sighs, exhausted. “He’ll walk eventually but not without assistance. They’ve made great strides in artificial limb advancement as of late. There’s been talk that some even look lifelike, though they are very expensive.”

      I say nothing about the robotic moving limbs of my generation. He’s had enough thrown at him for one day.

      “What about the war?” I ask. “He won’t be able to stay.”

      He reaches for my hand and squeezes, though I’m not sure who’s comforting whom. “He’ll be sent home, and he’ll be crushed about it. They always are. Soldiers are trained to fight, not quit. But sometimes, you don’t have a choice.”

      You don’t have a choice.

      As men mill about, I press my palm fully against his, memorizing the feel of us linked together, tattooing the contours of his skin into my brain deeply enough to stay for the rest of my life. How long that will be is anyone’s guess because life is anything but predictable. I take a deep breath.

      “He’s not the only one.”

      I feel the weight of Theo’s gaze. “What?” Someone calls his name, but he doesn’t look away, just stares at me, waiting for me to elaborate. Taking a deep breath, I tilt my head to indicate the object on the dirt, directly outside the tent only a few yards away.

      “It’s here,” I say. Two words more powerful than the end, though both mean the same thing.

      Theo frowns at me, then looks to where I’m pointing. I see the moment he spots it, his eyes growing wide with denial. “But what for? You’re here. We’re both here. Surely this is where we’re supposed to stay.” He shakes his head. “It needs to leave. Go back to where it came from. Get out of here!” He yells at the book as though it’s a living object that might obey him. Predictably, it doesn’t.

      “Theo…”

      “No, Bree. We don’t need it anymore. We’re both finished traveling. It isn’t our fault the book dropped us here together. It doesn’t get to take you now.”

      My eyes prick with the sting of tears at the words. Take you. Haven’t I lived with those same words for years now? Why didn’t I take you on the ride? Where did they take you? Why did God take you from me? I’ve uttered those words in a silent plea to my brother for nearly a decade, only to be answered with silence. They say silence is deafening. What they leave out is that it’s soul-crushing and terrorizing every time you scream into its void, and no echo comes back. So much pain and no good reason why. But the whys will kill you if you let them. I know because they’ve nearly defeated me.

      That won’t happen to Theo. I’ll explain it for hours if I have to so that he’ll never have to wonder. The book can wait.

      “I will miss you so much, every time I wake up and every time I go to sleep.”

      “You’re not leaving.”

      “Every time I fix my hair and every time I look at these stupid shoes.”

      “Did you hear me? You’re staying.”

      “Every time I pass a library and—”

      “Stop it.” Theo takes my face in my hands searches my eyes right before he kisses me. It’s different than the first time. This time, it’s desperate and rough, laced with salt from the tears I can’t keep in. A silent command to stay, but with a twist of finality that comes from knowing I won’t. I press in further and return every emotion, wanting the taste of Theo to linger inside me forever. Unlike the cotton candy that so often makes an unwanted appearance, I welcome this one. I want it.

      “Not bad, Keyes. I never knew you had it in you.”

      We jump apart as a group of soldiers laugh and walk past, both of us forgetting where we are for a moment. Easy to do when you’re here one second and gone the next.

      “They thought wrong,” Theo says, his voice devoid of humor. He wipes a hand across his mouth and looks at me. “I’ve always had it in me and always will.” His gaze is unwavering, determined. “Please don’t leave me,” he whispers.

      More tears spill over, but I’m not crying entirely. The grief needs an escape, and it finally found an outlet in Theo. He’s both my anchor and my sail. I only wish he could be both at the same time. But he can’t, and he deserves to know why.

      “You came back here and saved Peter,” I say.

      He doesn’t break my stare. “Yes. Not on purpose, and I can’t believe it, but yes.”

      “Because you came back, he’s alive. He’ll live, right?”

      A crease forms between Theo’s eyebrows. “Yes, but I’m not sure what that has to do with…”

      I see it happen the second he gets it. The exact moment he understands that my leaving isn’t about me or him or me or any happy ending we might have together.

      It’s about my brother.

      If Peter had a chance at a better ending, and Theo did as well…

      Couldn’t the same thing happen to me?

      Doesn’t my brother deserve the same chance? Don’t I?

      Theo exhales, the pressure of a hundred arguments releasing with his breath. “You have to go,” he says.

      “And you understand why?”

      He nods. I wish it made me feel better, but it doesn’t. The weight of everything we stand to lose joins us like a third person on the dirt, but neither of us can make it leave. I’m the one who’ll go, leaving Theo here to keep it company.

      He stands and holds out his hands, pulling me next to him. When his hand comes around my neck, when he presses his forehead to mine, I close my eyes and breathe. Now’s the time. I should get back before the book decides to leave, before time runs out to save my brother. Every part of me knows it will work, even though a small part of me wishes I could pretend otherwise.

      “I’ve got to go.”

      Theo nods and takes a deep breath, kissing me slowly, tenderly on the cheek. He pulls back and smiles down at me, and I can see that he’s crying too. Breakups are hard, but they’re a thousand times worse when you know they’re forever.

      “Go. Pick up the book and go home. I’ll be watching from here.”

      I unwind myself from him and take one last look, then forge ahead before I change my mind. I don’t look back. I just imagine Theo’s gaze on my back as I stand in front of the book, take a shuddering breath, and lean down to grab it.

      Theo’s world stays put while mine begins to spin. I close my eyes and welcome the sadness, but it’s joined by something I haven’t felt in years. I smile.

      I feel hope.

      I feel a second chance, waiting for me on the other side.
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      Theo

      It’s one thing to travel. It’s another entirely to watch someone go without you.

      Bree is gone. And, in her world, so am I.

      There’s a finality to it unlike anything I’ve known before. Lonely to the last degree. Everything has an end—days when the sun goes down, books when the last page is turned, relationships when you find yourselves no longer compatible.

      But what do you call an ending to something that never should have begun at all?

      You call it a phantom.

      You call it hopeless.

      You call it surreal and unfair and final.

      I feel all these things and more as I drag myself inside the tent to check on my patients.
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        Princeton, present day

      

      

      Bree

      When I come to, my bloodstream rushes with a giant surge of adrenaline. I’m home. Back. Ready to fix this mess and clean up my life, a determined hero armed to take on the world and set it to rights. My family is healed or will be in five minutes if I have anything to say about it. I gasp and open my eyes, prepared to grab my brother’s hand and drag him with me on that ride, kicking and screaming and delivering a long lecture if that’s what it takes.

      “Brian!” I call his name and sit up as though bursting through a dream.

      I stop.

      No. No. No. No. No.

      I’m in my dorm room. There’s no carnival. No cotton candy. No Ferris wheel or rides or games anywhere. No redo. There’s only a pile of papers on my desk and a stack of Dickens books on my bed, one open to the last chapter, as if I was reading it only moments ago and simply fell asleep.

      Asleep. There’s no way it was all a dream. No way it wasn’t real. I look down at the clothes I’m wearing. Faded jeans with a hole in the knee, a yellow sweatshirt, a hair tie wrapped around my wrist. There’s no sign of the black trousers or sweater, no proof of the shoes. No proof of anything.

      The shoes. With my heart thudding wildly, I jump up and dash for my closet, flinging the door open to see the shoes on the floor where they’ve always been. Upright and pointed left, positioned toward the door. Perfectly in place and ready for me to retrieve them. Looking up, I see the white cape with the tags still on, hanging in the closet. With a shaking hand, I reach out to touch it, realizing with immobilizing dread that it never traveled anywhere. Theo never touched it, never made fun of it, never hung it on the back of a chair after offering me his shirt.

      With tears blinding my eyesight, I spin in place, searching for a sign. Something. Anything to convince me I’m not crazy. Something to ease my crushing disappointment. There’s nothing that tells me differently.

      There’s no Brian. He’s still missing.

      There’s no Theo. He’s long gone, buried somewhere in the twentieth century.

      There’s no us. No kiss. No promises of, “I’ll miss you.” You can’t miss what you never had.

      How is there nothing when all of it was so very real?

      My legs wobble as I reach for the desk chair and lower myself into it. Sitting forward, I cover my face with both hands and cry, silently begging both men…myself…God…to give me some answers. I want my second chance. I want the book to show up again. I want everything I can’t have and never will because life hates me more than I hate myself. All the hope from a few minutes ago shriveled up and laughs as it disappears in front of me. It’s a crushing blow to know there’s no one on your side, that you can’t manage to live with your own failures.

      “I’ll be watching from here.”

      The voice is so audible, so distinct that my head pops up, and I spin around. I wipe my eyes to clear my vision and scan the empty room.

      “Theo?”

      There’s no answer.

      Theo.

      Dragging my hand under my dripping nose, I reach for my laptop. I’ll Google him, that’s what I’ll do. After all, I found him on the internet the other day. It documented everything—his military service, his crazy nineteenth century claims, his age, his lock up, and his demise. Maybe I missed some information. If there’s a record, it will show up, right? Maybe I’ll at least know what happened to him after I left. It’s been well over a half-century now. There’s bound to be something.

      I type the name, Theodore Keyes, and the date 1955, into the search engine and wait for the information to load, then scan headlines as they pop up. As before, there are only three articles that mention him, all of them with the same beginning. I click on that same article I read a few days ago: Theodore Keyes, born in 1918, served in World War II and went missing in action while treating soldiers on the battlefield…

      Missing in action?

      I read the article. Then read it again. Pull up two others that mention his name.

      There’s nothing that acknowledges time-travel, nothing that references his death. It’s like no one cared enough to keep up with him. As though time ran out for Theodore Keyes, and no one was there to document it.

      It’s as though he completely disappeared.

      Or more likely, that I completely made it up.

      I lay my head on the desk as the tears come faster. For all I’ve lost. For all I likely never had except in a dream world I created to cope. For all I never will have, because second chances are made of fairy tales and wishful thinking and certainly aren’t for me.

      I once read that Theo was crazy. He wasn’t; that depiction has decidedly been transferred here. To me. I cry for what feels like hours until the key rattles in the lock. Pressing the heels of my palms to hide the evidence of tears, I dry them and intend to open the door. But my eyes fix on a wall of photos above me instead. I sit up straighter to look at them.

      In one, I’m standing with my arm around Mary, the girl from the post office bulletin board. The one who went missing a few weeks ago and hadn’t come back. We’re in the library in front of a row of kid’s tables, and on the bottom of the picture, there’s a caption and date written in black marker. Children’s Book Festival. The date is from last week. There are two odd things about this photo: I’ve never been to a kid’s book festival, and I’m not friends with Mary.

      I blink and move to the next photo.

      My eyes lock and hold.

      The picture is of my parents and me. And someone else…

      “What are you doing here?” Kara says when the door opens, and I drag my gaze away from the pictures to look at her. “Aren’t you going to be late?”

      I blink. “Late for what?”

      She tosses her bag on the sofa and looks at me like I couldn’t be dumber. “For your ghost meeting? Doesn’t it start at six?”

      I look at the clock, my head feeling heavy from a hangover even though I never had a drink. “That’s still happening? What day is it?”

      “Still happening? It’s your first one, and you’ve been talking about it all weekend.” Kara stands with her hands on her hips. “Are you drunk?”

      “What, no? I just…” My eyes slide to the picture again, and I stare. In it, I’m wearing my favorite Duran Duran t-shirt and cutoffs, the same cutoffs I was wearing when I time traveled to—never mind, it never actually happened. You’re crazy, remember? Still, I’m focused on the photo. My hair is pulled up in a messy top knot with a few wayward strands stuck to my cheeks. Wherever we are, it’s hot outside. My parents are smiling with their arms around each other. I haven’t seen them smile in years, and they’re divorced. Why are they standing arm in arm at all? But that isn’t even the most puzzling thing about it.

      It’s the guy.

      “Who is this?” I absently ask, pointing to the picture and looking back at Kara.

      She laughs and looks down at her phone. “Whatever.”

      When I don’t say anything, she looks up to see me still waiting. “Um…why are you being so weird?”

      It’s a good question, one I’m wondering myself. “I’m not, I just—”

      “You are, though. It’s Monday, the meeting you’ve been stressing about all weekend starts in few minutes, that stupid dress you bought to wear is still lying here with the tags on. So, stop asking dumb questions and get ready.” She gestures wildly, encompassing both the photo and a dress I’ve never seen before in the same fell swoop. I stand and walk over to it, pick up the price tag and flip it over.

      Six hundred and eighteen dollars.

      This can’t be mine. I don’t have that much money to spend on a dress.

      I’m stuck in the middle of the floor, desperately trying to make sense of…everything, when the door opens with a bang and Brett walks in. Another guy follows him, one whose face I can’t see. Brett dumps his bag by the door like he lives here, and the other guy falls across my bed, arms sprawled out across my pillows, shoes propped on my footboard. I open my mouth to protest, until…

      “Your sister’s being weird again, dude,” Kara says to him. “Want to talk some sense into her? She is going to be late and fail her class. Tell her to hurry up. Tell her that paper’s not going to write itself.”

      “Get dressed, Bree,” the guy says, raising his head to look at me. “Hurry up, and I’ll walk you over.” He drops his head back down, staring at the ceiling. “Did you get the cookies I asked for? You better have for making me go. A ghost club. It’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard of.”

      I stare at him, my tongue too broken to speak. I can’t move. I’m fully numb and weirdly angry all rolled into one. I’m the butt of a joke, the object of ridicule, but I don’t understand the punch line. This isn’t funny, and I want it to stop.

      “Get off my bed.” Even I don’t recognize the ring of contempt coming from my voice.

      The guy sits up, his hands up in surrender. “Whoa, that time of the month again?”

      My nostrils flare. “I don’t know who you are or what you think you’re doing, but—”

      I stop talking at the concern in his eyes. “What’s wrong with you? I’m Brian, same as always. If you changed your mind on the meeting, all you had to do was text.” He stands up and takes two steps toward the door. “Geez, I’m leaving. But don’t ask me to come with you next time.”

      Panicked, I’m looking all over the room for help. At Kara, at my laptop, at the windowsill. Do I let him leave or not? In a rush, I reach out and grab his arm. I’m all too aware we have an audience, but I don’t care what anyone thinks. I don’t even know what I think.

      “No, you’re not Brian. My brother was—” I stop, unable to say the words for the new tears clogging my throat. I’ve never spoken of this to anyone but Theo, not once in ten years.

      The guy steps forward and places a hand on my shoulder, then studies me with a confused stare. I look back at him, scanning his face. His mousy brown hair, rumpled and curled at the ends. The mole right above his right eye…

      I gasp. This can’t be real.

      He bends to look at me. “I was what, sis?”

      When the crying starts, my face crumples, pain pressing my chest so hard I can’t get the words out. So much grief bottled up for so long, it’s too afraid to spill over. I’m too afraid to let it.

      “Hey, hey, take a deep breath and tell me.” He’s kneading my neck and shoulder the way a brother would, helpless while watching me cry. And the thing is, he looks so much like I’ve always imagined Brian might look. If only…

      “He was kidnapped ten years ago.” My chest heaves with convulsions, up and down, up and down. It hurts like a muscle left dormant for too long. Like an arm reached into my chest and yanked out all my buried emotions. If a person can die from crying, I will any second now.

      I vaguely hear Kara ask, “What?” behind me.

      Brett echoes her and adds a faint, “Were you really?”

      I feel the guy nod; I hear him whisper, “It’s okay, this has happened before.”

      It has?

      “No, Bree,” the guy says. “I wasn’t kidnapped, not for long, remember? The store saw it happen on the surveillance camera and found me an hour later. You know this. Outside of town in the trunk of the car, remember? The police officer, he found me.”

      “It was my fault. My fault it happened. My fault.” I’m dying or dead, one or the other, and it hurts so bad. So bad.

      He pulls me to his chest, this boy who says he’s my brother. Holds me and rocks me, and whispers, “Shhh,” while I clench the back of his shirt and soak the front with my tears.

      “Bree, please stop crying. You don’t have to keep doing this. You’ve got to stop living with this guilt. You’ve got to stop living in the past. It doesn’t matter whose fault it was. I’m here. I wasn’t taken very far, and I was only gone an hour.” He speaks as though he’s comforting a child—as he’s done many times before. Maybe he has. “He found me and brought me home, remember? Nothing bad happened. Mr. Black took care of me and brought me back to you and mom and dad. It’s Brian. I’m here. It’s okay. It’s okay.”

      He keeps saying this as we rock back and forth, as I feel my tears begin to subside. But I’m stuck on something he said. Something that scratches a memory, a feeling, like a fingernail flicking a half-buried splinter it can’t quite get out.

      “Mr. Black?” My words are muffled into his chest.

      He takes my head in his hands and forces me to look at him. “The police officer who answered the call on the radio. Mr. Black. Remember, he brought me home, and everything was okay. He and dad became friends?  We just saw him last week, and he’ll probably bring his family for Thanksgiving, remember?” He drags both of his thumbs under my eyes and grimaces. “You’re a mess. You’ll need to redo your makeup before the meeting, and I need to change my shirt.”

      His shirt does look terrible, but I don’t care about my makeup. Not yet. “What’s his first name? Mr. Black’s. Do you know?”

      The boy called Brian smiles. “Um…Peter Edward Black III, same name you’ve given to the two Dachshunds we’ve had since it happened. Surely. you remember this.”

      I close my eyes as a feeling of both euphoria and pent-up release wash over me.

      It worked.

      Peter Edward Black III. The grandson of the first Peter Edward Black, the soldier who Theo saved in the war only this morning. Same name, same age span. It adds up. Later tonight, I’ll do the research. For now, I know the Butterfly Effect is real, and it affected my world in exactly the right way, thanks to Theo. Thanks to a book. Thanks to Charles Dickens himself, despite his horrid assessment of my character and attire. All things worked together for good or so the Bible verse goes. My brother is back; in fact, in this new world I’ve landed in, he never really left. The grief is mine, and mine alone. It’s probably time I let it go.

      It worked.

      Knowing I’ll never see Theo again fills me with sadness, but it also makes everything worth it. Because now I have my brother. There’s no lingering guilt wrapped like a noose around my neck. My life is good. Better than good.

      It worked. I turn my head toward the window and mouth the words to Theo like a prayer of thankfulness. That he believed in me. That he fought for me. That, in many ways, he loved me. That he released me.

      That he sent me home.

      He can’t see me talking to him, of course. But I know I’ll talk to him for the rest of my life.

      I smile to myself, more thankful than I’ve ever been in my twenty-four years.

      It worked.

      I turn back around to face my brother. I might not ever look away again.
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      Theo

      Peter is healthy, his wounds healing to the point that he can sit up and eat on his own, and he’s even taken a few unassisted steps. His sarcasm is back along with his argumentative streak, and he’s surprisingly okay with having to leave. Tomorrow he heads home on an early morning flight, and I’ll miss him. Missing is my way of life now, has been for over a week, has been for longer than that if you count all the years spent living in isolation and mourning Peter’s death…the death I caused but won’t ever speak of again. When you’re handed a gift, you don’t disrespect it by criticizing all the days before it was given…something about shooting a gift horse in the mouth. I wouldn’t do that to a real horse, and I sure as heck won’t do it to a proverbial one.

      Peter’s life is a gift, one I may never recover from.

      I’ll miss my friend, almost as much as I already miss Bree.

      I will not, however, miss how frequently he asks about her.

      “Where has she been, man? That gal was beautiful, and you’re crazy to let her go. You ought to go after her. And if you find her, bring her back here. The guys could do with some cheering up, and she’s just the ticket.”

      He’s been this way all week, and on the one hand, he’s torturing me without even knowing it. It’s hard to keep hearing Bree’s name inserted into every conversation. On the other hand, I’d hate for him to stop referencing her. If Bree did anything well, it was cheering a person up. Specifically, me. The sight of her that first night in the library almost lifted me to the moon because I knew I’d found a kindred spirit…in the form of a kindred time traveler. It isn’t every day that you find your soul mate under such odd circumstances.

      It isn’t every day that you lose them in the same way.

      “She’s just gone.” I shrug as though it’s that simple. “I don’t know when she’ll be back, but if I see her, I’ll tell her you said hi.”

      A little white lie never hurts anyone much, not when you desperately wish it were the truth. I’d give anything to see Bree. Wanting someone you can’t have is almost as hard as facing deep regret for the pain you caused. When it comes to the heart, all forms of turmoil seem eerily the same. “So, where are you flying to in the morning? Still Arizona?”

      “Nope,” Peter says. “My brother and his family moved to Texas a couple of months ago. Tyler, to be exact. I’m going to head there and spend a little time with them while I figure out what to do next. My brother’s a police officer; I’m thinking about taking a desk job at his precinct if they’ll hire me.”

      I feel a pang. Bree is from Texas, maybe even from that same town. A foolish thought, since she’s from Texas seventy-five years from now, but still. I can’t help but wonder if their paths will cross in some way in the future, in some six degrees of separation scenario. I clap Peter on the shoulder and mentally hope for it.

      “I have no doubt you’ll make a fine police officer if it’s the route you decide to take.”

      “I’m not sure they’d let me on the force with this injury,” he says.

      “Maybe not today, but injuries heal. Give yourself some time.”

      Peter is silent for a long moment. “I wish the military had that philosophy.”

      “I wish they did as well.” And I do for selfish reasons. I hate to see my friend go. “I think I’m going to get some sleep. This day has exhausted me.”

      The sun set hours ago, and all the other men are already asleep. There isn’t much rest for a doctor treating the wounded, so you learn to take what you can get. I pause to look over the room. I’m a doctor treating the wounded, still at war in 1945. The years of mourning in isolation haven’t happened yet, the years of working myself to the bone for restitution’s sake don’t exist either, and they likely never will. I’ve been released, given a new start, and I vow here and now not to blow it.

      Reaching for my coat, I take one last look at Peter, now lying back with his own eyes closed. The sadness in my chest lifts a bit, a tangled knot of loss that loosens with the promise of a better future. I’ll see him again. Now that we’ve been given the opportunity, I’ll make sure of it.

      I slide the coat over my shoulders and exit the tent.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My foot hits something on the way out. I squint into the faint moonlight, struggling to make out the object. It’s hard to see anything in this thicket of trees with only scattered stars poking through the branches and casting minimal light on the ground. I bend down to pick it up and stop, my hand snapping back like I’ve been bit by a rattlesnake.

      I crouch down and stay that way, my elbows on my knees, my chin resting on my hands, my fingers covering my mouth. I close my eyes and open them, but nothing at all has changed.

      The only thing I know for sure: sleep isn’t coming for me tonight.
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      Bree

      I knew better than to wear these shoes. I’ve suffered in them for days all over the streets of London, so any discomfort I feel now is due to my own idiotic choices. It’s odd repeating history because despite knowing what comes next, it’s impossible to change it. Even though Brian is with me, I’m reliving this frustrating scene all over again. I’ve always hated the movie Groundhog Day and that sad male character who kept doing the same thing over and over and over. Turns out some things you’re required to do anyway, like reading lines from a terribly-written script whose ending you can see coming for miles. It’s maddening. Hence, I’m wearing the shoes.

      And the dress that I paid for because I guess my family is rich.

      Happy. Healthy. Whole.

      And rich.

      “Excuse me?” I’d said, stopping on the sidewalk to gape at Brian. He’s been telling me the story of my father’s path to wealth, but I’m having a hard time believing it. I’m hovering on the ceiling, watching my life happen below, being told to remember the part I played when I never joined the team in the first place.

      “I’m starting to worry about you, sis,” Brian says. “You really should remember this story.”

      But I don’t, so I pretended to need every detail for my thesis and asked him to explain it to me again. He bought that explanation and forged ahead.

      Our father randomly invested money in McGee Oil back in the nineties, long before my brother or I were born. A few months later, the company freakishly struck oil in an abandoned cow pasture they bought in foreclosure for a below market price. In the strangest of coincidences, McGee Oil was owned by a Mr. Winston Black, uncle to the man who pulled Brian out of that trunk several years later, which is how my father and police officer Peter Edward Black III became friends. So, the family responsible for my parent’s wealth was also responsible for my brother’s safe return. As Brian put it, isn’t it weird how small the world is?

      I didn’t say it isn’t weird at all. I didn’t talk about the Butterfly Effect and how closely we’re all connected. I didn’t say that nothing surprises me anymore. Time is a curious thing, and it’s best if we let it do its thing without keeping our finger too close to the second hand.

      The only thing I’d like to run interference on is Theo, but that’s something I’ll only allow myself to think about late tonight after I crawl into bed.

      Theo. I wonder how his life turned out.

      I shake my head to clear it and focus on the moments in front of us. The ghost club meeting first, and then I’ll let my mind wander.

      I’m once again carrying a backpack, two bottles of grape soda, and a Tupperware of chicken salad sandwiches. But this time, I’m making Brian carry the cookies and the hem of my dress because this dress was not only ridiculously expensive, it also has an obnoxiously long train. My taste in nineteenth-century attire was clearly developed by a girl who’d never actually lived there or had to experience the atrocities of racing down cobblestone streets while trying to outrun the police. There’s a mistake I won’t soon make again, in this century or any other.

      Yet, here I am, wearing these shoes like a novice. I shuffle my way down the sidewalk toward the library, twice twisting my ankle and once dropping a bottle of soda that I’m sure will explode in my face later. Brian picks it up and tucks it under his arm right as we round the last corner toward the front door.

      Someone walks out the library door just as we arrive, so we squeeze through without too much fanfare, but of course, I knock into the door frame with my backpack. A strap gets caught in the door, and I’m tugged backward, but a quick jerk with my shoulder releases me.

      “Settle down, Bree,” Brian says.

      Six years younger than I am, but decades more mature. “I’m trying, Dad.”

      “I’m just saying you’re going to rip your bag.”

      I ignore him and keep going. Odd how you still want to ignore your little brother, even after years and years of desperately wanting to see him. I suppose it’s the way of siblings, ingrained into our brains as far back as the time of cavemen.

      “There’s no food allowed in here, Miss.” I stiffen at the sound of her voice. Again. If this chick thinks she’s going to make me exit the library and walk around the building this time, she’s got another think coming.

      “Do not tell me I can’t walk through here.” The sternness in my voice surprises me, but I mean it. I’m already late, and I know how this ends, and I don’t have time for distractions.

      “That’s what I’m telling you. You need to go out those doors and come back through the south entrance.”

      My blood sizzles at her tone. She has no idea what I’ve been through since I last saw her. I mentally size her up to figure out the best way to take her down. Before I have the chance, Brian speaks up.

      “Oh, we’re just taking them to conference room B on the other side of the library.” He indicates with a nod of his head, and she follows his gaze. “We’re having a meeting in there tonight. A sort of Dickens club thing. Are you a fan of Charles Dickens?”

      To my annoyance, the girl smiles and bats—bats!—her eyelashes at my brother. Gross.

      “I could be,” she says, reaching for the ends of her hair. “I love old books. I’ve seen Pride and Prejudice seven times.”

      Oh, dear lord, she’s Kara’s clone. And from the way he’s smiling, Brian finds her embarrassing display cute.

      “Impressive. Well, you’re welcome to join us.” He points behind me. “It’s right through those doors, and the meeting starts at seven.”

      “Okay,” she beams at him. “I’ll try to get someone to cover my shift. I’ll see you in there.”

      He winks at her and heads for the doors. “See you in there.”

      As for me, I glare at him. “Unbelievable.”

      “What?” he says, feigning innocence. “It worked, didn’t it? Besides, she’s cute. Maybe I’ll ask her out.”

      The last time I was here, she was a miserable shrew. I keep the words to myself and open the door to conference room B. Five minutes until the meeting, but already a few people are waiting in the room. Unlike the meeting in Dickens’ day, I count four males and two females. Modern-day women’s right is a blessed thing, indeed.

      Just like last time, except this time with Brian’s help, we dump the food into a chair, then I unzip my backpack and pull out a tablecloth, napkins, cups, and note cards. I toss a few at Brian and let him do the work. It hits me then, my need to be in control. It’s gone. The anxious feeling, the nervousness if things aren’t done just so. I feel none of it.

      All I want is for Brian to do it himself, something I’ve never felt since…since losing Brian all those years ago. It seems my neuroses weren’t neurotic as much as a tangible coping mechanism, one I am more than relieved to relinquish.

      I’m arranging napkins in a symmetrical ring when I remember I’ve forgotten the book again. The one detailing the original Ghost Club and our purpose for being here. It’s being held at the front desk, and I need to pick it up before the meeting. I’m living Groundhog Day backward and forwards and with a few stops for commercial breaks, and it’s frustrating.

      I glance up at the clock and gasp.

      Four minutes until the meeting.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say to Brian, and then rush out the door and back to the library.

      Thirty seconds later, the same assistant librarian who was flirting with my brother walks to the counter and around the desk.

      “Excuse me, I need help getting a book,” I breathlessly say to her.

      She looks at me with pity. “Oh, I’m sorry, I just clocked out. I’m on my way to a meeting. My replacement should be here any second.” Is she kidding? She takes a couple of steps away before I stop her.

      “You’re going to my meeting. And I need the book so we can start.”

      She simply scratches her head without breaking stride. “Yeah, I’ve got to go. She’ll be here in a second.” She walks down the hall as I’m left staring after her, dumbfounded and glaring. If my brother even thinks about asking that psycho on a date…

      I’m standing alone again with no help whatsoever. Perfect. I have experience with this sort of thing. I look around the room for her replacement, but there’s no one. I stretch myself across the counter to see if by chance the book is up here, finding the same novels and old magazines from before. Curious, I slide an open magazine toward me and read the headline. “Stars! They’re Just Like Us!” Yep, just as I suspected. Still unable to resist, I lean in closer to scan the photos. Huh, one of the Hemsworth brothers is pumping gas. Maybe they are just like us.

      “I think I found the book you’re looking for.”

      The photos blur in front of me at the sound of his voice right above my head. I don’t startle. I don’t react. I just freeze.

      I wish I could remember how to make my lungs work.

      I can’t, but I slowly look up.

      My heart hasn’t forgotten a thing and gallops away on a record-setting sprint.

      He holds up the thin notebook and shakes it lightly, then slides it sideways across the desk in line with my eyesight. I stare, wondering why…how…who…all the adverbs I learned in school that now only mean one thing.

      What is happening?

      “What are you doing here?”

      He frowns. “I’m sorry, allow me to introduce myself.” He holds out his hand for me to shake it, as though this isn’t the most bizarre scenario since last decade’s election. “I’m a doctor at Penn Medical, here doing a bit of research, and I overheard you say you’re looking for a book. I presume this is the one you were asking after?” He taps the old notebook in front of me like it belongs here.

      Again, what is happening?

      “N…no,” I stutter, tilting my head to study him. “I’m actually not looking for this book. I was looking for a Dickens’ autobiography to read at my meeting. One that explains to the students—”

      “The origins of the Ghost Club?” he says as if it’s an everyday occurrence. Like my world hasn’t been turned upside down and shaken around all in the last sixty seconds. And that doesn’t encompass everything that happened last week. Dear God, what is going on?

      “Yes,” I say. “The Ghost Club. But I really think an autobiography might be better.”

      He crosses his arms to study me, an elbow resting on his hand while his other hand strokes his chin.

      “Well, I don’t know about that,” he says with a wink. “Would an autobiography be better? Or would a notebook you clearly left on purpose outside a tent in Germany last week for me to find be better? One that you personally stole from Dickens’ own home even though you expressly promised me you wouldn’t. I think it might be.”

      There’s a mischievous look on his face somewhere between a grin and a scowl. I bite back my own grin as a swarm of butterflies breaks free inside my chest.

      “It was more of a last-second decision. Completely unplanned.”

      “The theft or the wanting me to trip over it?”

      “You tripped? I’m sorry.”

      “Yes, I can feel your sympathy from here. Warms the heart, it does.”

      A smile fills my face, joined by one on his. “But how? When and where?” All those adverbs again, a mashup of various English lessons inside my brain.

      “When I reached for this notebook, the other one just appeared. Both of them, right there, lying side by side. I made a decision. It took only a second.”

      “The decision might be a permanent one. Are you sure?”

      “I’m surer than I’ve ever been about anything in my life.”

      I take the notebook from him then and stare at the handwritten cover. The Mystery of Edwin Drood. No longer a mystery to me.

      “My professor is going to faint when I show this to him. I’ll surely earn an A now.”

      “Hold on there, Bree. First, you have a meeting to get to. Then we’ll discuss if handing over that book is a good idea. It’s possible that some secrets are better kept to yourself. Some might even say, best.”

      The best kept secrets…

      I look at him, really take him in. He’s here. “A doctor, huh?”

      “At one of the best facilities in the country. And how convenient that it’s situated so closely to you. It’s almost as if I knew where to look.”

      I smile up at Theo when his arms come around my waist. “Yes, it’s almost like that.”

      He leans down to kiss me. We stay there for a while, he and I, nearly forgetting about the meeting. Who cares anyway? It starts when it starts. I kiss him harder, taking a minute to revel in the taste of his tongue, the feel of his skin, the glory of being wrapped around him when I thought we’d already said our goodbyes.

      This is definitely a hello.

      A new beginning sent through time and space, in the form of a new life with the man who came back to me with the best gift I’ve ever been given. His heart. His soul. Our forever. It begins now. No one needs to know how it started.

      Time is a wondrous thing. And the best secret of all?

      It doesn’t always run out, even when we think it might.

      Sometimes the clock resets…

      …and then starts ticking again.

      

      THE END
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