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CHAPTER 1: KEVIN
 
Seattle, Washington – Friday, June 14, 2013
 
Kevin Johnson looked at the entrance and smiled. He had walked through the doors of the earth sciences building hundreds of times but knew that this time would likely be his last.
He was done with finals and, for all practical purposes, done with college. He had cleaned out his apartment, sold his textbooks, and said goodbye to most of his friends. In twenty-four hours, he would don a cap and gown, wave to relatives in the stands, and collect a piece of paper that would hopefully open the door to opportunity.
Kevin looked forward to joining a few buddies at the Mad Dog, an eclectic watering hole on the Ave that had sent college seniors into the world for more than eighty years. In the meantime, he had a grade to discover, a reference to collect, and one more friend to see: his favorite professor and one of the nicest people he had ever known.
Wearing a faded gym-club T-shirt and ratty cargo shorts, Kevin climbed the steps, opened the nearest of two glass doors, and entered the building. He scanned the typically crowded entry and found it devoid of life. Those who didn't have to be here on the last Friday of the school year had apparently already gone home or hit the bars.
Had he not wanted to see Professor Smith, his academic advisor, Kevin would have done the same. He wanted to enjoy a little more of Seattle before meeting his family and turning his time over to others. He had loved his four years in the city and looked forward to coming back as an alumnus.
Kevin walked up the stairs to the third floor and a hallway that led to the offices of the earth sciences faculty. Though he considered astronomy the more important of his two majors, he liked earth sciences – or what previous generations had called geology – the best.
Kevin found the third floor as lifeless as the lobby. No professors or students walked down the hallway. No custodians pushed mops near the restrooms. No one did anything. The place was as empty as the head of a homecoming queen.
It was only when he approached Room 315, about halfway down the corridor, that he finally saw signs of life. A sixtyish couple led a modern version of the Brady Bunch out of 315.
"Be sure to stick together, kids," the woman said.
The woman, who surely went by "Grandma," walked with a boy and a girl who appeared no older than four and six. "Grandpa" accompanied two boys, maybe eight and ten. Two older girls, probably twins, followed closely behind. Each of the boys had dark brown hair. All of the girls had manes of gold.
Kevin smiled as the menagerie approached. Could Joel Smith, the coolest man on campus, a professor who had once explained the geologic principle of lateral continuity on a tavern napkin, be the chief of this tribe? He would have to find out.
Kevin stepped aside to allow the party of eight to pass and then proceeded to Room 315. He stuck his head through an open doorway and saw the professor – a fit, handsome man of thirty-five with a disarming smile and permanent five-o'clock shadow – speak playfully to a strikingly attractive woman. The woman, undoubtedly his wife, had milky skin and thick platinum-blond hair that spilled over her shoulders.
Kevin shook his head and laughed to himself.
My teacher married Marilyn Monroe.
Kevin waited for an opening in their conversation to properly interrupt. When an opening didn't come, he knocked lightly on the thick wooden door. Two heads turned his way.
"Kevin!" Professor Smith said in a cheery voice. "Come on in."
The instructor got up and stepped away from his desk, shook Kevin's hand, and guided him with one hand toward the woman in the room. She had already risen from her seat.
"Kevin, I'd like you to meet my wife, Grace," Joel said. "Grace, this is Kevin Johnson, one of my brightest students."
Kevin shook Grace's delicate hand and noted her mesmerizing blue eyes and warm smile, which seemed even more engaging at close range. He knew now why he had rarely seen his professor in a foul mood. Joel Smith had married human sunshine.
"It's a pleasure, Kevin," Grace said.
"The pleasure's mine, ma'am," Kevin said.
The professor smiled at each of his visitors and put a hand on Kevin's shoulder. He then stepped back and extended the hand toward an empty chair near the side of his desk.
"Take a seat," Joel said, mostly to Kevin, as he returned to his own, leather-upholstered throne. When he finally settled in, he turned to his wife.
"Kevin will graduate tomorrow, fifth in his class and first in one of his two majors. He'll carry the earth sciences standard in the commencement ceremony."
"Congratulations," Grace said. "Your parents must be proud of you."
"They are."
"I assume they're coming for graduation."
"They are. They'll be here tonight, along with my sister."
"Do they live nearby?"
Kevin shook his head.
"They live in Unionville, Oregon. It's about a five-hour drive from here."
Grace turned to Joel.
"Isn't Unionville where your uncle taught?"
"It is," Joel said. "He taught social studies at the junior high there. He taught Kevin, in fact. Uncle Rick is one of many things this fine young man and I have in common."
"Your husband's a great instructor, Mrs. Smith, but I'm sure you know that," Kevin said.
"He is," she said with a playful smile, "and he's occasionally handy around the house."
Kevin laughed. He could picture Joel trying to fix a leaky pipe and swearing in French when something went wrong. He had done just that on more than one field trip with geology students.
"I have to ask something," Kevin said to Joel. "I saw six kids walk out of this office a minute ago. Are they yours?"
"That's the rumor on the street," Joel said.
Kevin chuckled.
"I can't imagine raising one kid, much less six. You're amazing. You both are," Kevin said. He smiled at Grace and then turned back to Joel. "Do you ever forget their names?"
"Of course not," Joel said. "Their names are as easy to remember as the alphabet. The older girls, the twins, are Ginny and Katie. Then there's Tom, Patrick, Cindy, and . . ."
Joel brought a hand to his chin, lifted his head, and snapped his fingers. He looked at his wife with a puzzled expression.
"Who's the last one again?"
"Joseph," Grace said softly as she raised the brows of scolding eyes.
"That's right. Little Joe. Like on Bonanza."
Joel turned to Kevin and smiled.
"Five out of six isn't bad. If you grade me on the curve, Kevin, I'll be sure to add a few points to your final exam. You got an A, by the way."
Kevin tried to contain his laughter by putting a hand on his stomach. When he caught his breath, he looked at Grace.
"Is he this way at home?"
"Unfortunately, yes," Grace said.
She smiled sweetly at Kevin and fired another scolding, slightly adoring glance at the father of her children before collecting her purse from the floor. She got up from her chair.
"Well, I should join the others and leave you two to discuss your business," Grace said. She looked at Kevin. "We're going to the zoo."
Kevin got up.
"Have a great time. You couldn't have picked a better day," he said. He extended his hand. "It was nice meeting you."
"It was nice meeting you too, Kevin," Grace said. "Are you planning to remain in Seattle?"
"No. I'm going home to work this summer and save money for graduate school in the fall. I've been accepted into a Masters program in New Mexico."
"Well, good luck to you. Please let us know the next time you're in town. I'd love to have you over for dinner."
"I'd like that. Thank you for the invitation."
Grace lifted a sweater off the back of her chair and stepped past Kevin. When she reached the doorway, she turned to face her husband.
"Dinner is at six at your folks' house."
"I'll be there," Joel said, returning Grace's gentle smile.
Kevin sat in his chair as Grace left the room. He returned his attention to Joel.
"I have to tell you, Professor, that I am seriously envious. Your wife is one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen. She's nice too," he said. "But six kids? That's freaking insane. It's almost biblical. People don't do that anymore."
Joel chuckled.
"They do if they have very persuasive wives."
Joel sighed and looked at Kevin more seriously.
"Grace was an only child who didn't have much in the way of cousins and other relatives growing up. She wanted a big family, so we had a big family."
Joel leaned back in his swivel chair and twirled a pen in his right hand.
"How are things with you? Are you still going out with that distance runner?"
Kevin lowered his eyes.
"No," he said. "Lisa dumped me in April, five minutes after I told her I loved her."
"Ouch! That's brutal," Joel said.
Joel stared at Kevin for a moment before speaking again.
"Don't let it ruin your summer. You'll find someone else, probably someone better. I know it. You're a nice-looking guy. You're a nice guy, period."
"That's the problem, Professor. I'm a nice guy. Lisa told me she needed someone with a little more edge. She wanted a wild man and apparently found one. She's dating some guy who's into extreme sports. So now I'm flying solo again."
"That's too bad. I'd like to help, Kevin, but my daughters are still in grade school and my sister's already married. She is looking for a pool boy, though."
Kevin laughed. This is why he came here, he thought. He needed to hear this guy's wit one more time. He would miss Joel Smith.
"Oh well, I'll get it right one of these days. Nice guys don't always finish last, right?"
Joel looked at Kevin thoughtfully.
"No. They don't. They usually finish first if they're patient. Now, I know you didn't return to the campus today just to talk about girls. What can I do for you?"
"I came to check my grade and ask for a letter of reference. I'd like to have one handy when I apply for internships next year."
"Consider it done," Joel said. "Where should I send it?"
"You can send it to my parents' address in Unionville. It's the address on this resume."
Kevin handed Joel a copy of a resume he had printed earlier in the week.
"I'll be in Oregon until the first week of September. I'll send you my new address when I get settled in Albuquerque."
Joel reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a business card. He grabbed a pen, scribbled something on the back of the card, and handed it to his student.
"Take this. My cell number is on the back. Call me if you need anything. I mean it."
"Thanks."
"So what's up next? I hope you're planning to do at least a little traveling this summer."
"I am. My vacation starts Sunday."
"Where are you headed? France? Australia? Moses Lake?"
Kevin laughed.
"My family and I are driving to Wallace, Idaho."
"Why there?"
"We have to clean up my grandfather's vacation house, so we can sell it. He died in March. That was the week I missed the midterm in geomorphology."
"I remember. Well, I hope you have fun. Be sure to bring your bike. I spent a weekend there once. If you like smooth trails, then that's the place to go."
"I know. We're riding the Hiawatha on Monday. I'm also planning to check out the museums and at least one of the silver mines. I figure I should see a real mine at least once before I teach others about the composition of the planet."
Joel took a sip from a can of cola.
"I agree. Do yourself a favor, though, Kevin."
"What's that?"
"If you take a tour of a mine, stay with the group."
Kevin cocked his head and looked at his instructor with puzzled eyes.
"OK. I'll do that."
"There's one more thing," Joel said.
"I'm listening."
"If you see strange blue lights in one of those mines, be sure to act accordingly."
"What do you mean by that?"
Joel leaned back in his chair and sighed.
"I mean turn around and run."
 



CHAPTER 2: KEVIN
 
Wallace, Idaho – Tuesday, June 18, 2013
 
"The building directly across the street has an even more colorful history. It operated as a brothel as recently as the eighties. That's the 1980s, folks, not 1880s."
Kevin looked at Walt of Walt's Walking Tours of Wallace to see if he was kidding and quickly saw that he was not.
"It's a museum now," Walt said. "If you walk inside, you'll find the rooms exactly as the last occupants left them when they took off in a rush in anticipation of a police raid. I highly recommend a tour if you have the time today."
Kevin studied the narrow brick building with the colorful awnings and then returned to Walt, a crusty, bearded man of sixty who looked like Grizzly Adams and spoke like a prairie poet. Kevin slowly raised a hand.
"Do you have a question, young man?" Walt asked.
"Did Wallace have a lot of whorehouses in the old days?"
Kevin turned red when his parents and sister threw glances his way.
"Oh, there were plenty," Walt said. "We're standing on the edge of a red-light district that thrived for decades. If you walk toward the river you'll see a warehouse that was once the biggest bordello in Idaho. Some of the richest and most prominent men in the area paid frequent visits. Maggie Ryan, the woman who ran the establishment at the turn of the century, was quite a character. She counted several politicians and judges among her clients. She was very generous, too, contributing to a number of local charities. Would you like to know more?"
Kevin shook his head and turned away when he saw his mother smile and needle him with a look he knew well by the tiny crinkles around her deep blue eyes. She was laughing inside at his impertinence. Satisfied that his education on prostitution in the Gem State was complete, Kevin retreated to the safety of the back of the pack.
"Let's continue," Walt said.
A few minutes later, the guide and his group turned onto Sixth Street and assembled in front of a coffee shop. All but a few had dressed in short-sleeved shirts and shorts, an opportunity made possible by unseasonably warm weather.
"I'll now take you on a little tour of Sixth Street, once the heart of Wallace's business district and home to some of the town's finest architecture. Thanks to the efforts of preservationists and local businessmen, many of these buildings have been restored and continue to serve useful purposes. But before I get started, does anyone have any questions?"
Irene Johnson lifted a hand.
"Yes, ma'am," Walt said.
"Didn't this town burn down once?"
"Twice, actually," Walt answered. "In 1890 a blaze took down pretty much the whole town. Most of the buildings then were made of wood, so it didn't take long for the flames to do their work. The citizens quickly rebuilt the city, however, and constructed more buildings of brick and stone. Most of what you see on this street is their handiwork."
"What about the other fire?"
Kevin smiled. Even on vacation, his sister, a journalism student at the University of Oregon, played the part of an investigative reporter.
"Well, that would be the one you probably read about in your motel brochures," Walt said. He looked at Irene and then the others in the group. "I want you all to look south, beyond the end of the street and tell me what you see."
"I see a mountain," said a middle-aged man in a Polo shirt and khaki slacks.
Several in the group laughed.
"What else do you see?"
"I see trees," the man said, "green trees."
The group laughed again.
"I see green trees too," Walt said. "But those trees weren't always green. They weren't always there. A hundred and three years ago that hill was a mountain of matchsticks. On the evening of August 20, 1910, one of the largest fires in history came roaring down that slope and took out a third of the city around you."
"Wasn't that the Big Burn?" Polo Man asked.
"Some call it that. Others call it the Big Blowup or the Great Fire. Whatever its name, it made its mark not only on this region but also the nation's consciousness."
"What do you mean?" Irene asked.
"What I mean, young lady, is that it changed the way America viewed its public lands and managed its forests. More than nine billion board feet of old growth went up in smoke in two days and three million acres of pristine forestland were destroyed. If you can imagine a fire the size of Connecticut moving at seventy miles an hour, then you can imagine the Big Burn."
"Did many people die?"
"Well, that depends on your definition of many. The blaze claimed eighty-seven lives, including two in Wallace. By comparison, the Peshtigo, Wisconsin, fire of 1871 killed more than fifteen hundred. The casualties here might have soared into the hundreds as well were it not for the actions and bravery of a handful of Forest Service officials and the men they managed."
"Do you mean men like Ed Pulaski?" Irene asked.
"I do, indeed. How do you know about Mr. Pulaski?"
"I ate a hamburger named after him yesterday."
Several people laughed.
"Well, good for you," Walt said. "I like that burger with pepper jack cheese."
Irene smiled.
"What you may not know is that there's quite a story behind that hamburger. Ed Pulaski is pretty much a household name in these parts. He was not the only hero of the fire, but he was the most famous. For those of you who do not recognize the name, Ed Pulaski was the Forest Service ranger who saved most of his crew by leading them into a tunnel a few miles south of here. When things got a bit hot in the hole and some of the men got restless, Big Ed threatened to shoot anyone who left. In the end, only six of his forty-five men died."
Walt stopped and turned to face the group. He still had its attention.
"Mr. Pulaski is also credited with inventing a half-ax, half-mattock tool that is still in use in the Forest Service today. There's also a nearby mountain named for him."
Kevin watched Irene as she stepped away from the group, placed a hand on the corner of a building, and examined smoke-stained bricks that probably hadn't changed much since 1910. He could tell by her serious expression that she was trying to work out something in her mind.
Walt appeared ready to expound a bit more about Ed Pulaski when he, too, noticed that one of his sheep had left the flock.
"Do you have a question about that building?" he asked.
Irene turned to look at Walt and shook her head.
"No. I was just thinking about the fire. It must have been awful for the residents."
 "It was," Walt said. "Many who witnessed the blaze, including some of the hundreds who escaped on trains, called the scene 'hell on earth.' Thankfully, as a result of that fire, we've gotten much better at preventing and preparing for such calamities."
Kevin surveyed the town, or at least the part he could see from Cedar and Sixth, and tried to reconcile the sight of a sleepy mining town with the tour guide's dramatic narrative. It was hard to imagine a community on fire and surrounding hills ablaze.
He had known a few details about the disaster, including some passed down through the generations. His grandfather, Roger Johnson, had often told the story of an inferno that had wiped out virtually every house on Garnet Street, sparing only the Johnson residence. The fire had threatened the town's prosperous west side before suddenly moving in a different direction.
"It hopped o'er the hill on the wings of the wind and burned the east side instead," Roger had told him. "It took out the newspaper in minutes. Those inside barely escaped with their lives."
As Walt led the tour group down Sixth toward Bank Street, Kevin thought also of Professor Smith's warning about blue lights in mines. What was that all about? Was he just having fun at a student's expense? Was it his way of saying that curiosity killed the cat and that sometimes the unknown should be left alone? Kevin never asked the professor to elaborate. He figured it was just another of Joel Smith's throwaway lines. Now, he wasn't so sure.
Whatever the case, it wouldn't be an issue for at least a few days. The Johnsons had decided to do most of their work before most of their play. The family had an old house to clean and a buyer to attract. Kevin probably wouldn't see the inside of a local mine, or anything beyond the city limits, before Monday.
Kevin snapped out of his daze and mentally rejoined the tour. As a graduate student facing immediate academic and financial challenges, he had, frankly, more important matters to ponder than blue lights, mines, and cryptic references by wisecracking professors.
Of course, he could say the same about blazes, brothels, and pistol-packing rangers. They were no more important in the grand scheme of things and probably less relevant to his future. But they were interesting. Walt's tour was a nice way to start the summer.
Kevin walked up to the front of the group and paid closer attention to its leader. Following the crusty old guy around town was an adventure. What Kevin didn't know is that his adventure in Wallace, Idaho, was just beginning.
 



CHAPTER 3: KEVIN
 
Thursday, June 20, 2013
 
If there was one thing that could be said about houses on the edge of small towns, it was that they were quiet – eerily quiet. Kevin could actually hear nature outside the window of his bedroom on the second floor of his grandfather's house on Garnet Street.
He couldn't hear birds in Seattle, at least not over the din of cars, stereos, sirens, horns, dogs, and human voices that assaulted the ears with annoying regularity. Not so in Wallace. Over the past few days he had heard everything from songbirds, owls, and crickets to foxes and even wolves. He understood now why his ancestors had kept this magnificent home through the years. It was a retreat for the mind and the senses, a perfect place to unwind for two weeks.
Wearing a T-shirt and shorts, he leaned back against the brass headboard of his surprisingly small double bed and stretched out his feet. They extended to the edge of the mattress.
At six-foot-one, two hundred pounds, Kevin wasn't Arnold Schwarzenegger, but he wasn't Danny DeVito either. He had gotten his size from his father, Brian, who had been tall and thin as a boy but had filled out in the Army and had maintained that bulk. His mother was just the opposite. At five-four, one hundred ten pounds, Shelly Preston Johnson looked every bit like the gymnast she had been in high school. She had passed her physique onto her daughter.
Unable to sleep at ten after ten, Kevin turned on a small lamp and stared at two books lying atop a nightstand. He had already read most of the first, a comprehensive account of the Big Burn, so he reached for the second: a spiral-bound document his grandfather had compiled for a family reunion in 2005.
When he flipped through the pages, he could see that Grandpa Roger had done a thorough job. Everything Kevin had ever wanted to know about the Johnson family of Idaho, Oregon, and points beyond could be found in ample detail in the illustrated fifty-page work.
Kevin knew much of his family's history but still found the stories interesting. The Johnsons had been a clan of surprising achievers, from Asa Johnson, a London trader who had emigrated to the U.S. in 1894 and made a bundle in mining, to Brian and Shelly Johnson themselves. Though born into middle-class families, Brian, a real estate broker, and Shelly, an author of children's books, had invested wisely as young adults and managed to become financially independent before their children were out of grade school.
When he had compiled the family history, Grandpa Roger had understandably focused less on living relatives than on the rascals and characters who were no longer around to defend themselves. He had written a lot about Asa. The family patriarch had come to America to work on Wall Street but had found his calling as a mining broker in the West and, according to rumor, a trader in illicit diamonds. By the time he died of a heart attack at the age of forty-one on July 22, 1910, he had amassed a fortune of three hundred thousand dollars.
Asa's oldest son, Randolph, had also succeeded as an entrepreneur. He had become a bootlegger straight out of high school and socked away thousands before being shot and killed in a dispute over a woman at the age of twenty-eight in 1933.
Lloyd Johnson, the youngest son, had gone in a different direction. He had attended college, married, and sired three children before his thirtieth birthday. After serving in the Army in World War II, he had moved his family to his wife's hometown of Unionville, Oregon, and started an auto dealership that had thrived long after his death in 1985.
Kevin had not known Asa, Randolph, and Lloyd personally. They had died long before he had arrived on the scene in 1991. They existed only in stories that had been passed down to him from Grandpa Roger, who had run the dealership store following Lloyd's retirement, and his great aunts, Beatrice and Janet, who had also settled in Unionville and jointly managed what had become known as the family vacation house in Wallace until their deaths in 2006 and 2008. So it was with great interest that he read a document he had mostly ignored at the reunion, when he was fourteen and obsessed more with girls, school, and sports than dead relatives.
Kevin lowered the reunion book to his lap and reached for a glass of iced tea on the nightstand. He knew it wasn't wise to drink a caffeinated beverage at this hour. He didn't look forward to stumbling down a dark stairway at two o'clock to find the house's only bathroom. But iced tea was just what he needed on a night when the temperature clung stubbornly to the high seventies and the air conditioner didn't work.
He returned the glass to a coaster on the nightstand and resumed reading about his late-and-sometimes-not-so-great relatives. He didn't even get to the bottom of the page, however, before he was interrupted by the sum of all his fears: a brown spider the size of a minivan that had crawled up the side of the bed to within six inches of his side.
Before he could decide whether the arachnid was a venomous killer or merely a frightening nuisance, Kevin swatted the beast to the floor with the reunion book. In the process, he swatted the glass of iced tea to the floor as well.
Kevin swore up a storm over the loss of his drink and the seemingly irrational reaction that had caused it. He was a big boy, a man of science, and an intelligent human being. He knew better than to freak out over an eight-legged creature he could destroy with a flick of his wrist. But he hated spiders. He really hated spiders.
Kevin caught his breath, slid to the edge of the bed, and glanced over the side. He looked for the spider but found a mess instead. Ice cubes and tea soaked a spot on the hardwood floor about the size of a large serving tray. Fortunately, the glass itself remained intact.
He turned away, shook his head, and laughed. No wonder he couldn't keep a girlfriend. He was a big chicken. What girl would want a guy who was afraid of spiders?
Kevin sighed as he pondered the chore ahead. He would have to clean the spill before the tea stained the red-oak planks. The last thing he needed was another surface to scrub in the morning.
He adjusted the nightstand lamp to its brightest setting and glanced again at the floor. This time he saw more than a spreading puddle. He saw iced tea drain through four long, straight cracks – cracks he had not seen before.
Kevin got off the bed, walked to the far side of the bedroom, and picked up a clean rag that he had tossed on the floor earlier that day. He turned on the overhead light, returned to the side of the bed, dropped to his knees, and wiped up his mess. When he took a closer look at the cracks, he saw that they were more than imperfections in an otherwise smooth and seamless floor. They were the boundaries of something created by design.
Kevin ran a finger along the slits, which formed a rectangle about two feet by three, but found nothing to suggest that they were anything more than grooves in wood. The dark brown strips within the rectangle perfectly matched those around them. If this was a repair job, the handyman had at least gotten that much right.
Then Kevin applied pressure to one end of the rectangle and felt the wood shift. The thin seams suddenly became wider breaches. Unable to move the floor any more, Kevin got up on his feet, aligned his bare heels to a short side of the rectangle, and jumped. When he came down on the floor, the space opened up. He fell back toward the nightstand but managed to grab enough brass on the headboard to prevent a violent and noisy collision with the stand and the bed.
When he picked himself up, he again glanced at the rectangle and this time saw more than grooves on a hardwood floor. He saw a divided storage space filled with gems, coins, banknotes, books, and other valuables.
Just that quickly Kevin set aside concerns about damage to the floor. He could explain tea stains and cracks but not this. He had found something he was never supposed to see, something his parents and maybe his grandparents were never supposed to see. He had discovered one more tidbit for Roger's reunion book. He had uncovered a secret cache.
 



CHAPTER 4: KEVIN
 
It took Kevin less than five minutes to realize he had discovered items that had not been seen by human eyes in decades. His grandparents had been sensible, practical people. There was not a snowball's chance they would have stored anything of value below the floor of a guest bedroom, much less hundreds of double eagles, silver pieces, and diamonds. There were enough diamonds in one tray alone to fill a coffee cup.
Kevin tried to calculate the value of the cache but gave up after examining fewer than half of the compartments. The coins alone were probably worth a hundred grand. The government no longer minted double eagles and the price of gold had soared in recent years to more than a thousand dollars an ounce. He had no idea what a cup of diamonds fetched on the open market, but he figured it was enough to buy a few houses.
Kevin resisted the temptation to immediately tell his parents about his discovery and instead commenced a search for answers. He grabbed what appeared to be a diary, lying atop the largest pile of gold, and returned to his bed. He now had something better to read than a reunion program.
When Kevin opened the leather-bound book, he saw that it was indeed a diary – a journal that had belonged to his great-great-grandfather. Asa Johnson had apparently had a lot to say about the events in his life between April 1, 1895, and January 25, 1910. He had filled nearly every page.
Kevin adjusted the nightstand lamp, repositioned his pillows, and settled in for a long read. He had a hunch he was about to read a few chapters of his family's history that had not been passed down in any form. Within minutes, he found that his hunch was correct.
Much of the journal fell short of riveting fiction. Most entries, in fact, were pretty dry stuff. Asa had recorded the prices of commodities such as gold and silver and the names of individuals in Wallace, Coeur d'Alene, Missoula, and Spokane who apparently traded in those commodities. At least a dozen pages contained nothing but names and numbers.
As Kevin quickly discovered, however, Asa had done more than keep a meticulous ledger. He had noted gossip about prominent citizens, made tender observations about his wife and sons, and recorded details of major events, including the Spanish-American War, the financial Panic of 1907, and the appearance of the Daylight comet in January 1910 but not the coming of Halley's comet three months later.
He had also kept a log of places he had visited and, astonishingly, years he had visited. Kevin shook his head and rubbed his eyes before diving a second time into the diary's last entry.
 
January 25, 1910. Took another leap today, this time to MMXII. Arrived on November 28 and went to Spokane. The city is getting far too big for my breeches. Automobiles are now more numerous than people. Thank God for hired drivers and ample assets! Mercer said that prices are rising again. Gold closed at 1710, much higher than the last time. People talk of financial crisis and the reelection of President O. Can't imagine what the boys at the club would think of him. Also saw an interesting sign in a window: Flu shots. Could there be a treatment for influenza? Will have to investigate on my next visit.
 
Kevin read the passage again and shook his head. Could it be possible? Could Asa Johnson have traveled to 2012? Could he have passed this way just seven months ago? The reference to Barack Obama was unmistakable, as was the Roman numeral date. Excited and increasingly nervous, Kevin thumbed through earlier pages for a similar entry. He found one in seconds.
 
February 5, 1909. Arrived on May 16 in MMXI. The warmth of spring was most welcome. Saw Mercer and the broker. Mercer said uncertainty over the economy could affect prices. He advised patience on gold. The broker reported limited inventory but said more synthetics are coming. The new sparklers are as pretty as peaches! Saw an interesting contraption called a television. Images were fascinating, the content dubious. Something called Seal Team Six is in all the papers. Also stopped in a fancy store to get face lotions for Celia. It's good to be home.
 
Kevin lowered the book and stared at the back of the room. He could not believe what he was reading. If the entries in this journal were true, then his great-great-grandfather had traveled through time on more than one occasion and apparently made a bundle doing it.
Suddenly, the abundance of gold and diamonds in the hidden space made sense. The price of gold had remained stable for decades through the first part of the twentieth century at about twenty dollars an ounce. By bringing that cheap gold into modern times, Asa Johnson could have realized returns exceeding eight thousand percent.
The attraction of synthetic diamonds was no less obvious. Asa could not have spent twenty-first-century banknotes, with their colorful graphics and inconvenient dates, in the early 1900s. He would have had to convert the modern cash into a commodity he could sell.
What better commodity than something that had become cheaper to produce and just as easy to obtain? Asa had discovered the possibilities of synthetic diamonds and become rich playing both ends of the time spectrum.
Kevin opened the trap door and reexamined the contents of the cache. In addition to the double eagles, silver pieces, and diamonds, he found modern banknotes and coins. That too made sense. Asa would have needed twenty-first-century cash to pay twenty-first-century bills.
The hard assets were just the beginning. Kevin opened ledgers detailing even more business transactions and two envelopes stuffed with receipts. The oldest receipts dated to 1907, the newest to 2012. Asa Johnson had been a wheeler-dealer of the first order.
The documents answered many questions, but not all. Even as Kevin built a case in his mind that his great-great-grandfather had, indeed, traveled a hundred years forward in time, one question continued to nag: How did he do it? How did even an educated English immigrant manage to pass from one century to another in the blink of an eye?
As a man of science, he felt compelled to dismiss the idea immediately. Time travel was impossible. It was impossible because a photon could not move faster than the speed of light. A team of physicists at a Hong Kong university had proved as much in 2011. Yet here was this cache of modern banknotes and business documents that had apparently been compiled by a man who had been dead for 103 years.
As he tried to reconcile what he saw with what he believed, Kevin let his mind drift to a night in August 1999 and a conversation he wasn't supposed to hear. He was eight at the time, an inquisitive boy who never hesitated to knock on the door to his parents' bedroom when he needed an answer to a question.
On that night, however, he had stopped short of the half-closed door and not announced his presence. He had instead eavesdropped on a conversation in progress, a heated exchange about a matter that seemed to defy science, logic, and all things possible.
Shelly Johnson had argued vehemently in favor of revisiting a site near Mount St. Helens in Washington. She had insisted on keeping alive the memory of a woman who had died in the volcano's May 1980 eruption, a woman who had apparently traveled through time, a woman Shelly had referred to at various times as an older version of herself.
Kevin thought hard about the long-ago night. Had this woman, who he later identified in a yearbook as Michelle Jennings Land, a school secretary, really traveled through time? If so, how had she done it? Shelly Johnson had not provided details, just as Asa Johnson had not provided details about how he had traveled through time. Or had he?
Kevin picked up the book and thumbed through it again. This time he started from the beginning and went through the journal slowly and carefully. He focused on words and phrases that stood out and within minutes found a piece to the puzzle: a passage from April 14, 1907, that referred directly to time travel.
 
Went to see J.M. today and attend to his affairs. He did not live to see the sunset or manage to keep a sound mind when the Lord called him home. He barked at Elizabeth in his final hour and sent his beloved away as the end drew near. When I asked him about the property, he spurned me as well. He later called me back to tell a tale I considered quite fantastic, a story that I readily dismissed as a delusion of a dying man. The chamber of stones, J.M. revealed, was no mere space. It was a portal to distant times that could be unlocked by placing "godless gold" at its gate. I beckoned a doctor at this declaration, much to J.M.'s dismay, but remained to hear his story. The gold, he insisted, must be as pure as a stream and arranged in the Roman year in the light of a solstice sun or the shadow of the fullest moon . . .
 
Kevin flipped forward through the diary in search of more details but found only a terse confirmation of what he already suspected. On April 28, 1907, Asa wrote:
 
J.M. was not a delusional man.
 
Kevin read the passages again and closed his eyes. He had in his possession knowledge that could turn the laws of physics on their head. He had what appeared to be an unbelievable formula. He did not, however, have all the information he needed.
He understood the parts about Roman years, celestial phases, and even the gold. Kevin knew that double eagles contained a little copper, so he guessed that "pure" probably meant uncirculated. He was less certain about the reference to "godless" in "godless gold," but he figured it was probably some sort of warning against the corrupting nature of money.
The rest of the passage was far less clear. Who was J.M.? And where was the portal? The chamber of stones sounded more like a Druid temple or a Harry Potter book than a magic venue in Idaho. Was the chamber a cave that allowed mere mortals to travel through time? Was it a supernatural mine, the kind of place Professor Smith had warned about? Asa Johnson hadn't mentioned anything about strange blue lights.
Kevin flipped through more pages for clarification but found nothing useful. He found no addresses, directions, or maps that might lead him to this mysterious chamber. After several more minutes of fruitless searching, Kevin got off the bed and walked around the room. He tried to recall if Grandpa Roger had ever said anything about a stone structure.
Then he remembered something he had read in the reunion book. He grabbed the book off the bed and turned to Page 5, where the narratives of his American ancestors began. Asa Johnson had purchased this very property from a fellow speculator, a man named James May.
Kevin walked to the south side of the bedroom and opened a window. He stuck his head through the opening, looked up, and saw a nearly full moon loom in a cloudless sky. Then he looked down, toward the far edge of the property and saw a structure he had seen a hundred times but never given a second thought: a storage shed made of local river rock.
He laughed and shook his head. It couldn't be that close or that simple, but it probably was. The building in back was more than a shed. It was the chamber of stones.
 



CHAPTER 5: KEVIN
 
Friday, June 21, 2013
 
Kevin stared at his coffee and pancakes with bleary eyes as the obnoxious device above his head did its obnoxious thing several times. No wonder people in pictures from a hundred years ago all looked a little crazy. They had to listen to nutty devices like his grandparents' cuckoo clock twenty-four hours a day.
He couldn't blame the clock for a mostly sleepless night though. That was entirely his doing. For several hours, Kevin had obsessed over his discovery and, more importantly, what to do about it. Sometime between four and five in the morning, he had decided that he would keep the knowledge to himself, at least for now, and give Asa Johnson's time machine a spin.
"Are you sure you don't want to come with us, honey," Shelly Johnson said as she walked into the large kitchen. "It might be your only chance to hit the stores while we're here."
"I'm sure. You guys have fun."
Kevin knew they would. They would spend all day at the shopping malls in Spokane, ninety minutes to the west, and engage in their signature rituals. Dad would check out the latest in consumer electronics, Mom would get her nails done, and Irene, or Rena as Kevin had called her since grade school, would buy more shoes than Imelda Marcos.
The three would then go out to a nice restaurant, watch a summer stock theater performance, stay at a four-star motel far from the noise of Interstate 90, and return to Wallace happy and refreshed by noon Saturday. Kevin didn't know everything, but he did know his family.
Brian Johnson carried a small suitcase to the front door, dropped it to the floor, and grabbed a windbreaker off a coat hook. He opened the door and glanced at his son.
"If you need anything, Kevin, just call," he said. "I may need a break from your mother and sister if they spend too much time in shoe shops and lingerie stores."
Kevin laughed.
"I'll be fine, Dad. Buy me a tie-dye shirt, if you get bored."
Brian smiled.
"I'll do that."
"I know what I'm going to get him," Irene said as she pranced down a flight of stairs.
She glanced at her father by the door and mother in the kitchen before turning her attention to her brother. She flashed a mischievous grin that had grown on Kevin over the years.
"If we go to the Oktoberfest steakhouse, I'm going to get you one of those busty waitresses. Inga or Greta will get your mind off Lori."
Kevin chuckled. His sister was one of a kind.
"Her name is Lisa," Kevin said.
He didn't know why he felt the need to correct the record. He was in no hurry to hear that name again, just as he was in no hurry to ever hear about extreme sports or edgy guys or people in love. The last thing he wanted or needed was a reminder that he had failed, once again, to hold onto a girl he really liked. But he appreciated his sister's attempt to lift his spirits.
"As for the waitress, pick me a winner, Rena. I'll take a blonde this time, with big blue eyes" and a smile that reminds me of Joel Smith's wife.
Irene smiled.
"A blue-eyed blonde it is. See you, Kevin."
Irene followed her father out the door to the driveway, where a 2013 Lincoln Navigator and a 2009 Volkswagen Beetle stood next to each other. The Johnsons had purchased the shiny black Bug, with its cream leatherette interior, for Kevin as a high school graduation present.
Shelly Johnson had wanted her son to have the same kind of car she had owned and enjoyed as a high school senior in 1979 and 1980. It was the year a mysterious woman named Michelle Jennings had come out of nowhere, possibly the future, and changed the lives of Brian Johnson, Shelly Preston, and many others in Unionville, Oregon, forever.
Kevin stared into space and thought again of his parents' alleged time-traveler encounter when his mother kissed him on the head and brought him back to the here and now.
"I pulled a couple of steaks from the freezer and put them in the fridge to thaw," she said. "There's also some milk and fruit in there. I'll make lasagna tomorrow night."
"I'll try to keep from starving, Mom. Run along or you'll miss a shoe sale."
Shelly shook her head and smiled at her son.
"Don't just watch TV, Kevin. Do something different. Have an adventure. Do something you wouldn't do with your boring old family around. I mean it."
"I'll think of something. I promise. Now go."
Kevin watched his mother walk out of the kitchen and out of the house. A moment later, he heard the SUV pull out of the driveway and zoom away. He finally had the place to himself.
He got up from the kitchen table, poured his remaining coffee in the sink, and glanced at the nutty clock on the wall. The hands indicated seven fifteen. Cuckoo had gone into hiding.
Kevin walked into the nearby bathroom, threw some water on his face, and stared into a brightly lit mirror. A brown-haired man with deep blue eyes, his mother's eyes, stared back.
It was still not too late to choose another course, he told the man in the mirror. He could check out one of those mysterious mines or give the Hiawatha another spin. He hoped to ride the fifteen-mile trail of tunnels and trestles at least one more time before he left for home.
Kevin knew he could also join his family in Spokane. An eighty-mile drive was nothing, particularly on a freeway where a speed limit of seventy-five miles per hour was not just allowed but encouraged. He could ride his bike for a few hours and still meet the others for dinner.
But he knew the minute he pulled his light cotton jacket from a nearby closet that he had no intention of leaving Wallace, at least not today. He had a curious mind to satisfy and another agenda to fulfill. He would do something different and perhaps have an adventure, though probably not the kind his mother had in mind.
Kevin put on his jacket, grabbed Asa Johnson's diary, exited through the front door, and walked around the residence to the large yard in back. He considered turning on the sprinkler, but quickly decided against it. If he were gone more than a few hours, he might have some explaining to do when the others returned.
He turned his head and put a hand above his eyes. A warm, bright sun – the solstice sun – rose above the mountains to the east. It was yet another sign that he had something better to do than shop for clothes or see a show.
Kevin zipped his jacket and walked the remaining fifteen yards to the south edge of the property, where ferns, tall grass, and weeds marked the division between civilization and nature. When he reached his destination, he pulled out the leather journal and flipped to a dog-eared page. Anxiety quickly replaced confidence as the primary tenant of his mind.
Kevin arranged more than twenty of Asa's double eagles neatly on the ground, said a quick prayer, and opened a weathered wooden door. He entered his great-great-grandfather's house of rocks and stepped into the year of the fire.
 



CHAPTER 6: KEVIN
 
Friday, July 22, 1910
 
Kevin needed no more than a few seconds to realize that he had traveled to another time. When he stepped out of the chamber of stones, he stepped into thicker air, a darker day, and a neighborhood that looked a whole lot different than the one he had left.
Grandpa Roger's house still stood on Garnet Street, but it didn't stand alone. Stately homes occupied nearby lots, including two Victorian mansions that looked like they had been built in the past twenty years. The inhabitants of this Johnson house did not live in isolation at the end of a wooded lane but rather in the company of others at the end of a crowded street.
Kevin gave the back of the residence a quick inspection. When he didn't see any lights or faces in the windows, he walked to the middle of the yard and raised his arms.
For a moment, Kevin did nothing but stand in place, stare at the sky, and let the truth sink in. He had done it. He had really done it. He had traveled back in time several decades, if not an entire century, in a matter of minutes, proving science fiction writers right and twenty-first-century physicists wrong. He had done something that had rarely, if ever, been done before. He smiled as he thought about what he would say to his family.
"So what did you do this weekend?"
Then he thought about something else, and just that quickly his exhilaration turned to fear. What if he couldn't go back? What if Time Travel Airlines, otherwise known as Asa Johnson's chamber of stones, didn't do roundtrip flights? Or what if it was some sort of magical history tour that sent him to choice locations like Little Big Horn in 1876 or San Francisco in 1906 or even Hiroshima in 1945? He didn't like that idea at all.
Kevin turned his head and stared at the shed. Maybe he should play it safe. He could always come back another day, after he'd had an opportunity to think things over and consider possible drawbacks. It was one thing to conduct a little science experiment while your parents and sister shopped in Spokane. It was another to mess with the supernatural.
For a few minutes, Kevin thought not of the unfamiliar world in front of him but rather of the familiar world he had left behind. No matter what he saw or did this day, he wanted to return to that world. He considered his options for a moment and then walked back to the shed.
Kevin reached into his pockets and pulled out another two-dozen coins. He wasn't at all convinced that the coins were necessary, but he was glad he had brought them along. Time travel was not horseshoes or hand grenades, where almost was good enough. He didn't want to leave anything to chance.
Kevin dropped to his knees and laid out the gold in the still ample evening light. He didn't know if the chamber gods liked heads or tails, but he decided to do what he had done the first time and turn all of the coins sunny side up. Consistency couldn't hurt. When he finished flipping the eagles that belonged to the man in the apparently unoccupied house behind him, he formed the first M of MMXIII. He didn't finish his spelling bee.
About halfway through the second M, he realized that he was letting fear get the better of him. He didn't want to leave just yet and, in fact, felt an obligation to stay. He was a man of science, after all, a man on a mission – much like the Apollo astronauts. He had an obligation to leave the safety of his ship and check out the neighborhood. If the natives of this world were little green men with paintball guns, then he'd just have to learn how to play paintball.
Kevin picked up the gold and returned to his feet. A moment later, he stepped into the yard and took a closer look at the world he had come to see. It was a world that looked remarkably different even from thirty feet away. Though Kevin knew he had returned to the home of his ancestors, he knew it was not the home he had left. The home he had left had an overgrown lawn, a greenhouse, and a hot tub that sat atop a large redwood deck. The home he saw now had a neatly cut lawn, two vegetable gardens, rows of roses, and a black wrought-iron fence.
The residence, too, looked different. It was white, for one thing, and had paned windows, black shutters, and a wood-shake roof. Roger Johnson's slate-gray house had energy-efficient windows, blue shutters, and a metal roof – not to mention a satellite dish.
Kevin zeroed in on each of the rear-facing windows and looked again for signs of life. He didn't see anyone, which was probably a good thing. The last thing he needed was to be spotted coming out of someone's storage shed, even if that someone might be his great-great-grandfather.
Convinced he had not aroused the suspicions of anyone in the vicinity, Kevin stepped away from the chamber of stones and took a closer look at the estate. He could see from the leaves on the trees that summer had come to the Silver Valley. He could tell it was summer by the warmth of the air and tell that this particular summer was further along than the one he had left. It was hotter and, from the appearance of the vegetables in the gardens, drier too.
Something else was different as well. He hadn't noticed it at first, but he noticed it now. There was smoke in the air. Though it didn't rise to health-hazard levels, it was definitely annoying. It was the kind of smoke that brought smiles to the faces of kids in campgrounds but frowns to the faces of firefighters who knew how quickly campground embers could turn into hellish infernos.
Kevin knew he could have picked a safer year. By choosing 1909, he could have visited the Great Fire era without risking the Great Fire itself. But he assumed that the time portal was an apples-to-apples kind of device that would send him to June 21, 1910, and not a later date. From what he had remembered of Walt's Walking Tour, the fire had flared up in August.
Kevin had no way of knowing for sure that he had arrived in 1910, a year he had selected out of simple curiosity. For all he knew, he could be in 1909 or 1931 or 1895. The neighborhood looked like a scene from 1910, but confirmation would require venturing beyond the withered tomato plants in the back of the Johnson estate. After giving the matter a little more thought, he decided to continue. As long as he stayed out of trouble, he'd be all right.
The time traveler checked the windows again for onlookers. Seeing none, he walked around the side of the house. When he reached a U-shaped driveway in front, he saw not a Volkswagen powered by 150 horses but rather a surrey wagon that was probably powered by two horses. When Kevin drew closer, he saw the words MAY & JOHNSON VENTURES and a three-digit telephone number painted on one side. He had little doubt that he had traveled at least to 1910.
Gazing at an indigo sky, he saw a full moon rise just above the eastern horizon. It was a good sign. He had forgotten that passage through the chamber was possible only in the light of a solstice sun or the shadow of the fullest moon. Under different circumstances, he might have to wait weeks to return to the future.
Kevin heard noises and walked three blocks east on Garnet Street to a vacant lot. The lot, located between two unimpressive homes, offered an unrestricted view of the downtown core.
He gazed into the distance and saw an eastbound train pull away from a chateau-style depot. Black smoke poured from a locomotive that seemed torn from the pages of a history text.
Kevin then turned to the streets below and saw an abundance of human activity. Men in suits and hats and women in long dresses walked in and out of buildings with brightly lit exteriors. Music streamed out of one building, loud voices out of another. Two men, visibly drunk, sang to each other as they stumbled out of a saloon. The weekend had come to Wallace.
Kevin gave serious thought to jumping in. He could imagine bellying up to a bar and discussing labor practices with a group of crusty miners or sitting at a table and watching a burlesque show when burlesque was in its heyday. He could imagine the fun he could have in this real-life historical museum. He could imagine impressing a date.
He could not, however, imagine spelling MMXIII in the fast-approaching night. He hadn't brought a flashlight or matches into the past and didn't want to insult the stone-temple gods with an amateurish display. Getting back to 2013 trumped a hot time in this grand old town.
Kevin glanced at the setting sun and then at his analog watch and decided to give himself fifteen more minutes. He figured that fifteen minutes would be more than enough time to check out a stunning house on the east end of Garnet Street and return to the portal before day turned to night. He scanned the vicinity for nosy neighbors. Finding none, he proceeded down the street.
When Kevin reached his destination, he stopped, turned around a few times, and took a moment to admire his surroundings. He could see why those who had made their fortunes in these mountains had stuck around to enjoy them. They were invigorating. Wallace residents had struck a truce with nature and that truce – or what amounted to a balance between man and his environment – appeared to be holding.
Kevin then directed his attention to the main attraction at the end of the street and saw two impressive sights: one he had expected to see and one he had not. The first was an elegant Queen Anne mansion with an ornate exterior and two dormers that framed a second-story balcony. The second, standing at the edge of the balcony, was a woman – a very beautiful woman. Wearing an ankle-length dress and mile-high hair, the slender brunette looked like a Gibson girl from Central Casting. The mansion Kevin had come to see suddenly seemed a lot more elegant.
"Are you lost?" the woman asked in a soft, friendly voice. "You seem lost."
Kevin laughed to himself.
That's the understatement of the year.
"I guess I am, at least a little bit."
"For whom are you looking?"
Kevin nearly blurted out, "No one in particular," but caught himself and gave the question some thought. He had an answer, and it was pretty damn convenient.
"I'm looking for a man named Asa Johnson. Do you know where I can find him?"
"I most certainly do. He lives in the large white residence at the other end of this street. You can't miss it. In fact, you probably walked right past it, Mister . . ."
"Johnson. My name is Kevin Johnson, but you can call me Kevin."
"Are you a relative, Mr. Johnson?"
Kevin smiled. He knew he could handle this one, too, though he also knew it was only a matter of time before she asked a question that he couldn't answer truthfully.
"Indeed, I am. I'm a very distant relative. I'm visiting here for the first time."
"Well, welcome to our town," she said. "I'm sure the other Mr. Johnson will be happy to see you and offer you the warmest hospitality."
"I'm sure he will, Miss . . ."
"Thompson. My name is Sarah Thompson, but you can call me Miss Thompson."
Kevin smiled again. He liked her already.
"It's nice to meet you, Miss Thompson. I'll just turn around now and go see my very distant relative. I'm sure his hospitality will be every bit as warm as yours has been."
Sarah smiled at her new acquaintance in a way that suggested she recognized a subtle dig when she heard one. But her smile nonetheless projected warmth and friendliness.
"Have a nice evening, Mr. Johnson."
"You too," Kevin said.
When he saw her turn to go inside, he turned himself, toward the west, and took three steps toward Asa Johnson's house, the chamber of stones, and 2013. He was about to take a fourth step when he stopped and called back to the woman on the balcony.
"Miss Thompson?"
"Yes, Mr. Johnson?"
Sarah looked at him from an open door.
"I have one more question."
"Then please ask."
"OK," Kevin said, as butterflies fluttered in his stomach. "What day is today?"
"It's Friday, of course."
"I mean the date. What is the date?"
Sarah cocked her head and looked at Kevin with curious eyes.
"It is July 22, I believe."
"Thank you," Kevin said. "So it's Friday, July 22?"
"That's what I said."
"Friday, July 22, 1910?"
"You're as smart as a whip, Mr. Johnson," Sarah said with a laugh. "Good night."
Kevin grinned sheepishly as he watched her close the door to the balcony. He felt stupid for asking her even the day and the date, but it was a good kind of stupid. He could ask this enchanting woman stupid questions seven days a week.
As he started back down the street, Kevin pondered the date. July 22, 1910, was definitely in 1910, but it was more than just a random date on a distant calendar. It was an important date in the history of the Johnson clan, one that seemed to take on greater significance as he approached the family estate.
According to the reunion program, Asa Johnson had died on July 22, 1910, while visiting his wife's family in Spokane. He had died in the presence of his wife and sons and had never returned to the house he had purchased or the treasure he had hidden. In all likelihood, the man he knew as his great-great-grandfather was already gone.
Kevin glanced at the darkening sky and then placed his hands in his pockets, where he repositioned a few of the jingling double eagles. He had more than enough coins to placate the portal and the full moon that shined more brightly than ever. He was as confident as ever that he would walk out of 1910. The question now was whether he would walk back.
 



CHAPTER 7: KEVIN
 
Friday, June 21, 2013
 
Cuckoo hadn't budged in his absence, nor had the hands on the clock. Kevin had left his grandfather's house shortly after 7:15 a.m. Pacific Daylight Time on June 21, 2013, and returned to the same place, time, and date. The sports section of a Spokane paper lay where he had left it, as did a paperback copy of Yann Martel's Life of Pi. Even the coffee he had poured in the sink still lay in the sink, in two distinctive puddles. Nothing had changed. Yet everything had changed.
Kevin tried to digest what he had done as he sat at the kitchen table and stared out a large east-facing window. He had really done it. He had not had a dream. Unless Shelly Johnson had laced her son's coffee with hallucinogenic drugs, that son had just traveled through time 103 years. Kevin was pretty sure his mom hadn't spiked his drink.
The journey back had been seamless, quick, and cheap. Deciding that he didn't want to leave more than twenty gold pieces outside the chamber of stones for Asa Johnson or anyone else to find, Kevin had picked up the coins and taken them with him. The chamber gods, it seemed, required only a gesture – not the actual goods. Kevin noted that possibly important detail in Asa's journal, which he now claimed as his own.
Kevin thought a lot about his brief, amazing trip. He thought about seeing his great-great-grandfather's house when his great-great-grandfather lived in it. He thought about residences in a neighborhood that no longer existed and a horse-drawn wagon that probably now occupied its own room in a local museum. He thought about Garnet Street and the smoke and the full moon.
But mostly he thought about the girl. He thought a lot about the girl. Everything about Sarah Thompson stirred his mind, from her elegant dress and done-up hair to her sense of humor and incredible smile. As long as he lived, he would never forget that smile. It was a beautiful smile, a kind smile, a smile he wanted to see again.
The decision about whether to go back was not a difficult one. The moment Kevin saw that he had returned to a world unchanged, he decided that time travel was something he could do again. It was something he wanted to do again. If he could have that adventure his mother wanted him to have and still return to the present before his family returned from Spokane, was there really a downside? He didn't think so.
Still, Kevin had much to consider. For one thing, the portal was as reliable, at least in launch mode, as a test rocket. Not one of Asa Johnson's departure dates had matched up with his arrival dates. Leaving the past on New Year's Day, Asa would have been just as likely to arrive in the future on July 1 as January 1.
Kevin also pondered James May's deathbed confession. The speculator had been very specific about the chamber of stones. A person could pass through the portal only in the light of a solstice sun or the shadow of the fullest moon. Kevin wasn't sure how far the shadow of the moon extended, at least in Wallace, Idaho, but he guessed that it wasn't more than a day or two. If he wasn't careful, he might find himself stuck in the past for weeks.
There was also the little matter about what to wear. If he returned to 1910, he would have to dress the part. Though Sarah had said nothing about his attire, he could sense that it was on her mind. He had worn a T-shirt, a windbreaker, Levis, and black Nike jogging shoes to a time when men donned straw boater hats and women hobbled in hobble skirts. If he didn't want to stand out like a ballerina at a Boy Scout convention, he would have to find appropriate clothing.
Kevin gave thought to spending money as well. He would not be able to use credit cards in 1910 or even modern currency – at least not if he wanted to stay out of jail. He would need bills and coins he could spend and spend without drawing unwanted attention. He would have to do another inventory of Asa's cache and separate what he could use from what he could not.
He walked into the living room and stared at a large oil painting above the fireplace. It was a local artist's rendition of Wallace in the early 1900s. He had seen the painting several times in his twenty-two years but had never given it a second thought. It was simply one of those artifacts that grandparents kept in their houses to remind themselves of glory days that were probably never as glorious as they remembered them.
This time, however, he gave the painting its due. It looked an awful lot like the town he had seen from a distance, a town with Victorian houses, horse-drawn wagons, and Gibson girls in long white dresses. He wondered what had gone through the artist's mind when he had captured a scene that now hung prominently in a twenty-first-century living room.
Kevin had a lot to think about on this sixth day of his first summer vacation as a college graduate. He had a lot to do. He had to plan for a field trip that would likely be far more complicated and challenging than anything he had done in Joel Smith's earth sciences classes.
He grabbed the keys to his own horse-powered chariot and bolted out the door. He didn't know if the town of Wallace had everything he needed for his next Excellent Adventure, but he knew that, even if it didn't, he could find it elsewhere. He would do this again and he would do it right. He would return to the past and, this time, he would go back prepared.
 



CHAPTER 8: KEVIN
 
Kevin found the clothes he needed in a Coeur d'Alene costume shop that offered everything from Roman togas to rock-star tights. He settled on a gray suit and hat that would allow him to easily pass as a dapper young man with more prospects than a time-traveling speculator with a secret cache of gold and diamonds.
He also bought a small, woven-paper suitcase from a second-hand store. He didn't know if the lockable case was fashionable or even available to Americans in 1910. He knew only that it looked like something a traveling businessman might own and was large enough to carry the things he wanted to take on his second trip to the past.
Kevin took care of other matters as well. He printed a PDF file containing a lunar calendar for 1910. He was confident that the solstice sun that had sent him to July 22, 1910, earlier that morning would send him to the same date that afternoon but, if it didn't, he wanted to know what he was up against. He didn't want to leave more to chance than he had to.
At noon Kevin packed the suitcase with five pairs of dark socks, boxer shorts, a slim digital camera, a comb, a toothbrush, toothpaste, two plastic razors, a penlight, a hundred double eagles, and bills and coins from the early 1900s totaling another two hundred dollars. Whether he went to the past for a few hours or a few days, he wanted to go in style and have a little fun.
With the exception of the camera, Kevin didn't pack any modern toys or conveniences. He didn't want to be caught with anything that could be seen as an obvious anachronism. Taking the camera was risky enough. He could just picture a policeman fumbling through his personal belongings and turning on a device with a power-zoom lens and a 2.8-inch LCD screen.
After stuffing his suitcase, Kevin grabbed a bite to eat, showered, threw on a suit that fit surprisingly well, and checked his luggage one last time. He didn't want to forget that essential something extra on this trip. He folded the lunar calendar in half and tucked it in a jacket pocket.
When Kevin walked out of Roger Johnson's house in patent leather shoes at 1:10 p.m., he looked like a man on a mission. He was a man on a mission. He was about to experience Wallace in a way Walking Walt could only dream about. He imagined picking up a phone and calling Joel Smith and asking if he could get graduate credit for a paper on "How I Spent My Summer Vacation in the Edwardian Era."
Like he did the first time, he pulled two-dozen double eagles from his pockets and arranged them in the shape of two Ms, a C, and an X. Like he did the second time, he waited a moment, collected the coins and opened the door to the chamber of stones. He carried the suitcase into the tiny structure and dropped it on a concrete floor.
The chamber was empty, as it had been on both occasions, and mostly dark. The only light streamed in from horizontal slits located about a foot below the top of each wall. Kevin assumed that the slits had been created for ventilation purposes, though he didn't know for whom. He couldn't imagine anyone voluntarily spending more than a minute or two in the bleak space.
He waited a moment, turned to face the door, and then reached for the brass knob. He then attempted to turn the knob, as he had done the previous times, but the knob wouldn't budge. It wouldn't turn in the other direction either.
Kevin tried again to open the door, this time with both hands, but succeeded only in chafing the skin on his palms. Something was wrong.
Before he had the chance to try again, he heard the wind pick up. Cool air flowed through the vents – very cool air, the kind one might find in a breezy tunnel. He stood on his toes and tried to peek through one of the slits but managed to do little more than strain his feet. He again went for the door and again failed to force it open. For the second time as a time traveler, Kevin felt genuine fear. This wasn't funny. This wasn't funny at all.
Kevin tried to turn the knob again, with similar results. He threw his weight against the door, kicked it several times, and pounded it with his fists. Nothing moved and no one answered. He repeated the process several times and several times managed only to raise his blood pressure. This was the price one paid, he thought, for messing with powers beyond his control.
When the air in the chamber turned from cool to cold, he collected himself in a corner and tried to stay warm. Summer, it seemed, had turned to winter. Kevin was never one to panic, but he felt like panicking now. He began to seriously wonder whether he had entered one of Dante's nine circles of hell. The thrill of time travel had long gone by the wayside.
Gathering his strength, he assaulted the door again. He attacked the knob, kicked the bottom, and knocked as hard as he could. He shouted for help at least three times. Then the door opened and Kevin saw something he welcomed: the outside world.
But the joy of liberation was short-lived. When Kevin looked out the door of the chamber of stones he saw more than Asa Johnson's backyard and Asa Johnson's house. He saw Asa Johnson himself, along with the business end of a pump-action shotgun.
 



CHAPTER 9: KEVIN
 
Kevin had to give his great-great-grandfather credit. Asa didn't shoot him on the spot or leave him in the backyard to freeze. He instead invited him into his warm house – at gunpoint, of course – for a friendly game of Twenty Questions.
Asa directed the trespasser through a door in the back of the house to an extension of the kitchen that the trespasser knew well. A woman in her late twenties held an infant in her arms. A boy of four or five stood at her side. Celia and Randolph Johnson seemed none too pleased to meet Kevin. Great-grandfather Lloyd, asleep in a blanket, didn't appear to care.
"Take a seat," Asa said as he pulled up a chair at one end of the table. The rest of the Johnson family quickly assembled behind him. He placed his shotgun in a secure position at his side.
Kevin did as instructed. He sat in a chair at the opposite end of the table and tried to keep calm as he processed a hundred thoughts swirling through his mind. He had found serious trouble and found it fast. Where once he had worried about whether he could return to the future in time to meet his family, he now worried about whether he could return to the future at all. He watched Asa cautiously as he blew on his cold hands.
"Would you like some coffee?" Asa asked.
Kevin nodded his head.
"Celia?"
The lady of the house placed Lloyd in a nearby crib, walked to a serving counter, and poured dark brown liquid from an enamel coffee pot into a porcelain cup. She returned to the table and placed the cup in front of the man her husband had found trapped in the stone shed. When she finished the simple courtesy, she returned to her frowning son and her smiling husband.
While he waited for Asa to make the next move, Kevin did an inventory of his immediate surroundings. He could see from the expensive furniture in the nearby living room that Asa Johnson's ship had not only come in but also stayed in port for a while. He recognized at least two chairs and a hutch that he had last seen in 2013.
Kevin also saw a monthly calendar hanging from a narrow strip of wall in the kitchen extension. The calendar had been flipped to February 1910. He concluded from the child-like marks that blotted out the first two weeks that Randolph was counting the days toward an important event. He concluded as well that it was Valentine's Day, a Monday.
Kevin didn't know what to make of Asa. He looked friendly enough. He didn't expect coffee when he had entered the house. Maybe the patriarch of the Johnson clan might cut him some slack and send him on his way. For a few seconds, Kevin began to think that he might be able to walk out of the place in one piece by offering little more than a few well-chosen words.
Then there was the other possibility. Asa might ask Kevin to open his suitcase and discover that the intruder had taken not only his diary of numbers and secrets but also a sizeable share of the gold and cash he had hidden under the guest-room floor. If that happened, then this surreally pleasant exchange could turn ugly quickly.
Asa folded his hands on the table and stared at his new acquaintance. He dropped the smile and spoke in the measured, deliberate cadence of a businessman.
"Make yourself comfortable, friend, but not too comfortable. The reason I offered you a cup of my wife's fine coffee and not a belly full of shot is that I'm a curious man. It's not every day I find someone inside my stone shed, particularly a well-dressed dandy like you."
"I understand."
"Let's start with your name."
"My name is Kevin Johnson, sir."
Asa laughed heartily and looked over his shoulder at his wife.
"Did you hear that, Celia? He says he's a Johnson!"
Kevin watched Celia smile nervously at her husband. He could see that the young wife and mother didn't like the idea of her husband bringing a trespasser into their home. Like Kevin, she appeared to be making the best of a difficult situation.
"That's quite a coincidence. My name is Johnson, Asa Lysander Johnson. Strange as it may seem, I have not met many Johnsons in this part of the country. Had you knocked on the door of my house instead of the door of my shed, I might think of you as a relative I had yet to meet."
Kevin flinched. He wondered what Asa – a short, slender man with a thick, neatly trimmed mustache – would think of Roger's reunion book.
"As it is, I must think of you as a stranger – a stranger who violated the sanctity of my home and has not yet explained his circumstances. I assume you have an explanation."
"I do," Kevin said.
"Then please explain, young man," Asa said. He folded his arms and stared hard at Kevin. "You have five minutes to persuade me not to contact the police."
Kevin sighed and glanced at a bare wall that would someday support his grandma's hideous cuckoo clock. He would gladly give up everything in his possession to see that stupid clock again, if doing so didn't place him in even more jeopardy. He turned to Asa.
"I entered your shed because I needed shelter from the weather."
Asa smiled.
"Wallace has several hotels and boarding houses, Mr. Johnson. No man chooses a hard floor in a cold room over a soft bed in a warm room."
"He does if he leaves his wallet on a train," Kevin said.
Celia covered her mouth with a hand.
"When my train stopped here yesterday, I got off. I'd intended to continue to Missoula, but I thought Wallace looked interesting and decided to stay for the night. So I got off the train, walked around a bit, and looked for a restaurant. When I saw one, I reached for my wallet and found an empty pocket. By the time I got back to the station, the train was gone."
"I see," Asa said. "So, naturally, when you discovered that you had no money, you walked nearly a mile across town to my rock shed, opened the door, and made yourself comfortable."
"Asa!"
Kevin looked at his great-great-grandmother and noticed that her eyes and expressions had softened considerably. Perhaps he had an unexpected ally in this unexpected trial.
"No, sir, I looked first for a telegraph office. I figured if I could find one, I could wire my family for money, pay for a room, and catch the next train out. When I saw that the office was closed, I wandered some more."
"What about the hotel lobbies?" Celia asked. "You could have warmed yourself there."
"I walked into a few," Kevin said, "but the proprietors sent me out when they realized that I wasn't a paying customer. I wandered into this neighborhood around midnight. I didn't want to enter a house and take a chance on getting shot, so I looked around some more and found your shed. When I saw that the door wasn't locked, I walked in."
Kevin felt a surge of satisfaction when he finished his impromptu narrative and then a surge of panic when he realized he had made claims that could be proved false. He didn't know for a fact that eastbound trains rolled through Wallace every day or that the town had a telegraph office that closed at night. He didn't know the location of the telegraph office. He had said too much and had left himself vulnerable to a withering cross-examination.
Asa didn't speak right away. He instead rubbed his hands together, hardened his expression, and stared at Kevin for what seemed like an eternity. When he finally spoke, he didn't cross-examine the defendant. He did something far worse: he asked about the suitcase.
"Would you mind if I took a look inside that case?"
"I would mind, sir. Some of the items are personal in nature – very personal. I would prefer to be spared the indignity of displaying them."
Kevin tried to put down the butterflies in his stomach as he watched Asa's expression change from a garden-variety frown to a sly grin. He suspected that the older man very much wanted to see the contents of the case but didn't want to embarrass his wife and impressionable son.
"You are fortunate, Mr. Johnson. I know for a fact the shed was empty when I opened it last, so I know for a fact you didn't remove anything of value," Asa said. "I don't think much of your story. I've heard more plausible tales in saloons. But I don't believe you mean harm to anyone, so I will give you the benefit of the doubt."
Celia smiled softly at Kevin and then walked to the serving counter, which divided the cooking and dining areas. She looked at the head of the table, raised a brow, and scolded her husband with a withering stare.
Asa chuckled.
"I assume you haven't had breakfast, Mr. Johnson."
"No. I haven't."
Not since 2013, anyway.
Asa extended an arm toward a counter. A large plate of pancakes and smaller plates of eggs, sweet rolls, and link sausages sat next to the coffee pot.
"My wife has prepared a feast. Please join us."
 



CHAPTER 10: KEVIN
 
Monday, February 14, 1910
 
Breakfast went well once Asa put his shotgun away. Kevin had coffee and pancakes at the same table in the same room for the second time in 103 years – or a few hours as the crow flies through time – and enjoyed every moment.
He learned more about his great-great-grandfather in an hour than he had learned in family albums, reunion books, and countless conversations with his father and grandfather. Asa Johnson, he discovered, was more than a shrewd businessman and a free thinker. He was also a standup husband and father.
In between eggs and sausages, Asa gave Kevin the condensed version of his transition from bachelor to family man. He had met Celia on a business trip to Spokane in 1902, when he was thirty-three and she was twenty, and had wooed her for more than a year with flowers and poems before she finally agreed to marry him. When she had insisted on a large home as her price for moving to the isolated mining town of Wallace, he bought his partner's second house on Garnet Street and filled it with the finest furnishings a successful speculator could buy.
Celia Blake Johnson was no less surprising and impressive. The oldest daughter of a district court judge and a Spokane socialite, she was an accomplished pianist who could speak fluent French and German and recite the poems of Byron and Blake as effortlessly as she could make and serve a four-star breakfast. With long, strawberry-blond hair, high cheekbones, and alabaster skin, she was also decidedly easy on the eyes.
Kevin asked the Johnsons many questions about their backgrounds and long-term plans. He shared very little about his own background and immediate plans. He didn't want to compound his predicament by adding new whoppers to his growing resume of lies, but he wasn't able to avoid the matter altogether.
In the new life he had constructed on the fly, Kevin Johnson was a college graduate from Seattle who was headed east in search of opportunity. He had knowledge of the sciences and a mastery of English but precious little teaching experience. He told his hosts that he intended to gain that experience in Montana, where he had heard the need for educators was great.
Kevin hoped that his story would close the door on additional scrutiny, but it succeeded only in opening it wider. Both Asa and Celia seized the opportunity to tout Wallace as a place to teach and perhaps settle. They told him that northern Idaho needed capable educators as well and offered to do what they could to make any transition to the area seamless and comfortable.
He wanted to tell them he would have seriously considered sticking around had he not had a graduate program to complete and a life to live in the twenty-first century. Teaching K-12 students in the age of slates and oak-and-cast-iron desks might be a kick.
Then Kevin remembered something, something potentially important, and checked that something out when Asa left the room for a moment. He retrieved the calendar from a pocket in his jacket and checked the lunar cycles for February 1910. The next full moon was Wednesday, February 23. He had nine more days in Wallace whether he liked it or not.
Kevin put the calendar away and smiled at Celia when she returned to the table and asked if he wanted more coffee. He declined the coffee but accepted Asa's offer of a carriage ride to a commercial building near Bank and Sixth, where the phone company maintained a telegraph office and great-great-granddad rented a small room and conducted business by appointment.
Kevin told Asa when they parted that he would give serious thought to teaching in Wallace and would contact him again if he opted to stick around. He didn't add that the decision to do so had already been made.
 



CHAPTER 11: KEVIN
 
Wednesday, February 16, 1910
 
Kevin got his fill of the real-life historical museum that was 1910 Wallace, Idaho, in his first forty-eight hours. After renting a safe-deposit box for his valuables and finding a room at a hotel on Bank Street, he investigated everything worth investigating on Monday and revisited the things he liked on Tuesday.
The things he liked weren't hard to find. Most of the fun in Wallace could be found in the three-block red-light district between Fifth Street, Cedar Street, and the river – or what Walking Walt had called the city's "Triangle of Sin."
Kevin limited his fun in the restricted district to that of an observer. Though he found the idea of patronizing a brothel pretty ghastly, he didn't mind watching others, particularly well-dressed men wearing wedding rings, slip out the side doors of nondescript buildings. He spent a good part of Monday afternoon watching men with money keep the local economy afloat.
On Tuesday he picked up a box of cigars at Wallace's busiest smoke shop, got a haircut and a bath at its most popular barbershop, and took in a show at a variety theater. The saloon-like establishment featured actresses, singers, dancers, and vaudeville routines.
Kevin took digital photographs of these amazing sights whenever he had the chance. He knew that snapping any pictures involved an element of risk, but he didn't care. Who in his right mind would travel back a century in time and not bring back some quality JPEGs?
Kevin also sought out the girl. Twice on Monday and three times on Tuesday he walked past the house on the east end of Garnet Street hoping to capture a glimpse of a vision. He knew she wouldn't remember their meeting, which technically hadn't happened yet, and, even if she did, she wouldn't necessarily greet him the same way. She might ignore him or even toy with him, just as other beautiful women had toyed with Kevin his entire life.
Still, he sought her. He wouldn't consider his second trip to 1910 complete until he got at least one more look at her lovely face and captivating smile.
Kevin thought about that face and smile as he gazed at a coin in his hand and then a picture on a wall in the Shooting Star, a noisy saloon on the east end of Bank Street. He stared at the objects so intently that he didn't see a man staring intently at him from a barstool three feet away.
"From the looks of your mug, you're thinking about a sizeable fortune or a beautiful woman. My money says you're thinking about both," the man said with an Irish accent.
Kevin smiled, took a sip of his whiskey, and turned to his right.
"Are you a mind reader?" Kevin asked.
"No. I'm more of a trained observer of the human race."
The short, well-built man reached over and extended a hand.
"I'm Andy O'Connell. I'm a reporter for the Standard.
Kevin shook the hand.
"Kevin Johnson."
Andy downed a shot of something that looked unfiltered and turned to Kevin.
"Am I right, Mr. Johnson?"
"Are you right about what?"
"Are you thinking about both a fortune and a woman?"
"I guess I am," Kevin said with a laugh. "You're pretty good."
"I study people for a living, my friend. I can tell just by looking at a man's eyes whether he is lying about embezzling funds or telling the truth about his role in an accident."
"Is that so?"
"That's so."
"So what gave me away?"
"It was the eagle. No man looks at a coin like that unless he's thinking of more just like it."
"What about the woman? There's no woman in here."
"Oh, yes there is."
Andy pointed to the second object that had captured Kevin's attention, a framed photograph of a beautiful woman that hung on the wall behind the bar. The woman smiled playfully in the picture, as if she were flirting with an admirer or perhaps teasing a curious time traveler who had strolled past her house.
Kevin smiled and shook his head.
"I also gathered from the sadness in your eyes that these treasures are not within easy reach," Andy said. "Are they?"
Kevin laughed.
"I don't know if I should answer that. You're a reporter."
"I'm a reporter out there. In here, I'm just a regular Joe in search of a laugh or a song or maybe someone to punch."
Kevin chuckled. He liked his new acquaintance but wasn't quite sure what to make of him. Like many miners in Wallace, Andy O'Connell spoke in the colorful brogue of the Emerald Isle. He was at best a generation removed from Ellis Island, but he was no downtrodden immigrant yearning to breathe free. Polished and immaculately dressed, he looked more like a lawyer than a laborer. He was probably someone to know.
"OK. If you must know, both of the 'treasures' are close. I have one in a safe place, and I'm still looking for the other."
"Do you mind if I ask which is which?"
Kevin laughed. He could see that Andy had not checked his investigative mind at the door.
"I'm still looking for the woman."
"I figured as much. So tell me, Kevin, what brings you to Wallace? I know you're new here because I know nearly every soul in this bustling burg, and I haven't seen you before today."
"You're right. I am new. I've been here only three days. I came here to find work."
"What do you want to do?"
"I want to teach. I want to teach in a public school and heard there was a need for educators in the Bitterroots," Kevin said. "I graduated eight weeks ago from the university in Seattle. When I couldn't find a job in Washington, I packed a suitcase and hopped on a train."
"Schools don't hire until the spring and summer. Surely, you know that. Why would you come to a place like this in the middle of winter?"
"I wanted to get a jump on the competition and meet the administrators before they sent out their calls. I also wanted to see the schools during the school year and assess the communities. I don't know a whole lot about this area."
"There's not much to know," Andy said with a cynical laugh. "The mountains around us contain silver, Kevin, lots of it. Men, dirty men, pull that silver from the ground. They spend their meager pay in saloons and whorehouses, marry if they can, and die when they must. Those who make the money are the merchants and the traders. They own the houses on the hill and the properties on the river. The sooner you understand that, the sooner you'll fit in."
"Wallace sounds like a lot of other towns."
Andy smiled.
"I suppose it is. There's enough here to keep a poor man happy and a rich man rich. You could do worse than Wallace. It depends on what you're looking for."
"I'm looking for a woman, remember?"
"Ah, yes. Does your woman have a name?"
"She does, but I think I'll keep that to myself for now."
Andy brought a hand to his chin and looked at Kevin closely.
"How long are you planning to stay in town?"
"I'll be here another week, maybe longer. I haven't decided."
"Do you have a place to stay?"
"I've got a room at the Panhandle Hotel. I'm paying day-to-day."
"You're probably paying too much too. Let me see if I can't find you something better."
"I don't know what you mean."
"There's a rich widow on King Street who rents rooms to young men who capture her fancy. She's a bit odd at times, but she's fair and generous. She'd love a lad like you."
Kevin chuckled.
"Let me guess. You've already captured her fancy."
Andy beamed.
"I've had the big room for a year now. Maude's the best landlord in town."
Kevin pondered his living situation as he finished his drink. He didn't want to spend another night at the Panhandle and put up with its hallway noise and bedbug bites. Nor did he want to impose on the Johnsons, who had offered him a room on Monday when they learned he'd be staying in Wallace through the twenty-third. He took a final gulp and set his glass aside.
"I may just have to investigate. Where do I find this Maude?"
"Right now she's sitting at a table in the Placer Room, probably nursing a glass of Madeira and badgering the management to upgrade its stock."
Kevin cocked his head and looked at Andy with curious eyes.
"How do you know that?"
"I know it because that's how she spends every Wednesday night. I'm joining her for dinner in fifteen minutes, and you're coming with me."
 



CHAPTER 12: MAUDE
 
Maude Duvalier, 35, sat at her usual table at the usual time and sipped a glass of Madeira. She had done so every Wednesday evening since her bastard of a husband had died of a stroke in the company of his 19-year-old secretary on the evening of Wednesday, January 22, 1908.
She viewed her midweek ritual less as an obsession than as a way of proving that English poet George Herbert was onto something when he'd said that living well was the best revenge. She had lived well on Marcus Duvalier's assets. The wine on Wednesdays was merely for show.
Maude looked around the room and saw faces that she knew as well as her own. The boy mayor was here, as were three merchants, a mine owner, two brokers, and a banker who reminded Maude of her bastard husband's brother. Most had brought their wives or girlfriends, but a few came with other men to discuss the matters that important men discussed.
Andy was late, of course, but Maude didn't hold it against him. Her friend and sole boarder for the past six months had a life that went beyond amusing a woman ten years his senior. He would move on soon enough and she was determined to enjoy him for as long as she could.
When she finally saw him enter the banquet room about five after six, she lifted her head and motioned for him to join her. When she saw another young man follow him into the room, she sat up straight in her chair and ran a hand through her thick red hair.
"Sorry I'm late, Maude," Andy said as he approached her table. "I had to finish the city council article and then wash it down with two of Charlie's specials."
"That's quite all right. Who's your friend?"
"This is Kevin Johnson. He's a college man from Seattle who wants to teach in the area."
"I'm pleased to meet you, Mr. Johnson."
"Kevin, this is Maude Duvalier, the richest woman in town."
Kevin chuckled as he shook Maude's hand.
"I'm sure he exaggerates. He's been a laugh a minute since I met him."
"Andrew is a comedian," Maude said, "but in this case he doesn't exaggerate. I am the richest woman in town. Please take a seat, gentlemen."
Maude summoned a waiter to the table to fill two more glasses of wine and then turned her attention to her newest acquaintance. She liked what she saw. Handsome, tidy, and polite, Kevin Johnson already had a leg up on ninety-five percent of the men she knew.
"So you're looking for work?"
"I am," Kevin said.
"Then you've come to the right place. There are ample opportunities to educate our urchins, though I'm sure Andrew has told you that the schools here don't hire until the spring."
"He has. I'm here mostly to take a look around. I may or may not be back in June."
"Have you seen anything you like?"
"I have. I like the scenery. I like the people. For a small town, Wallace has everything I need," Kevin said. "I do plan to visit other communities, but I'm in no hurry. I like it here."
"Kevin intends to stay in town another week," Andy said. "He's looking for accommodations that are a step up from the Panhandle. I told him you might be able to help."
Maude smiled at Andy and then Kevin.
"Did Andrew tell you that I prefer to rent rooms to handsome young men?"
Kevin laughed.
"He did."
"Please don't take that the wrong way, Mr. Johnson. I prefer to rent to men, particularly educated men, because they pay their bills and tend to be more interesting. I have yet to go wrong in two years, though few have measured up to Andrew."
"Do you rent by the week?"
"Indeed, I do. For three dollars you can have a room and your run of the house. I live on the north end of King Street."
"Then I think we have a deal. I'm getting tired of bedbugs," Kevin said. "How many boarders do you have?"
"I have just Andrew at the moment – and you, if you join us – but I'm looking for more. I would very much like to find a new cleaning girl, particularly one who can cook."
"What happened to the old one?"
"Esther left me. She put love before duty."
"I don't follow."
"She ran off with the milkman."
Kevin laughed.
"In any case, should you meet someone who can clean and cook, then please send her to me. I'd happily waive your February rent as a finder's fee."
"I'll keep that in mind."
Maude requested a full bottle of wine when the waiter returned, along with three orders of lamb and potatoes. She liked taking charge in a man's world, particularly when she could do so with her late husband's money. Marcus would surely appreciate the irony.
When Kevin asked how Maude had become the "richest woman in town," she told him a story she had told often. She recalled how Marcus Duvalier, silver tycoon, had wooed her away from a Denver stage in 1896 with silk, emeralds, and a promise of a house that would be the envy of the up-and-coming mining community of Wallace, Idaho.
She added that her husband's sales pitch hadn't included a promise to remain faithful or to even provide her with children. Maude Parker, daughter of a Colorado wheat farmer and one-time vaudeville performer, had been a mere ornament to a man who'd had many.
As Maude replayed the phonograph record that was her life, she noticed that Kevin was a good listener. He smiled and nodded at the right times and asked questions when appropriate.
She also noticed that he said little about himself. She couldn't remember a man who had spoken less about his past than the one who wanted to teach the children of miners and merchants.
Kevin gave Maude his undivided attention for the better part of an hour, even as Andrew drifted to other places. As the evening wore on, however, he began to shift his sights to a nearby table, where a well-known businessman entertained an attractive young woman.
Maude decided to reel in his wandering eyes at seven thirty, when Andy headed off to the men's room and Kevin again glanced at the other table.
"I see I have competition," she said.
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to be rude," Kevin said. "It's just that the woman sitting at the other table looks very familiar. Do you know who she is?"
Maude smiled.
"I know everyone in this town, Mr. Johnson."
"I figured you did."
"The woman is Sarah Thompson, a teacher at the high school. She came here last summer from Indiana and has been residing with George and Bertha Marshall. They are an elderly couple who live in that magnificent house on Seventh and Garnet."
"I see. Who's the gentleman?"
"The man is Preston Pierce, the owner of the Intermountain Bank. He's a very important and powerful figure in this town, but I wouldn't call him a gentleman."
"Why is that?"
"I'll tell you why. Mr. Pierce is a lot like my deceased husband. He is greedy, thoughtless, and cruel. He is a man who treats women as property and not people. My guess is that Miss Thompson has not yet been treated to his charms."
Kevin nodded. He put a hand to his chin and lowered his eyes.
"You're thinking about her, aren't you?" Maude asked.
Kevin chuckled.
"It seems you and Andy attended the same school of thought. He can read my mind too."
"I can read men, Kevin. That's one reason Andrew and I get along. I know when he desires conversation and when he does not. I've found it to be a useful skill."
"I believe it. You certainly have me figured out. I'm sorry for drifting off."
"There's no need to apologize. You admire beautiful women, and Sarah Thompson is as beautiful as they come. She reminds me of someone I used to know."
"That sounds like an endorsement."
"It's more like an idle reflection," Maude said with a sad smile. "I hope you enjoy your time in Wallace, Mr. Johnson, but I advise you to stay away from the teacher."
"Why do you say that?"
"I say that because Preston Pierce is a nasty man, and nasty men do nasty things when someone gets between them and something they want."
 



CHAPTER 13: KEVIN
 
Friday, February 18, 1910
 
Five days into his alleged trip to visit schools in northern Idaho, Kevin finally visited a school in northern Idaho. He walked a few blocks from Maude Duvalier's house to Shoshone County High, proceeded to the school office, and asked to see Principal Edward Morrison.
Kevin had no intention of applying for a job or even inquiring about a job. A time traveler planning to return to his time in five days didn't make or even seek extended commitments. But if he wanted to catch another glimpse of a beautiful woman who worked at a school, a woman who had haunted his mind for days, he went to that school with an open mind.
"Good afternoon, Mr. Johnson," a large man said as he stepped into the office and extended a hand. "I'm Ed Morrison. I'm told you're interested in teaching in the county."
"I am," Kevin said. "I know you don't have any current vacancies. I'm just here to see the local schools and decide whether I want to return in the spring."
The principal looked at his watch and then at Kevin.
"We have about an hour before school ends today. If you'd like a quick tour of the building, I'd be happy to give you one."
"I'd love it. Lead the way."
Kevin followed Morrison down a long hallway to a large chamber that he immediately recognized as a gymnasium. With wooden rafters, balcony seats, and a parquet floor, the facility looked more like a mini Boston Garden than a high school gym.
Kevin peeked inside the door and saw several boys work a high bar, a vault, and a balance beam. They weren't as graceful as the girls he remembered at Unionville High, but they appeared no less skilled. He wondered how far other sports, like football, baseball, and basketball had developed in small American towns by 1910.
"As you can see, our physical education program includes gymnastics," Morrison said. "Most of our students are involved in school sports or intramurals. We place a premium on physical fitness here in Wallace. Our girls basketball team, in fact, is quite good."
"That's impressive," Kevin said.
"What is your academic specialty, Mr. Johnson? Perhaps I can take you to the appropriate section of the school."
"I majored in astronomy and earth sciences at the university in Seattle, but I would feel comfortable teaching any of the physical sciences. Do you expect to have any vacancies in those areas next year?"
"I don't expect a vacancy of any kind," Morrison said. "None of our current instructors are planning to retire or to marry, to my knowledge. The teachers here are very committed to the mission of our school. The turnover rate is relatively low."
Kevin felt better when he heard the words. He knew now that he wasn't doing anything more than taking up one principal's last hour on an otherwise uneventful Friday afternoon in February.
"Would you like to see the science classes?"
"I would. Thank you."
Kevin followed the principal to three science rooms, where students engaged in a variety of lab experiments, and also to the shop classes, where future wood- and metal-workers created everything from candleholders to letter openers. Though some things had changed in a century of public education, others – many others – had not.
Morrison then guided his guest past the math and music rooms to the English and literature section. When they reached the last of three rooms in this area, they found the door open. The principal lowered his voice as they stepped into the doorway.
"This is an upper-level English class, taught by Miss Sarah Thompson," Morrison said, barely above a whisper. "Miss Thompson came to us from Indiana. She was our only new hire last year. As I said, vacancies at this school are few and far between."
Kevin heard Morrison speak but otherwise ignored him. The second he laid eyes on the new instructor with the Jane Seymour face and Gibson-girl hair, he mentally checked out of the school tour. He saw the woman he had wanted to see and, just as importantly, she had seen him.
The exchange of glances continued as Sarah tried to diagram a sentence on the blackboard for her class of twenty. She turned toward the door, nodded at the principal, and shifted her soft green eyes to Morrison's guest. A gentle smile followed the gaze, a smile and a gaze that Kevin had seen from a city street and again from a restaurant table.
"Has Miss Thompson adjusted well to life here?"
"I believe so. She's made many friends and seems happy with her work," Morrison said. "Wallace is a fine town, Mr. Johnson. If you are the kind of man looking to settle down and invest yourself in a school district and a community, you can't do much better than here."
Kevin met Sarah's eyes one more time as Morrison led him back to the hallway. She smiled again, ever so slightly, before returning to her students.
He didn't know what the smile meant or what he could do about it even if he did. He was a time traveler, for Pete's sake, a person who had no business wandering the corridors of a high school during the time of his great-great-grandfather.
Kevin knew only that his simple field trip to the Edwardian Era, a journey that still boggled his mind, was getting increasingly complicated. He was doing more than having fun in 1910. He was getting attached to 1910, and that was potentially a troubling thing.
 



CHAPTER 14: KEVIN
 
Monday, February 21, 1910
 
As he sat on a favorite stool in what had become his favorite place, Kevin thought about a comment by Walt during his seemingly distant walking tour of Wallace. The guide had said he could measure a community's wholesomeness by comparing the number of churches to saloons.
Using that standard, Wallace was very much a work in progress. With seven churches, thriving service organizations, and a growing family class, it wasn't Sodom and Gomorrah or even the rough-and-tumble mining camp of the 1880s, but with thirty-eight saloons, six brothels, five card rooms, and four dance halls, it wasn't a convent either.
Kevin knew the numbers of "good" and "bad" institutions in town because the city reporter for the Wallace Standard had told him. He glanced at Andy O'Connell as he finished his fourth whiskey in the Shooting Star, one of the bad institutions he now thought of as good.
"You sure drink a lot," Kevin said, slurring his words. "I never drink this much, but now I do. I'm becoming Irish."
"Indeed you are," Andy said. "Your mother would be proud."
"My mother would whip me upside the head if she saw me now. She hates drinking."
Andy raised his glass.
"She sounds like a good woman."
"She is," Kevin said, wondering what Shelly Johnson would think of her son getting drunk in 1910. "What about your family? What do they think about you and Wallace?"
Andy's smile morphed into something that resembled a thoughtful frown.
"They don't think much, being dead as they are. My mother, bless her soul, succumbed to consumption when I was six. My father died in a factory fire five years later. I raised my brother and got out when I could. Idaho seemed like a good place to get lost."
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be. I've had a good life, all things considered. I matter here. I didn't matter in Boston. I have goals now, even dreams," Andy said. He smiled again as he turned to face Kevin. "What about you, gallant traveler? Do you have goals? You've been here a week and haven't done much but take in the shows and drink with me."
Kevin pondered the question before answering. Yes, he had goals. He wanted to be a college professor and a pioneer in his fields, not to mention a husband and a father. He wanted to make a difference in the world. He also had a more immediate goal. He wanted to enter Asa Johnson's chamber of stones Wednesday evening and successfully return to a time that made sense.
That didn't mean he regretted the decision to return to the past. He had enjoyed his second tour of turn-of-the-century Wallace and very much enjoyed the company of his new companions.
Kevin had spent a lot of time with Andy and Maude since moving into her house Wednesday night and found them as interesting as anyone he had met in four years of college. He'd been tempted on several occasions to ask Andy if he and Maude had something going on, but he had remained silent each time. Their relationship was none of his business and didn't matter anyway. He would be gone from their lives soon enough.
He gazed at the Shooting Star's brass cash register and then at the photo of the beautiful woman. She had not changed in five days. She still taunted him with the same beguiling smile, a smile that reminded him of an unhealthy obsession.
Kevin knew he had to get over Sarah. Like the woman in the photo, she was something that existed mostly in his mind. She was a stranger in a strange time, a woman he could never have, but that didn't stop him from thinking about her.
"It's the girl again, isn't it?" Andy asked, interrupting Kevin's whiskey-fortified daydream. "You're thinking about her."
Kevin laughed.
"I see you're back to mind reading."
"It's what I do," Andy said. He looked at Kevin thoughtfully. "Have you seen her?"
"I've seen her."
"Then why aren't you with her?"
Kevin smiled sadly and studied his nearly empty glass.
"I'm not with her because she's not mine."
"So make her yours. You're a fine-looking lad – and educated."
"It's not that simple."
"Sure it is," Andy said. "If there's one thing I've learned in twenty-five years, it's that life is as bloody simple as we make it. When I decided to try my hand at journalism, I had little money, no useful experience, and only a year of university. I had nothing, really, but that didn't stop me from coming out here to pursue a career. We make our own way, my friend."
"I guess you're right."
Kevin sighed and gazed again at the picture on the wall. He kept to himself for nearly a minute before his companion broke the silence.
"Tell me something," Andy said. "How long's it been since you've had a lassie on your lap?"
Kevin spit out his drink and laughed. He couldn't relax for a moment around this guy. He thought about the question and considered a face-saving answer but ultimately went with the truth. If Andy could read his mind at other times, he could surely read it now.
"It's been eight months."
"Eight months? Oh, Blessed Mary, no wonder you're feeling down."
"I've been in sort of a rut this year."
"I should say so," Andy said. "Eight months is entirely unacceptable. We'll have to do something about your lady problem and do it soon."
"I'm not sure you can help with this girl."
"I doubt I can," Andy said, "but I can certainly help you with another."
Kevin froze. He didn't like where the conversation was going.
"You have a girl in mind?"
Andy laughed heartily.
"I have several girls in mind," Andy said. He got up from his stool and placed a hand on Kevin's shoulder. "Today is your lucky day, Mr. Johnson. Today is your lucky day."
 



CHAPTER 15: KEVIN
 
"I'm not sure this is a good idea," Kevin said.
He stumbled over a pothole as he tried to catch Andy on their brisk two-block walk from the Shooting Star to a "boarding house" in the Triangle of Sin.
"Of course it's a good idea," Andy said. "Today is Monday."
"What's so big about Monday?"
Andy smiled and shook his head.
"You really need to get out more. Monday is the best day to visit the ladies. It's five dollars a throw until midnight. Maggie looks after our businessmen."
Kevin didn't need further elaboration. They were headed to the biggest whorehouse in town: the one that Walking Walt had practically called a national treasure.
"OK. I get the bargain part, but what about the rest? Don't you worry about catching a disease? We're talking about prostitutes here."
Andy stopped and turned to his companion.
"You worry too much. We're not going to the cribs by the river. We're going to the best, the very best. Maggie's girls are clean and much more pleasing to the eye than the average Sally on Cedar Street. Enjoy yourself. The treat is on me. Come."
Kevin resisted the temptation to walk back to Maude's mansion. This was crazy. Did Andy O'Connell, man of the world and ace reporter, not know the first thing about syphilis and gonorrhea? Wednesday's return trip to the Age of Antibiotics began to look very attractive.
Five minutes later the men walked through an alley to a large nondescript building in the heart of the restricted district. They entered an unmarked door and proceeded down a short hallway to a lobby, where they stopped and waited in front of an unoccupied desk.
Kevin looked to his right and saw several dapper men, no doubt seeking their specials, drink at a bar and speak flirtatiously to an equal number of women. Each of the women wore what could charitably be called a nightgown. All appeared to be having a good time.
He again questioned the wisdom of coming here. Why did he do things in Wallace that he would never do anywhere else? Andy was clearly one answer. Sour-mash whiskey was another.
Kevin turned to Andy and started to speak but held his sedated tongue when he saw a stout woman on the short side of forty lead two younger, more attractive women into the room. The older woman smiled when she saw Andy and pulled a book from behind the desk.
"Welcome back, Mr. O'Connell. I see you brought a friend today. How can I help you?"
"You know me, Maggie. I wish to see my favorite flower."
"Jasmine's been expecting you. I'll call her in a moment."
Maggie Ryan made a notation in the book and then gave Kevin a close inspection.
"You're a handsome one. What can I do for you today?"
"I'm just along for the ride, ma'am," Kevin said. "I don't need anything."
"He's just joking," Andy said. "He wants the same thing. This is my friend Kevin Johnson. He's come here from Seattle in search of a teaching position."
"Is that right now?" Maggie asked. "We like educators. How can we further your education today, Mr. Johnson?"
The two women at Maggie's side laughed.
"I don't know," Kevin said. "I'm kind of new at this."
Maggie put a hand to her chin and stared at Andy.
"He's not a talkative one, is he?"
"He's a wee bit shy and somewhat concerned he'll catch more than a cold if he loiters in your lobby very long," Andy said. "Only the most wholesome girl will do for him."
The women laughed again.
"I run a fine establishment, Mr. Johnson. My ladies are the queens of the Coeur d'Alenes. If it's wholesome you want, it's wholesome you'll get. Jenny, go get the new girl."
Jenny, the older looking of Maggie's assistants, frowned.
"You want me to get her now? She just got here."
"There's no time like the present to get to work. Yes, go get Sadie."
 



CHAPTER 16: SADIE
 
Sadie sat in a chair in Maggie's largest parlor and wondered again how it had come to this. She knew the answer, of course. She was on the verge of becoming a prostitute because of the failings of a good man, the avarice and cruelty of a bad man, and her own cowardice.
She knew it wasn't really fair to blame the good man. Henry Hawkins had been a kind and loving father who had done his best to provide for his only child after his wife had died of influenza. For a while, he had even been a capable businessman.
He had opened a hardware store on the east end of town and had managed it successfully until the Panic of 1907 had sent the economy into a spin. Needing a quick fix for his growing debt, Henry had turned to an unscrupulous man for help. When Henry had died, his short-term, high-interest loan had become his daughter's long-term, high-anxiety problem.
Preston Pierce, owner of the Intermountain Bank, had leaned hard on Henry's sole heir after Henry's passing on Christmas Day 1909. He had told Sadie in no uncertain terms that she would never be able to leave Wallace until she paid back every penny of the three thousand dollars her father had borrowed but not returned. Though he could not send her to debtor's prison in Idaho, he could make her life miserable – and he was just the kind of man to do it.
Sadie, 19, had managed to pay back half of the debt by liquidating her father's inventory and selling various personal belongings, including jewelry that had once belonged to her mother. She had promised to pay off the balance if it took her the rest of her life, but her words had fallen on deaf ears. Pierce had demanded that the debt be paid in full, with interest, by the end of 1911.
Desperate and afraid, Sadie had turned to the only person in town who could provide her with the means to retire the debt. Maggie Ryan had balked at first. She had not wanted to sully her reputation as a civic-minded businesswoman by taking on the orphan of a failed merchant, but she relented when Sadie had broken down and explained her circumstances.
So on Sunday morning, Sadie had moved out of her father's foreclosed property and moved into the boarding house. She had managed to retain her dignity through the Sabbath, when most of Maggie's patrons attended to their wives and girlfriends, but she knew her time was coming. She had resigned herself to the inevitable and so wasn't at all surprised when Jenny Chandler walked into the parlor wearing a frown.
"Maggie wants you to come to the lobby. There's a gentleman there," Jenny said.
Sadie felt her stomach sink as she realized that her life was about to change. Just the look on Jenny's face told her all she needed to know about what awaited.
She had often dreamed about her wedding night and her first time. She thought about how beautiful it might be and how relations with the man she loved would likely lead to the family she had always wanted. But this was no wedding night. This was business as usual in the red-light district. It was the opening act in a miserable play that might last up to two years.
Sadie got up from her chair and tightened the belt of a silk nightgown she had borrowed from one of the girls. She couldn't bring herself to wear anything more garish, though she figured that, too, would change as she became more accustomed to life in a bordello.
Sadie looked at her new friend and wiped away a tear.
"I don't think I can do this, Jenny. How do I get through it?"
Jenny, a thin redhead with a pleasing face, gave Sadie a hug and put her hands on the younger woman's shoulders.
"Just relax and think of other things, like all that you have going for you. You're pretty and smart and resourceful. If you keep your head, you'll make it, honey. You'll pay off your debt and get out of here. I know you will."
"But what should I say? What should I do?"
"Take your cues from the customer. No two are the same, Sadie. Some talk. Some don't. Some are gentle. Some are beasts."
Sadie frowned. That wasn't what she wanted to hear.
"I can give you one piece of advice," Jenny said.
"What's that?"
"Don't be afraid to take the lead if you smell whiskey on his breath. It may be your only chance to set a drunken man's head straight. Remember that."
"I will."
"Trust your instincts. You'll know what to do."
Jenny glanced at a clock on a wall, gave Sadie another hug, and stepped back.
"We should go now," she said.
Sadie nodded and followed Jenny out of the first-floor parlor and down a long hallway to the reception desk, or what some girls sarcastically called "the transfer station." When she walked into the lobby, she saw Maggie Ryan stand next to a man who appeared to be in his early twenties. In the distance, the Standard's city reporter warmly embraced Jasmine Moreau.
Sadie tensed up when Jenny left her side and stepped behind the desk. When she saw her friend offer a reassuring smile, she returned her attention to her employer.
"You asked to see me, Maggie?"
"Yes, Sadie. I did. I would like you to spend some time with this gentleman."
Maggie and Sadie each turned to face the man.
"This is Mr. Kevin Johnson. He is new to our establishment," Maggie said. "Mr. Johnson, this is Sadie, your escort. She will accompany you to the Franklin Room."
Sadie gazed at the customer for several seconds and allowed herself to breathe. She had feared she would find an older man – a cruel, ugly sort that had not bathed in a month. What she found was something else. Mr. Johnson was young and handsome and had a gentle quality to his eyes that she had not expected. She could only pray that he was kind as well.
"Sadie, I trust you know where to go," Maggie said.
The comment brought the new girl out of a daze.
"I do," Sadie said.
The madam looked at the client and smiled.
"Enjoy your time here, Mr. Johnson."
The young man blushed.
"Thank you," he said.
Sadie gathered herself, stepped toward the man, and grabbed one of his hands. The hand was warm and comfortingly clammy. Perhaps the buyer was as terrified as the seller.
"It's nice to meet you, Mr. Johnson," Sadie said, using words she had been instructed to use. "Please follow me."
 



CHAPTER 17: KEVIN
 
The first thing Kevin noticed when "Sadie" entered the lobby is that she didn't look like a prostitute. She looked like a college freshman finding her way between her dorm room and the restroom in bare feet and a loose-fitting nightgown. She didn't have the hardened or defeated appearance of a woman who had given herself to strangers several times a day for many years.
She was also uncommonly beautiful. With wavy black hair that cascaded over her shoulders, liquid brown eyes, and a soft round face that radiated innocence, she looked very much out of place in this house of ill repute.
He followed her down the hallway and up a flight of stairs to the second floor. From there, they proceeded down another corridor to a room furnished with a coat rack, a small nightstand, and a double bed with a black wrought-iron frame. Red pinstriped paper covered the walls.
Kevin took off his jacket and hat and hung them on the rack. He then walked to the end of the narrow room and briefly assessed its furnishings before turning around to face his so-called escort. She had already closed and locked the door.
Kevin gazed at Sadie and noticed for the first time that she wasn't very big. He doubted that she carried more than a hundred and ten pounds on her petite five-foot-three-inch frame. He wondered what she was thinking now that she was locked in a room with a man twice her size.
"So why do they call this the Franklin Room?" Kevin asked.
Sadie didn't respond verbally. She instead pointed at a small picture on a wall, a framed portrait of Benjamin Franklin, America's Founding Philanderer.
Kevin laughed to himself. This place didn't miss a beat. He took a breath and returned to his new friend. He didn't know if he could go through with this, but he knew now that he wanted to. The whiskey was kicking in. So was the frustration of eight months without sex.
Guilt and doubt, however, quickly replaced alcohol-fueled lust. There was something about Sadie that didn't add up. She seemed far too tentative. She didn't appear to be a seasoned lady of the evening, someone who had taken charge with males on countless occasions, but rather a frightened young woman who probably wanted to be somewhere else.
Kevin gazed at Sadie for more than a minute but couldn't compel himself to make the first move. He wanted to be with this woman but not like this. He held back.
Sadie did not. Perhaps sensing Kevin's apprehension, she offered a sad smile, loosened the belt of her gown, and stepped forward. She stopped a few feet in front of him, slid the garment off of her shoulders, and let it fall to the hardwood floor.
Stunned by the sudden turn of events, Kevin stepped back, lost his balance, and tripped over his own feet. He crashed into the side of the bed and bounced into the nightstand before tumbling onto the floor. By the time he picked himself up, he had a sore back and a bump on his head to go with a guilty conscience and a case of the nerves.
"Are you all right?" Sadie asked as she moved toward him.
"I'm fine," Kevin said. "I'm just a little intoxicated and kind of nervous. I've never been to a brothel before."
Sadie didn't respond to Kevin's comment or inquire further about his condition. She instead looked at him for a few seconds and then lowered her doe-like eyes.
Kevin gazed again at the girl. What he saw was something that came awfully close to physical perfection. With smooth skin, shapely features, and a face worthy of its own painting, Sadie was far more than he had expected and far more than he deserved.
"You're beautiful," Kevin said.
"Thank you," Sadie said as redness swept over her face.
Kevin moved toward the naked woman but stopped after one step. He sensed that she was still very uncomfortable with the whole situation and wanted to give her some space.
"Are you nervous?" he asked.
Sadie lifted her head and nodded.
Kevin smiled sympathetically. He regretted a lot of things he had done this day. He regretted consuming several glasses of whiskey and allowing Andy to talk him into visiting a whorehouse, of all places, but he didn't regret meeting Sadie. He would have paid five dollars just to have coffee with this gentle soul.
"That's OK," he said. "Is this your first day?"
Sadie gazed at Kevin for a few seconds before responding.
"It's my first time."
The revelation snapped Kevin out of a stupor.
"This is your first time with a man?"
Sadie nodded.
Kevin shook his head and turned away. He knew now that he couldn't follow through, not with this one. He couldn't fathom how she had managed to find herself in a place like this.
"What are you doing here? You don't belong."
Sadie looked at Kevin with eyes he couldn't read.
"I'm paying off a debt."
"You're paying a debt? To whom?"
"It doesn't matter."
"Yeah, it does matter," he said.
Kevin wasn't quite sure why it mattered, but it did. If nothing else, he wanted to have a chat with the cretin who put her up to this.
"Do you have other clothes you can wear, outside clothes?"
Sadie nodded.
"Go get them and put them on."
"Why?"
"Because we're not doing this."
"Don't you like me?"
Kevin laughed to himself. He loved this girl already.
"I like you, all right. I like you a lot. That's why I'm taking you out of here. Go get your clothes. Go get them now. Please."
Sadie opened her mouth and stared at Kevin with puzzled eyes but did as instructed. She threw on her nightgown and walked out the door. When she returned to the Franklin Room a few minutes later, she wore a simple white work dress.
"Do you have a coat?" he asked.
She shook her head.
"No problem. You can wear my mine."
Kevin lifted his suit jacket from the rack and helped the girl slip it on. When she was fully clothed, he stepped back and smiled. Sadie wouldn't win any fashion awards wearing a gray men's suit jacket over a white dress, but she still looked nice. She still looked beautiful.
"Are you ready?"
"I suppose," she said.
"Good."
Kevin grabbed Sadie's hand and led her through the hallway and down the stairs to the main floor, where several other couples walked to and from private rooms and a more public bar. He didn't see Andy but didn't really care. He'd have plenty of time to catch up with him later.
He glanced at Sadie and saw her look back with wide eyes. He could only imagine what was running through her mind.
"Do you have another place to stay?" Kevin asked.
"No," Sadie answered. "Not anymore."
"That's OK. I think I can fix that too."
Kevin retrieved her hand and led her down the corridor to the lobby, where Maggie and Jenny talked quietly and went over entries in a book. The women lifted their heads and smiled at Kevin as he pulled Sadie toward the reception desk.
"Well, that was quick," the madam said. "Did you enjoy yourself, Mr. Johnson?"
"I did. I enjoyed myself very much."
Kevin slapped a double eagle on the counter.
"Have a nice day, ladies."
"Thank you, Mr. Johnson, but Mr. O'Connell has already paid your fee."
"This isn't for my fee, Miss Ryan. This is for my conscience," Kevin said.
He looked at the women behind the desk and noted widely differing expressions. Maggie stared and frowned. Jenny stared and beamed.
Kevin tipped his hat at the madam and started to lead Sadie to the exit.
"What do you think you're doing, Mr. Johnson?" Maggie asked.
The frown on her face had turned to a scowl.
"It's real simple, ma'am," Kevin said with a smile. "I'm reducing your inventory."
 



CHAPTER 18: KEVIN
 
Kevin didn't waste a moment trying to right a wrong. After liberating the contents of his safe-deposit box, he escorted Sadie directly to the Intermountain Bank and attempted to retire her debt with seventy-five double eagles.
He had expected the process to go smoothly. He had expected to walk into the financial institution and pay off Henry Hawkins' outstanding balance in one fell swoop. He had not expected a difficult and time-consuming encounter with Preston Pierce. Three minutes into what should have been a straightforward conversation, communication broke down.
"What exactly is your interest in Miss Hawkins' affairs, Mr. Johnson?" the bank owner said from behind a large mahogany desk.
"That's really none of your business," Kevin said. "I understand that Sadie owes you fifteen hundred dollars and I intend to pay it in full."
"The arrangement I made with Miss Hawkins called for payments to be made, with interest, over the next twenty-two months," Pierce said.
Kevin looked at the short, slight, mustachioed man with growing contempt. He couldn't believe that Sarah had spent even five minutes with this creep.
"I understand the terms of this loan," Kevin said. "I also know that loans can be paid off early. If any interest has accrued this month, I'll pay that too. I have the money with me now. Let's get this over with."
"It's not that simple."
"Sure it is," Kevin said. "I pay you what she owes you and you let her get on with her life."
"I can tell from your breath that you've been drinking today, Mr. Johnson. I typically don't do business with men who are not in their right mind."
Kevin leaned forward and got in Pierce's face.
"Listen, mister. I see what you're doing. You're trying to punish this girl for mistakes her father made and make a few bucks on the side," Kevin said angrily. "Well, I'm telling you that's not going to happen. I'm going to pay you now, you're going to draw up some papers, and we're all going to part a little wiser."
When the room got quiet, Kevin glanced to his left and saw two open-mouthed tellers. Their customers looked on with wide eyes. He then turned to his right and saw Sadie give Pierce a payback smile. She was clearly enjoying this. She had a right to enjoy this.
Kevin returned to Pierce in time to see his white-hot glare. He didn't care how mad he made the man. If he did nothing else in 1910, he would set this matter straight.
"Have I made myself clear, Mr. Pierce?"
"Indeed, you have, Mr. Johnson," the banker said tersely. "I'll get the papers now."
Kevin gave Pierce seventy-six eagles a few minutes later and guided a newly emancipated woman out the bank's front door and onto Sixth Street. He had never felt better.
"I'm sorry that you had to go through that. Not all men are that way," he said as he stared blankly at a busy intersection.
Kevin adjusted his derby hat and straightened the collar of his shirt before returning his attention to Sadie. He saw her look back with adoring eyes.
"What's the matter? Is something wrong?"
She smiled and shook her head.
"Thank you for helping me," she said. "No one has ever shown me such kindness. No one. I don't know how I can ever repay you."
"You don't owe me a dime. You deserve a fresh start and now you have one. If you make the most of it, I'll consider our business complete."
"I will. I promise."
"Good. I insist on only one favor."
Sadie turned white.
"You want a favor?"
Kevin laughed to himself when he saw her face. Talk about a poor choice of words. He started to clarify the meaning of his statement when he decided instead to have some fun.
"Yeah, I want a favor – and I want it now."
"What . . . what do you want?" Sadie asked, drawing out each word.
"I want what every guy wants when he helps out a girl."
Sadie turned red.
"I want your company at dinner."
 



CHAPTER 19: SADIE
 
"So let me get this straight. Your name really is Sadie Hawkins?"
Sadie looked at Kevin with puzzled eyes and nodded.
"Is there anything wrong with that?"
Kevin laughed.
"No. It's a pretty name. I've just heard it before."
Sadie wasn't at all sure that Kevin Johnson wasn't making fun of her, but even if he was she didn't care. He had saved her from a life of squalor. He could ask pointless questions all night long.
Sadie looked at her large bowl of Irish stew like a mountain lion looked at a deer, but she resisted the temptation to eat quickly. She didn't want to leave the impression that she was an uncultured waif. She wanted to impress this kind, handsome man, not turn him off.
"Kevin?"
"Yes?"
"Why did you help me? You don't even know me."
Kevin frowned and looked away before returning to his dinner companion.
"I helped you because I couldn't bear to see someone like you caught up in that life. Even if you had managed to pay off your debt, you'd have still been a damaged woman – a damaged woman with no prospects. I couldn't let that happen."
Sadie smiled and gazed at a man who was as close to a Prince Charming as she would ever find in this or any town. She couldn't believe how much her life had changed for the better in the span of a few hours.
"I appreciate what you did. I appreciate it so much. I only wish I could do something for you."
"I've already told you what you can do. Make something of your life. Get out of this town if you have to," Kevin said. "Find a purpose. Find someone who appreciates you for the wonderful person you are. I mean it."
"I'd like to do something, but I don't have any special skills or knowledge."
"Sure you do. Everyone does. What have you done for the past few years?"
"I cooked and cleaned for my father and finished high school."
"There you go. That's something. What did you like in school?"
Sadie pondered the question and the questioner. No one had ever asked her something like that. What girls liked in school was as relevant as what career they wanted to pursue. Girls like her didn't light the world on fire. They married miners or merchants, had babies, and made life comfortable for others. They didn't think of themselves.
"I liked writing and figuring, particularly figuring. I liked working with numbers. I still do."
Kevin smiled and pushed away his baron of beef.
"You like math?"
"I like math. I'm good at it too."
"You are?"
"I am."
Kevin rubbed his hands together.
"Maybe I should give you a little test to see how good. Are you all right with that?''
Sadie nodded.
"OK then. Let's start with an easy one. A young buck named Kevin – that's me – has eleven more nickels than quarters. How many coins does he have if the total value of his coins is two dollars and sixty-five cents?"
Sadie looked away for a few seconds and then returned with a smile.
"He has seven quarters and eighteen nickels, in addition to a lot of double eagles."
Kevin looked at her with wide eyes.
"How did you figure that out so quickly?"
"I told you. I'm good at math."
Kevin chuckled.
"It appears so," he said. "Are you good at square roots?"
"I think so."
"Well, let's find out. What's the square root of five hundred and twenty-nine?"
"Twenty-three."
"Are you kidding me?" Kevin asked.
Sadie wasn't quite sure what he meant by the question, but she guessed that she had solved the math problem. She enjoyed impressing someone she very much wanted to impress.
"Did I get the answer right?"
"You know you got the answer right. All right, Princess, let me think of something else."
Kevin stared into space and rubbed his chin, as one might do if he were mulling over a host of delicious options. A moment later, he returned to Sadie with a wide grin.
"OK. Try this on for size. Train A, traveling seventy miles per hour, leaves Wallace for some godforsaken town in Montana two hundred and sixty miles away. At the same time, Train B, traveling sixty miles per hour, leaves the same godforsaken Montana town for Wallace. When do the two trains meet? And how far from each city do they meet?"
"Do you have something to write with?"
"I don't, but I'm sure the waiter does."
Kevin hailed the waiter and asked him for a pencil and a slip of paper. When he received the items, he gave them to Sadie and repeated the problem. She scribbled a few equations on the slip and gave him an answer in thirty seconds.
"The trains meet two hours after leaving their stations," Sadie said with a self-satisfied grin. "They meet at a point a hundred forty miles from Wallace and a hundred twenty miles from that godforsaken town in Montana."
Kevin laughed and looked at Sadie with animated eyes.
"You're amazing, Sadie Hawkins."
Sadie beamed. She had impressed this rich and obviously educated man and done it on his terms. Her good day continued to get better.
"I'm glad you think so."
"Have you ever thought of going into teaching?"
"No. Why?"
"Why? You'd be an incredible math teacher, that's why."
Sadie sighed and soaked up every word. No one, but no one, had ever talked to her this way. She wondered how much of what this man said was flattery and how much was truth. In the end, it didn't matter. She liked hearing what he had to say.
"Thank you," Sadie said. "When I was younger, I dreamed of going to college. I dreamed of getting a degree and doing something important, but I soon realized that those things, like a lot of things, would never happen. My father barely made enough money to support the two of us."
Kevin peered at her with a more thoughtful expression.
"Never give up on your dreams."
"That's easy for you to say."
"I haven't always had money, Sadie. I know what it's like to have to work for something important. I also know what it's like to fail, but it's never stopped me from trying to succeed."
Kevin leaned closer and softened his voice.
"Your problem now is that you need a job. You need to be able to support yourself. Then you can save for school. Then you can do anything. Do you have any other skills or talents?"
Sadie nodded.
"I'm good at chess. I was school champion for two years."
Kevin laughed.
"I mean skills you can sell."
Sadie reddened.
"Oh, Lord, this isn't my day," Kevin said. "I'm sorry, Sadie."
"That's all right."
"Let me try again," Kevin said. "What do you know how to do?"
"I know how to cook and clean!"
Kevin stewed on the answer for a moment and then started to smile.
"What's the matter? Did I say something wrong?"
"No," Kevin said. "You said something very right. Let's finish up and go."
"Where are we going?"
"We're going to King Street. There's a big house there and a lady I want you to meet. I think I've found you a job."
 



CHAPTER 20: ANDY
 
Tuesday, February 22, 1910
 
Andy O'Connell, Irishman, journalist, randy fellow, and connoisseur of whiskey, women, and tobacco products, lit up a fat cigar in the living room of Maude Duvalier's mansion and studied his two newest friends. He liked them both and wanted to get to know them better, even if they didn't stick around. The likelihood of that, he thought, was pretty strong.
"Tell me, Kevin, are you still planning to skip town tomorrow night?"
"I am," Kevin said. "I want to see what Montana has to offer."
"You'll be back, of course."
"That's my intent."
Andy looked at Kevin and wondered about that. The would-be teacher had visited only one school in his eight days in Wallace and had expressed no interest in investigating the prospects in neighboring towns like Burke, Mullan, and Kellogg. He had spent more time talking to patrons in the Shooting Star than to principals, superintendents, and school board members.
Then there was the pretty young thing that Sir Galahad had rescued from the moral squalor of Maggie Ryan's Home for Wayward Women. Sadie Hawkins was an unexpected but pleasant addition to the ever-changing family of young adults who called Maude's mansion home.
Kevin had brought Sadie to the west end Monday night and introduced her as Maude's new personal assistant, or at least someone he had hoped would become Maude's personal assistant. She could cook, he had said, and clean and probably even do her books. Kevin had crowed like a rooster about the girl's ability to work with numbers. Undoubtedly swayed by the best sales pitch Andy had seen in years, Maude had hired Sadie on the spot and given her a room.
Andy watched Sadie dust a chandelier for the third time that day and then move on to a hutch, a grandfather clock, and a set of Venetian blinds. She was industrious, efficient, and undoubtedly as intelligent as Kevin had made her out to be.
As the daughter of a local merchant and a recent graduate of the high school, Sadie was someone Andy had seen before. She was someone he had expected to see behind a cash register or walking down an aisle. She was not someone he had expected to see in a silk nightgown in the lobby of the most exclusive brothel in Wallace. That made her a mystery.
Andy returned to Kevin and saw him read the latest issue of the Saturday Evening Post from the comfort of a chair Sadie had yet to dust. Though he still had much to learn from the educator, he was making progress.
Andy now understood, for example, that Kevin's fortune, the one within easy reach, was the box full of double eagles he had accessed Monday afternoon. Unless Kevin had hidden a bag of coins and jewels under a rock on the outskirts of town, this was the cache he had talked about.
Whether Sadie was the girl he had daydreamed about was not as clear. Andy could certainly understand why Kevin, or any man, might favor Miss Hawkins. She was as visually pleasing as a field of summer flowers or even winter snow. But was she the one? He didn't know.
Andy laughed to himself as he tried to digest the story Maude had shared earlier that day. There had been a dust-up of sorts at the Intermountain Bank Monday afternoon, one involving Preston Pierce, Kevin, Sadie, and more than fifteen hundred dollars. Kevin, it seemed, had done more than reduce Maggie Ryan's inventory. He had freed Sadie from financial bondage and made a powerful new enemy.
When Andy, the on-again, off-again reporter, had asked Kevin for confirmation, he had declined to comment. Andy didn't hold that against his companion. He admired discretion, something in short supply in a small town where everyone knew their neighbors and almost everyone talked about them.
Kevin's interest in protecting Sadie, of course, didn't explain why he had paid a princely sum to help a would-be prostitute he had apparently met for the first time on Monday. That was something that had prompted tongues to wag throughout the Silver Valley and had piqued the curiosity of a curious man.
Andy puffed on a cigar that had been manufactured in town and smiled at the man from Seattle. He liked this guy. He liked him a lot. Even as one of Kevin's biggest fans, however, Andy admitted that there was something about the teacher that troubled him. As an enterprising reporter who had far too much time on his hands, he vowed to find out.
 



CHAPTER 21: KEVIN
 
The time traveler stared up from his bed and watched his least favorite creature crawl slowly toward a crack in the ceiling. He didn't know if spiders were any bigger or scarier in 1910 than in 2013, but he did know that he hadn't learned to like them any more.
He laughed to himself when he remembered how a sudden encounter with an arachnid had led to the discovery of Asa Johnson's journal and how that journal had led to the chamber of stones and a mind-boggling trip more than a hundred years into the past. If there was one thing he should have learned from all of this, it was that he should leave spiders alone.
Kevin adjusted the regulator of the brass oil lamp on a nearby nightstand and walked across his bedroom to a window that overlooked King Street. He pulled back the drapes and saw a nearly full moon rise above the pyramid-shaped mountains to the east. In less than twenty-four hours, one lunar cycle would end, another would begin, and a door would open.
There was never any doubt he would revisit that door. Sometime on Wednesday, probably just before supper, he would pack his small suitcase and tell Andy, Sadie, and Maude that he was leaving to catch his eastbound train. He would tell them that he would travel to western Montana, return in a week, and announce his long-term plans. He would insist on going alone.
He would walk east on Bank Street toward a bridge and a depot, but instead of maintaining that heading he would turn south on Fourth Street, proceed to Garnet, and circle around to the Johnson property and the chamber. He would then hopefully pass through a portal one more time and resume his potentially rewarding, if not entirely satisfactory, life in 2013.
Kevin knew he didn't have a choice in the matter. Though he wanted to remain in 1910 a few more days, he knew an extended stay wasn't worth the risk. He was not at all certain that the time portal was completely reliable.
He also knew he was beginning to alter the past. He had certainly changed the life of one Sadie Hawkins, and though he didn't regret that intervention one bit, he didn't believe it was his place to rewrite history as he went along. His science fiction adventure had run its course.
That didn't make leaving any easier. He hadn't merely wandered through Wallace like a tourist visiting an unbelievably realistic exhibit at the Smithsonian. He had actually met people and made friends. He had formed attachments – not unbreakable attachments, but attachments nonetheless. He would miss these people.
Kevin walked from the window to the bedroom door, opened the door slightly, and looked and listened for signs of life on the second floor. He saw that Sadie's room was dark and guessed that she was already fast asleep.
He hoped that Maude would give Sadie the time she needed to get back on her feet and eventually find the life she deserved. He would put in another good word for her in the morning.
Kevin glanced at the next room down and saw that it too appeared dark. No light streamed from the bottom of the door. No noise filled the hallway. He figured that Andy was probably asleep as well. He had looked unusually tired at supper.
There was always a chance, of course, that he was not asleep at all. He might be enjoying Maude's company in the widow's large first-floor bedroom – or, worse yet, enjoying Sadie's company in the bedroom next door.
Kevin winced at the image of that. He didn't want to consider the possibility. He didn't think Sadie could do such a thing, not so soon after her rescue from a brothel. Then again, what did he really know about her? What did he know about any of them?
In the end, he concluded, it didn't really matter. Their affairs were their business, not his. He had his own issues to consider, including some that needed immediate attention.
Kevin returned to his bed, extinguished the flame in the lamp, and hoped that the spider on the ceiling had found a new place to haunt. He pulled the covers and drifted off. His last night in 1910 was in the books.
 



CHAPTER 22: KEVIN
 
Wednesday, February 23, 1910
 
Kevin brought his second Excellent Adventure to a close around 8 p.m., just as a full moon began its pleasing drift across a cloudless sky and Asa Johnson's house finally went dark. He had delayed his final approach to the chamber of stones by more than thirty minutes to ensure that he would not have another unpleasant encounter with his great-great-granddad's shotgun.
He had no difficulty spelling "MMXIII" in nineteenth-century gold in near-total darkness. Using the penlight he had packed, he was able to complete the task quickly without drawing the attention of the Johnsons or their neighbors. He waited a full minute, picked up the coins from snow-dusted ground and walked into the shed.
Kevin felt the temperature rise the moment he closed the door and moved to the back of the chamber. Daylight streamed through the vents in the walls. He greeted both changes with a sigh. He didn't know for sure that June 21, 2013, awaited, but he suspected it did. He was headed to a warmer time, if not a better time.
When he finally opened the door, he saw what he had expected to see: an updated home with an overgrown lawn, a greenhouse, and a hot tub that sat atop a large redwood deck. He entered Roger Johnson's house through the front door and proceeded to the kitchen table, where he planted himself in a wooden chair, let his arms fall to the side, and exhaled.
Kevin didn't need to look at the clock for confirmation, but he did anyway. The hands pointed to one fifteen. Nothing had changed in his absence. Not the house, not the coffee cup in the sink, not the newspaper spread across the table. He had returned to the same day, the same time, and the same place. He had returned to the place where he belonged.
The time traveler stared blankly out a window and tried to make sense of it all. He had done it. He had really done it. He had in the blink of an eye traveled through time to 1910, lived in that year for ten remarkable days, and had an impact on others.
Kevin wasn't entirely sure whether that was a good thing or a bad thing, but he suspected it was a good thing. He felt good about befriending Andy. He felt good about saving Sadie. He wondered whether she had taken his advice and made the most of her second chance. He considered rushing to the library to find her obituary and see if she had.
He glanced again at the clock and realized that he still had a whole afternoon to himself. Perhaps it was time to check out one of those silver mines. Maybe he might see some mysterious blue lights, maybe not. Either way, it probably beat watching TV.
Kevin began to get up from his chair when he heard his cell phone play "Back in Black" by AC/DC. He picked up the device, pressed a button, said hello, and heard the soothing voice of his mother.
"Hi, honey. I just wanted to let you know we'll be coming back to Wallace later than we'd planned. Your father wants to attend some sort of electronics fair tomorrow. We finally found something he likes. Anyway, we should be back by two or three."
"It's no problem, Mom. Take your time."
"Are you still at the house?"
"I am."
"Kevin! Didn't I tell you to have an adventure?"
Kevin smiled and brought his free hand to his forehead. He wondered what his mother would think of his impromptu field trips to 1910 and his bonus visits to the Shooting Star and Maggie Ryan's House of Sin.
"You did."
"Well, do something then. Or, if you're bored, come out and join us for the play. We bought an extra ticket in case you changed your mind. I know your dad, in particular, would enjoy your company. He's getting restless."
"I'll think about it. If I can't find anything better to do around here by four or five, I'll drive over. I promise. Just give me a few hours."
Kevin heard a sigh on the other end.
"All right, it's your decision. Give me a call by five if you want to meet us. We're eating at the steakhouse at six thirty. You're welcome to join us there too."
"I know. Like I said, I'll think about it. I just need a little time now."
"OK. I'll call or text if our plans change."
"Thanks, Mom. Love you."
"Love you, too. Bye."
Kevin put down the phone, retrieved the suitcase at his side, and placed it on the kitchen table. When he popped it open, he saw fewer items than he had originally packed. He had left behind a number of things, including a tube of toothpaste in the bathroom, a pair of socks in a dresser, and more than seventeen hundred dollars in the local economy.
Kevin didn't question his moral or legal right to spend Asa's illicit treasure. He had found the money, after all, and had used it to better the life of a penniless orphan. If his aunts, uncles, and cousins had a problem with that, then they could take him to court!
He also pondered his own great-great-grandfather paradox. If he had taken custody of Asa's gold in 2013 and spent a good chunk of it paying off a slimy turn-of-the-century banker, then what, pray tell, would he have found in Asa's guest bedroom in 1910? He wisely decided to set that brain-buster aside for the time being.
Kevin grabbed his digital camera from the suitcase, turned it on, and flipped through twenty pictures. He laughed at one of Andy taking a nap in Maude's parlor and sighed at one of Sadie staring out a living room window. He had managed to take the picture discreetly by standing just inside the open door of a darkened room.
He studied the photo for a moment and then closed his eyes, allowing his mind to soak up every precious detail. He wanted to remember Sadie just as he had captured her in that fleeting second: brave, fragile, defiant, and breathtakingly beautiful.
When he concluded his sentimental journey, he opened his eyes and saw the sterile dining area of a century-old kitchen. He didn't see Asa or Celia or a funky coffee pot but rather a mostly empty room in a mostly empty house that would soon belong to someone not named Johnson. He lamented that the memories of his trip were already starting to fade, but he knew it was just as well. He had a life to lead, a modern life, and it was time to get on with it.
He got up from his chair, walked into the living room, picked up a pair of dirty socks, and continued toward the bathroom. As he walked across the room, he noticed his reflection in the glass doors of a hutch. He was still wearing the suit, the one that made him look more like Stan Laurel than Kevin Johnson but one that had served him well over the past ten days.
Kevin stood straight, smoothed the sleeves of his jacket, and smiled. Maybe he should take a photo of this too. He decided that he liked that idea and started back for the table but didn't get five feet before he felt something sharp poke one of his ribs.
He took off the jacket, turned it inside out, and noticed that the irritant was a lightly sealed envelope that someone had tucked in an inside pocket. He removed the envelope from the pocket and saw that it bore his name. A woman had written the name, a woman he knew.
Kevin opened the envelope and pulled out a piece of scented stationery. The enclosure was a thank you note written on February 22, 1910. It was a letter from Sadie.
 



CHAPTER 23: KEVIN
 
Friday, June 21, 2013
 
The second time Kevin read the handwritten note from the girl with the raven hair, he had to sit on a downtown bench. The first time he'd had to take a long, cold shower.
Sadie hadn't written a steamy love letter full of naughty notions and sinful suggestions, but she had expressed herself in a way that took Kevin aback and left him wondering whether he had departed her world prematurely. She hadn't wasted a word.
 
Dearest Kevin:
 
I write tonight with a heavy heart. I know I shouldn't be sad. I should be happy and gay and full of good cheer, but I'm not. I'm not because I don't expect to see you again.
I hope I'm wrong. I hope that instead of finding your place in Montana you come back to a town that needs you and a girl who admires you. I hope you give Wallace another look and Sadie Hawkins another chance.
For two days, I've tried to think of an appropriate way to thank you. For two days, I've failed. I may never succeed. You did something even my father couldn't do. You freed me from those who would use me and did so without reservation or expectation of compensation. That says much about your character and your soul.
I hope to have the chance to repay your kindness with kindness of my own. If I don't, please accept my gratitude and affection as payment for your deeds.
 
Sadie
 
Kevin read the letter a third time as he sat in front of a Sixth Street bar in a T-shirt and shorts. He gazed across the street and did a double take when he saw two college-age women walk toward a bank. They looked eerily similar to two girls – the only two girls – he had dated as a college senior.
Why hadn't Lisa Mancini written a letter like this? Or Megan Richards? Or every other girl he had liked since kindergarten? He had been kind and thoughtful to all of them. Why did the first female to show this kind of interest have to be one born in the 1800s?
He brought the note to his nose, took in its scent, and laughed to himself. Nobody in 2013 wrote letters in longhand, much less sprayed them with perfume. Sadie had given him more than an eloquent declaration of her feelings. She had given him a treasure from another time, one that probably belonged in a museum or an archive.
Kevin understood her gratitude. He had done a lot for her, even after he had set her up as Maude's live-in cook and maid. He had spent his last two days in 1910 making her life better.
On Tuesday he had taken her to lunch and bought her three dresses – nice dresses, the kind women wore to dances and Sunday socials. He had wanted to make sure Sadie not only had something to wear but also something to show. He had wanted her to stand out in any crowd and perhaps attract the attention of a man worthy of her kindness and affection.
On Wednesday he had taken her to Wallace's only public library, a sliver of a building on Fifth and Bank, where he had recommended several works, both literary and scientific. He had wanted her to be prepared for changes that he knew were coming soon and coming fast.
Sadie's letter nevertheless took him by surprise. She wasn't just grateful to him. She was smitten with him. She liked him and clearly wanted him back.
Kevin got off the bench, slipped the letter in a back pocket, and walked to the intersection with Cedar Street, where he saw Walt lead another merry band of tourists past the house of ill repute. He smiled when he saw a high-school-age boy throw his hand up and presumably ask a question about historic Wallace. He wondered what the kid would think of the real deal.
Haunted by the scented note, Kevin decided to walk around town and hopefully clear a mind that had been remarkably uncluttered just an hour earlier. He turned west, toward Fifth Street, then north, toward the river, and began a tour of a familiar neighborhood.
When he approached the high school campus, he saw two distinctive buildings. The first was the new school, an edifice of colored brick and glass that filled nearly an entire block. The second was a remnant of the old school, a storage facility that had changed little in more than a hundred years and presumably still served a useful purpose.
Kevin thought about his visit to the original school, his conversations with Principal Edward Morrison, the boys in the gym class, and his unexpected but entirely welcome encounter with Sarah Thompson. He hoped that she had come to her senses with respect to Preston Pierce and found a satisfying life that she too deserved.
When Kevin reached a small park next to the school, he stopped, sat on a picnic table, and assessed his surroundings. Wallace had changed a lot in a century. Fewer businesses now operated in its downtown core. Fewer houses dotted its south and west sides. An elevated freeway loomed over the riverfront and the former site of the Northern Pacific Railroad depot.
Yet there was still much that was familiar about this once important town. Kevin could sense it, even feel it. He could almost see horse-drawn wagons pulling kegs of beer and women wearing fancy hats stepping out of not-so-fancy shops. He could see Andy in the Shooting Star and Maude in the Placer Room. Those images would never go away.
A few minutes later, he got up, headed south on Third, and cut across Bank to King Street, once the site of Wallace's most extravagant homes. He thought again about how the city had changed and how it had not and then returned to the letter.
 
I hope that instead of finding your place in Montana you come back to a town that needs you and a girl who admires you. I hope you give Wallace another look and Sadie Hawkins another chance.
 
Kevin shook his head. He could see now that he should have handled matters differently. Though he did not at all regret saving Sadie from a life of squalor and retiring her debt, he did regret creating an impression he could not honor. He had taken her to dinner, bought her gifts, and all but courted her for forty-eight hours. He had encouraged affection he knew he'd never be able to return and that, he concluded, had been a mistake.
He glanced at his watch, saw two forty-five on the dial, and pondered his options. Despite the hour, it was not too late to join his family. He could hop in his Beetle, drive to Spokane, and order a New York strip before Dad touted the virtues of 3D printing, Mom asked about his day, and Rena recounted the horrors of not finding clothes in her size at outlet stores. He would enjoy a big meal, more time with his clan, and maybe even the show. He didn't care much for plays, but he did like spectacles. A rousing theatrical performance might just be the ticket.
Kevin knew also that he could stay put. He could check out more of the tourist traps or go on a long hike or even grab his bike and hit the Trail of the Coeur d'Alenes. A physically fit cyclist could cover a lot of ground on a two-hour ride and work up a serious appetite. The more he thought about getting out on the trail and revitalizing his mind and body, the more he wanted to return to his wheels and start peddling.
The one thing he didn't want to do was return to Roger Johnson's house and think about the past. He didn't want to mentally revisit the past ten days or the people he had met or the places he had seen. He didn't want to think about the ripples or messes he'd left behind. He wanted to think about something else, something in the here and now, and begin the process of moving on.
The problem was that he couldn't. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't purge the images in his mind and in his camera. He couldn't stop thinking about what he had done. He couldn't get past the note. Sadie's words haunted him as surely as a spider on a ceiling.
Paralyzed by indecision, Kevin continued his way toward a mansion that had once been owned by the richest woman in town. When he reached his destination, he sat on a utility box and took stock of a residence that had been his home just a few hours earlier.
The house had changed surprisingly little in a century. Though the doors and windows had been updated and the siding redone, the mansion appeared much as he had left it. Even the black wrought-iron fence that ringed the property seemed untouched by more than a hundred winters.
Kevin lifted his eyes to the north dormer, his dormer, and saw a middle-aged man throw open a window and stare at the ne'er-do-well sitting on his utility box. He considered asking the man if he had found a strange pair of socks in the dresser but decided to remain silent. There was no need to invite calls to the police on such a nice day.
Kevin studied the house for another moment and then looked again at the letter. The words seemed bigger now and bolder. They jumped off the page and hit him in a whole new way.
Sadie may have been a mere high school graduate, but she was no dummy. She knew the power of words and knew that this note would stir his heart and maybe a few other things. She didn't want to part with Kevin and was willing to pull every string to get him back.
Kevin got off the utility box and put the letter away. He had to stop thinking about her. She was just a girl, for crying out loud – one who had already lived and died and made her mark on the world. She was gone. It was time to leave well enough alone.
As he walked back to his grandfather's house, however, Kevin realized that well enough would never be good enough. He would never be at peace until he exorcised his ghosts and tied up loose ends. Suddenly, the unthinkable became thinkable.
What was the harm, he reasoned, in making one last visit? He could settle his affairs, clean up any messes, and still return to 2013 before his family came back from Spokane. Though the chamber of stones might not send him to February 23, 1910, it would almost certainly return him to June 21, 2013. The portal had proved extraordinarily reliable in reentry mode.
Kevin weighed that important consideration as he crossed a street and started down another block. He knew it was crazy to even consider another trip because any trip might turn out badly. Prudence dictated that he turn away now.
The time for prudence, however, had come and gone. He wanted more than a careful life where he checked his shadow each step of the way. He wanted adventure, fulfillment, and love. If that meant finding them in another century and bringing them back, he would do just that. If it meant finding them now, he would do that too.
He smiled as he turned onto Garnet Street, approached Roger Johnson's house, and thought of the suit he had left lying on the back of a chair. Stan Laurel would perform again.
 



CHAPTER 24: KEVIN
 
Kevin packed a bigger suitcase for his third trip to 1910. He packed it with more socks, more underwear, more toiletries, and more stuff. He didn't care this time if any of the items stood out. As far as he was concerned, anachronisms were now the latest in cutting-edge technology. He cared only about comfort and convenience on what would surely be his longest stay.
He also packed more loot. He grabbed several handfuls of golden eagles, diamonds, and convertible cash and stuffed the goods in three zippered freezer bags. If someone managed to mug him outside the chamber of stones, he would, in effect, win the lottery.
As it turned out, no one greeted him when he walked out the chamber door – not a mugger, not Asa Johnson with a shotgun, no one. What did greet him was a cold winter afternoon.
Kevin initially took that as a good sign. He had left in winter and wanted to return to winter. If he had, in fact, returned to winter, he would be in great shape – in theory, anyway.
Reality might be far more complicated. Kevin needed only a few seconds to run the numbers. He had met Asa Johnson and his family on February 14, Andy and Maude on February 16, Principal Ed Morrison on February 18, and Sadie on February 21. Any arrival before those dates would complicate his current visit beyond measure.
Determined to learn his arrival date as quickly as possible, he walked briskly down Garnet to Sixth Street and proceeded north to a shop that sold newspapers. A few minutes later, he stepped inside the store, gave the clerk a nickel, and opened the latest edition of the Wallace Standard. The date at the top read: Monday, February 28, 1910.
He couldn't have asked for a bigger break. Assuming he had reentered the same time stream, he would be able to reenter the lives of his friends as if he had been gone for only five days. He would be able to tell Maude, Andy, and Sadie that he had seen what Montana had to offer and come running back. With any luck, he'd be able to pick up precisely where he'd left off.
Kevin took a moment to scan the front page and found stories that made him laugh, wince, and sigh in relief. A wire story reported that an amorous embracer named "Jack the Hugger" had been apprehended in Butte, Montana, after harassing the city's women for weeks. More ominous was a breaking report that avalanches in nearby Burke and Mace had killed several people. The good news was that Andy O'Connell was still at the paper. His article on an ongoing labor dispute ran nearly the length of the last column.
The time traveler, wearing his gray Stan Laurel suit, a red bow tie, and a derby hat, left the newsstand for King Street. Heavy snow continued to fall, making Kevin wonder whether he should have packed leather boots instead of leather shoes.
No matter where he looked, he saw signs of the times: businessmen closing shops, school children walking home, dirty-faced miners wandering in and out of saloons, and horse-drawn wagons hauling a variety of goods. He saw no cars. Automobiles would not come to Wallace in noticeable numbers for a few more years.
When he reached Maude's mansion, he took a deep breath, dropped his suitcase to his side, and knocked on the door. Nothing happened. He knocked again. This time he heard two people walk to the entry. One stuck her nose against a pane of frosted glass.
Kevin started to say something but held his tongue when the door began to open. The first person to greet him grinned slyly and put her hands on her hips.
"Welcome back, Mr. Johnson," Maude said. "We missed you."
The second person, standing at Maude's side, didn't say a thing. She didn't have to. Her million-dollar smile said it all.
 



CHAPTER 25: MAUDE
 
Tuesday, March 1, 1910
 
"Where's Andy?" Kevin asked as he buttered a sourdough biscuit. "I can't imagine him passing up a feast like this."
"Normally he wouldn't," Maude said. "He's become quite fond of Sadie's cooking, but he had to rush to a warehouse near the depot this morning."
"What's going on?"
Maude sighed and glanced at her boarders, who sat facing each other at her dining room table. She saw a well-dressed man look at her with curious eyes and a more modestly dressed woman look at the well-dressed man with adoring eyes. She wasn't sure she wanted to bring up such a delicate matter at breakfast.
"The authorities have begun . . . assembling the victims from the slides. I'm told that nineteen perished in Burke and Mace and another five in outlying areas."
"How awful," Sadie said.
"Tell me more," Kevin said to Maude.
Kevin placed his biscuit on a plate of eggs, sausages, and sweet rolls and looked more thoughtfully at his hostess. He did not at all appear reluctant to discuss death at the table. He instead seemed eager to jump in.
"Very well, Kevin," Maude said. "I spoke to a neighbor last night who has a brother in Mace and he said the situation is quite serious. Most of the camp is buried under forty feet of snow."
"Did you say nineteen died?"
"Nineteen died, and it could have been worse."
"How is that?"
Maude glanced at Sadie before answering Kevin. She didn't want to cause her unnecessary distress but decided to continue when she saw that Sadie appeared just as eager to hear the news.
"Several men on a construction train that was carried into a ravine were able to dig themselves out," Maude said. She sipped her tea and turned to Kevin. "What's more, the slide barely missed a boarding house filled with three hundred miners. Most were asleep at the time."
Kevin stared at Maude and slowly shook his head.
"What about Burke?" he asked.
"It was lucky too."
"What do you mean?"
"When the news from Mace reached Burke, most of the people there moved to safer ground. The slide in Burke buried mostly empty houses. Sadly, four of those who died in Burke were men who had helped with the rescue effort in Mace."
"Did you know any of the victims?"
"I knew one of the managers at the mine in Mace. I'm not sure about the rest. The authorities have not yet identified all of the deceased. I suppose Andrew will be able to tell us more when he returns," Maude said. "Anyway, that's enough gloom for one morning. How was your trip?"
"It was nice. I'd never been to Montana. I enjoyed my time there."
"Did you find any teaching opportunities?"
"As a matter of fact, I did," Kevin said. "There's a small town near Missoula that had two immediate openings for math instructors."
"So why did you return?"
Kevin paused for a moment before answering.
"I came back because I like it here. Don't get me wrong. I want to teach, but I want to be happy where I teach. I'm not looking only for a job, Maude. I'm looking for a home."
Maude smiled when she looked at Kevin and laughed to herself when she looked at Sadie. The girl had not taken her eyes off the teacher all morning and appeared surgically attached to his every word. Maude pined for the day she could look at a man, any man, that way again.
"Does that mean you intend to remain with us for a while?"
"It does. If it's OK with you, I'd like to stay here for at least a few weeks, maybe longer."
"You know you're welcome," Maude said. "If you need any sort of financial accommodation until you find employment, just let me know."
"That won't be necessary. I have more than enough money to pay my rent and help with some of the expenses around here."
"Are you a man of means, Mr. Johnson?"
Kevin smiled.
"Let's just say that I come from old money. My forebears invested wisely."
"Then I won't give your situation another thought. Shall we continue with the glorious meal that Sadie has prepared?"
"Yes, we should."
Maude laughed again when she saw Kevin and Sadie exchange affectionate smiles. She might have to set down some rules if the smiles evolved into something else. Or maybe she'd just let love run its course. She could think of far worse things than a man and a woman who actually liked each other.
Maude started to cut into a sausage but stopped when she heard the front door open. She turned toward the back of the dining room just as Andy walked in from a hallway.
"Come join us, Andrew. There is plenty."
"I think I'll do that."
Andy pulled up a chair facing Maude, sat down, and helped himself to sausages and eggs but didn't eat. He instead sighed, looked at the table, and brought a hand to his chin.
"What's the matter, dear?" Maude asked.
Andy scanned the faces at the table and shook his head.
"It's worse than I thought, Maude, much worse."
"What do you mean?"
"Miners weren't the only casualties."
"Please continue."
"Some children were killed and at least a few people from town, including someone we know. Lawrence Monroe was among the dead. He had gone to Mace to visit a friend."
Sadie put a hand over her mouth.
Kevin looked at Andy with bewildered eyes.
"Who was Lawrence Monroe?"
Andy took a breath and turned to Kevin.
"He was many things to the people of Wallace: a businessman, a church deacon, and a gentleman of the first order," Andy said. "He was also a teacher who worked at the high school for more than fifteen years. Mr. Monroe taught science."
 



CHAPTER 26: KEVIN
 
Monday, March 7, 1910
 
"Good afternoon, Mr. Johnson."
Edward Morrison shook Kevin's hand firmly and then turned to face the others in the room. Two stern-looking older men and a very pleasant-looking younger woman comprised the balance of the interview committee.
"Kevin, this is Samuel Garrison and Thomas Wainwright."
The applicant shook two more hands.
"Mr. Garrison and Mr. Wainwright are longtime instructors here. Mr. Garrison teaches chemistry and botany. Mr. Wainwright teaches Latin and rhetoric."
"It's nice to meet you gentlemen," Kevin said.
Morrison continued.
"Over here is Miss Sarah Thompson, our newest faculty member. She teaches English and American history. I believe we looked in on one of her classes on your first visit."
"Indeed we did," Kevin said. He spoke to the principal but looked at the teacher, the first person he'd met in 1910 and one he'd never forget. "It's nice to meet you, Miss Thompson."
"The pleasure is mine," she said as she shook his hand.
"Please take a seat, Mr. Johnson. Is there anything I can get you before we start?"
"No, thank you."
"OK then. Let's begin."
Morrison sat at one end of a polished hardwood table, Kevin at the other. Sarah sat to Kevin's right, facing the two other men. Five glasses and a pitcher of water sat between them.
"As I told you on Friday, Mr. Johnson, I have been authorized by the school board to fill this position immediately if I find a candidate with suitable qualifications. I have assembled this committee for advisory purposes only. Any decision on a probationary hire will be mine, and mine alone, and be subject to final approval by the board in thirty days."
"I understand," Kevin said.
"As you may also know, Mr. Monroe taught economics as well as physics and chemistry. The successful candidate for this position will be required to demonstrate at least minimal proficiency in all of these subjects during the probationary period."
"I see."
"Does that present any problems?"
"No, it does not. I took several physics and chemistry classes to fulfill my major requirements and three economics classes to fulfill my university requirements. I think I could teach all three subjects satisfactorily."
"Are you telling us that you do not have a degree in education?" Wainwright asked.
"I am. I majored in astronomy and earth sciences, but I believe I could effectively teach any of the physical sciences – and economics – at the high school level."
Kevin looked at Wainwright and saw a poker face. He couldn't tell whether he had gained ground or lost it, but he was satisfied that he had answered the question as best he could.
Morrison jumped back in.
"I should also note that the successful candidate will serve initially in an auxiliary role and be subject to oversight by his peers. Is that something you would find acceptable?"
"I would. I'm a big believer in team teaching. I would find working with other instructors rewarding and even stimulating," Kevin said, looking Sarah in the eyes.
OK. That was a little over the top, Kevin thought. But what was the point of an extended stay in 1910 if he couldn't have some fun? He looked at Sarah and saw her blush. Clearly his mildly flirtatious comment had registered.
Kevin also saw a tight smile sweep across the face of Samuel Garrison. He wondered if he had heard about his escapade in the boarding house.
"Mr. Johnson, you say you have a strong background in the physical sciences," Garrison said. "What can you tell us that might shed some light on your expertise?"
"Well, I can tell you that our understanding of our planet and the universe around us is in its infancy. We're on the verge of breakthroughs that will both enlighten and astound."
"Can you give us an example?"
"I'd be glad to. Let me give you one that relates to astronomy. As you may have read in the paper, Halley's comet is coming this spring. Most scientists today believe that comets are made up primarily of rock and dust, but a few think that they are comprised mostly of ice. I subscribe to the latter theory and think it is gaining currency. I believe that comets are, essentially, dirty snowballs and that their tails are little more than heated streams of vapor emitted by their nuclei."
"You believe that?"
"I do."
Kevin looked at Garrison and could see he was skeptical. Morrison looked impressed and Wainwright baffled. Miss Sarah Thompson greeted his theory with an appreciative smile.
Garrison, the scientist, gently peppered Kevin with science-related questions for the next thirty minutes. He seemed intrigued by the candidate's answers but not entirely convinced by them. When the give-and-take began to go in circles, Morrison intervened.
"Perhaps Mr. Wainwright would like to ask another question."
"Indeed, I would," he said. "Mr. Johnson, I'd like to inquire about your understanding of economics. As you know, there is much division in this country over the gold standard. What is your opinion on the current policy?"
Kevin wanted to say he was a firm believer in gold. It had allowed him, after all, to access a time portal, pay off Sadie's debt, and have a pretty sweet time in the age of ragtime, derby hats, and nickelodeon shows. But he suspected that a flippant answer wouldn't cut it with a man who looked more like a mortician than an instructor of Latin and rhetoric.
"I lean toward the opinion of Mr. Bryan," Kevin said, referring to William Jennings Bryan, a man who had sacrificed his presidential aspirations on an ill-advised "cross of gold" speech. "I am a proponent of free silver."
Kevin knew as much about gold and silver standards as he knew about women, but he figured that even a simple declaration would score some points. Wainwright and the others were looking for confidence and certitude, not correct answers. If he gave them what they wanted, he'd probably get the job.
"I see," Wainwright said. "I'm sure you will make many friends in Wallace with that view. This is the Silver Valley, after all, and it's silver that funds this town and this school."
"I hope you're right, Mr. Wainwright. I would very much like to fit in."
"We haven't heard yet from Miss Thompson," Morrison said. "Sarah, do you have a question for Mr. Johnson?"
"I do. I have two questions, in fact."
"Ask as many as you'd like."
Sarah put her hands together on the table and looked at Kevin thoughtfully.
"Mr. Johnson, as you may know, there are two classic philosophies on how best to educate. There is Plato's idealism and Aristotle's realism. Which do you favor?"
Kevin laughed to himself. He'd get no softballs from the pretty one.
"Well, Miss Thompson, I've always been a fan of keeping it real, so I guess I favor realism."
"Please elaborate."
Kevin felt his stomach sink.
"Could you first refresh my memory on the specifics of the theory?"
Sarah looked at Kevin like a cat looked at a cornered mouse.
"Certainly. Aristotle considered human nature, habit, and reason to be equally important considerations in education. He also believed that repetition was vital in developing sound educational habits. Do you agree?"
Kevin nodded.
"I do agree, though I must say the repetition part sounds kind of boring. I think the best way to inspire students is to encourage creativity and get them to think outside the box. Education means looking at the big picture and not the individual parts.
"You sound more like an idealist," Sarah said.
More like a bullshit artist, Kevin thought.
"Maybe I'm a little of both," he said. "Consider me a realistic idealist."
Kevin looked at his audience and noted their differing reactions. The men nodded as if he had said something profound. Sarah raised an eyebrow and looked at him as if he had delivered a truckload of crap.
"That's an interesting answer, Mr. Johnson," she said.
"Thank you."
Sarah paused a moment before continuing.
"My second question is a bit more open-ended. I hope you don't mind."
"I don't mind at all," Kevin said.
"Principal Morrison tells me that you've spent the past three weeks in the Bitterroots looking for work and evaluating the communities in this area."
"That is true."
"What have you learned on your trip?"
Kevin laughed to himself.
What have I learned, you ask? Well, I've learned a lot of things. I've learned that time travel is pretty cool, that whiskey tastes sweeter in 1910 than in 2013, that no one should be saddled with their father's debts, and that you look incredible standing on a balcony.
"That's a good question, Miss Thompson. One thing I've learned is that you should never judge people before getting to know them. I've formed friendships on this trip with some interesting individuals – people I might have ignored in the past because of how they spoke or what they wore or where they worked."
Kevin scanned the male mugs in the room and checked for smirks. If Messieurs Morrison, Wainwright, and Garrison had heard about his visit to the boarding house, they were keeping that knowledge to themselves.
Sarah smiled softly.
"What else have you learned?"
Kevin took a breath and addressed his questioner thoughtfully.
"I've learned that if you want to have a meaningful life you have to take risks. You have to see the world, sometimes change the way you think, and look at each day as an adventure."
Kevin looked at Sarah closely and saw that his answer had been more than sufficient. He saw eyes that projected satisfaction, admiration, and perhaps more.
"Is there anything else you'd like to know?"
Sarah reddened and shook her head.
"No. I think I'm finished. Thank you for your candor, Mr. Johnson."
Morrison began scribbling in what looked like an appointment book. When he was done, he closed the book and returned his attention to the people at the table.
"Thank you, Miss Thompson," he said. "If there are no more questions, I believe we can send this young man on his way. Mr. Johnson, is there anything you'd like to ask us?"
Kevin considered asking a few questions about the school and the community but decided to take a pass. There was nothing he couldn't learn about both from Maude, Andy, and Sadie and probably learn in greater detail. It was time to bring the interview to an end.
"I have one question. When do you expect to reach a decision on this opening?"
Morrison sat up straight.
"We will meet with two more candidates today and another tomorrow. I intend to make a decision by Friday. Is there a way I can reach you, if necessary?"
"I'm currently residing at the Duvalier house on King Street," Kevin said. "The telephone number is Bell 151. I'm usually there most of the day. If I'm not in when you call, then please leave a message."
"I'll do that."
Morrison paused.
"There is one final matter."
Kevin leaned forward.
"Should it become necessary, we will request your transcripts from the university. The board usually insists on seeing the credentials of new hires – not always, but usually. I assume that this will not pose a problem."
Kevin forced a smile. He suspected that they might do some digging. This was a teaching position, after all, not a gig at a convenience store or a summer job driving a combine in eastern Oregon. He considered a range of answers before settling on one he could live with for now.
"No, it will not," he said.
"Excellent," Morrison said. "I think that concludes our business. Miss Thompson will show you out."
Kevin stood up, shook the hands of the three men, and followed Sarah out of the conference room to a long hallway. From there, they walked to a pair of doors that led to the front walk.
"You did well, Mr. Johnson," Sarah said with a gentle smile that would always wear well. "I hope to see you again."
"I'd like that, Miss Thompson. I'd like that a lot."
He shook a soft hand, opened a door, and walked into the cool March air. Spring had not started, according to the calendar, but in the mind of Kevin Johnson, it was already summer.
 



CHAPTER 27: KEVIN
 
Saturday, March 12, 1910
 
"Congratulations on getting the job. When do you start?"
"I start Monday."
"Are you prepared?"
Kevin chuckled. He wasn't prepared to do anything in this strange new world except spend Asa Johnson's money, drink whiskey with Andy, and flirt with pretty young women, but he'd had to adjust quickly when Ed Morrison offered him a position Friday morning.
"I think so, but I won't know for sure until I start flapping my gums in class."
Sadie smiled.
"You're funny."
No, I'm terrified.
Kevin glanced at Sadie as they strolled south on a dirt road that ran along Placer Creek. He could see she was in a good mood. She had been that way almost every day since he had returned to Maude's mansion nearly two weeks earlier.
"I don't think I could ever do what you do."
"What do you mean?"
"I don't think I could teach."
"Why do you say that?"
"I would be afraid of making a mistake."
"Everyone makes mistakes, Sadie, even teachers."
"I know, but not everyone makes mistakes in front of twenty or thirty people. I'd be afraid of saying something stupid."
"I can't imagine you saying anything stupid. I can't imagine you doing anything stupid."
Kevin realized he had stepped in it as soon as the words came out.
"All right, there was that. But that was different."
Sadie furrowed her brows and stared at him hard until she burst out laughing. Kevin quickly followed. Before long, the two were holding their sides and trying to catch their breath.
"You'd better laugh," Sadie said. She smiled as she slowly regained her composure. "I think we both know that was stupid."
"OK. I'll grant you that. It was pretty stupid," Kevin said, turning serious. "But you're not stupid, Sadie. You're anything but stupid. You're very smart."
She frowned and looked away.
"You're just saying that to be nice."
"That's not true at all. I'm saying it because I mean it."
"How can you say that?" she asked. "I'm not as smart as a teacher. I'm not as smart as you. I would look stupid teaching a class."
Kevin gently grabbed Sadie's arm and turned her toward him.
"Sadie, define smart for me. What's your definition of a smart person?"
She stared into space for few seconds, as if searching for a "smart" answer, before returning to Kevin. When she spoke, she did so with doubt in her voice.
"A smart person is someone who knows things, someone who has gone to college."
Kevin shook his head.
"No. You're wrong. There are a lot of people who have gone to college who are dumber than a box of rocks, and there are people who haven't gone to college who are smarter than me."
"Name one."
"Sadie Hawkins."
Sadie smiled sweetly.
"You've been drinking with Andy again."
"No. I've been talking with Sadie again. I've seen your mind at work. Remember those questions I asked you at the restaurant, the math questions?
Sadie nodded.
"You answered those questions faster than I did the first time I heard them. You answered them faster than anyone I've known. You have a way with numbers and even words. You have a keen mind. What you don't have is an advanced education."
Sadie looked at Kevin with doubt-filled eyes and offered a weak smile.
"Thank you."
Kevin was about to say something when he looked across the street and saw a Grandma Moses wannabe stare at him from a second-floor window in her house. When he waved to her, she scowled and shook her head. She did not at all seem to approve of a young man walking with a young woman near the edge of the woods.
Kevin was tempted to ask if she wanted to serve as Sadie's chaperone but decided against it. He had already pushed more than a few buttons in 1910. There was no need to push more. He scanned his surroundings and saw the beginning of a wide trail that he had already hiked three times: once in 1910 and twice in 2013. The trail climbed halfway up the south hill before joining Garnet Street near the intersection with Seventh.
"Let's go over there."
"Go over where?"
"Let's go over to that trail on the other side of the creek. We might give the old lady in the window a coronary, but that's a risk I'm willing to take. I'm sure you don't mind taking the long way back to Maude's.
Sadie smiled and shook her head.
Kevin grabbed Sadie's hand and helped her cross a log bridge that spanned a ten-foot section of the creek. He laughed to himself as he tried to reconcile her attire with the setting around them. Wearing the Victorian maid uniform she donned six days a week, she looked as out of place on their nature walk as a model in heels, but she was as lovely as ever.
He had asked her to go on a walk for the same reason he had asked her to go to the nickelodeon and the roller-skating rink. He wanted to get to know her better. Just what he would do when he got to know her better was anyone's guess. Kevin had yet to determine his end game. Five minutes into the trail, he resumed the conversation.
"Thanks for that letter, by the way."
Fifteen awkward seconds passed before she replied.
"What letter?" she asked with an impish grin.
"The one that brought me back to Wallace in record time."
"Oh, that letter. I hope you didn't think it was too forward. I didn't mean it to be."
Kevin laughed.
"Of course you didn't. That's why you sprayed it with perfume."
Sadie's face turned a splendid shade of red.
"I'm sorry."
"Sorry for what?"
"I'm sorry for disrupting your trip."
Kevin grabbed her hand and pulled her closer.
"You didn't disrupt my trip. You made it better, a lot better. That was a lovely letter, Sadie. I've never received a note like that."
Sadie cocked her head and studied Kevin's face, as if trying to determine whether or not he was putting her on. Apparently he was not.
"I find that hard to believe."
"Well, believe it, because it's true."
"But you're educated – and handsome."
"I don't know about that. I know only that your note was a first," he said. Kevin tightened his hold on Sadie's hand and gently pulled her forward. "Come on. There's something I want to show you."
Five minutes later, Kevin helped Sadie climb atop a bathroom-sized boulder in the middle of the south hill. The flat-topped rock offered a panoramic view of Wallace and a close-up view of Garnet, its southernmost street.
"Have you ever been up here?"
Sadie shook her head.
"I grew up on the other side of town," she said. We had a cabin near Nine Mile Creek. I never came out here, not once, not even with other kids when I was in school."
"Well, now you have."
Kevin put a hand on the small of her back as they both looked at the town below. He could see nearly the entire city, from the train depots along the river to the churches, hotels, and public buildings that shot up from the community's downtown core. He could also see two homes on Garnet Street that he remembered vividly from previous visits.
Though Asa Johnson's property was the farthest away, it was the most visible. Kevin could clearly make out the white house with the black shutters and the wood-shake roof, not to mention the stone shack in back that had a revolving door to the twenty-first century.
When Kevin saw the chamber of stones, he thought not only of his own travels but also of Asa's. He had wondered on many occasions how his great-great-grandfather did it. He wondered how Asa managed to go back and forth in time without raising suspicions, hurting his business, and disrupting the lives of those around him.
Then he realized just as quickly that Asa was precisely the kind of man who could pull it off. He was a man who kept mostly to himself, who conducted business by appointment, and had a wife who was probably in on his secret – or at least part of it. Celia Johnson almost certainly knew about Asa's time travels but not necessarily his secret cache. Had she known about that, she would not have left it in the house for someone else to find.
Kevin turned from Asa's digs on the west end of Garnet to an equally impressive residence on the east end. He could not see the front of the house, where a young teacher had once given him directions from a balcony, but he could see most of the back. He wondered what the woman was doing right now. He wondered what it would be like to teach with her in the same school.
He had enjoyed interacting with Sarah at the interview but didn't know quite what to make of her smiles and friendliness. Had she tried to signal some kind of interest in him? If so, why did she continue to associate with the sleazy banker Preston Pierce?
Kevin pondered the questions for a moment and then turned to something more important and immediate. He directed his attention to the person at his side, the charming country girl he desperately wanted to kiss.
He lifted his arm and placed it around her shoulders. When Sadie responded by turning toward him, he pulled her close. He leaned in for a kiss but stopped when she started to speak.
"Kevin?"
"Yes, Sadie?"
"Thank you."
"For what?"
Sadie fixed her gaze.
"For coming back to Wallace and giving me a chance."
"You're welcome," Kevin said.
"Thank you also for helping me when I was down and doing so without judging me. Most men would have acted differently."
"I'm not like most men."
"I know."
Sadie smiled sadly.
"Is there something else?" Kevin asked.
Sadie nodded.
"Thank you for moving slowly," she said. "Thank you for being a gentleman."
Kevin smiled at Sadie and laughed to himself. Talk about a curve ball. The day was sunny and the place was right, but the time apparently was not. The kiss would have to wait.
 



CHAPTER 28: KEVIN
 
Monday, March 14, 1910
 
Eight hours into his first day as Shoshone County High School's newest educator, Kevin realized two things. The first was that you couldn't form a team without a teammate. The second was that the dead man's lesson plans didn't cut it.
Samuel Garrison had fallen ill over the weekend, leaving Kevin to fend for himself before dozens of students in a classroom once managed by Lawrence Monroe. That by itself would not have been a problem had Monroe done a better job mapping out the month of March. The revered science teacher had never created a lesson plan more than a week ahead of the lesson. When Kevin had tried to implement the most recent plan he'd been given, a student had informed him that the material had been covered in February.
A textbook Kevin had found in Monroe's desk hadn't helped much either. Published in 1900, it contained a number of outdated theories. By eleven o'clock the rookie instructor had resorted to scouring the school library for something he could not only use but also believe.
The day had started well enough. Principal Morrison had given Kevin a second tour of the building and introduced him to each of the school's ten faculty and four staff members. Thomas Wainwright had greeted him warmly, as had Ellen Bouchard, a gregarious French teacher who reminded him of Julia Child, and, of course, Sarah Thompson. She had twice visited his classroom before the opening bell to see if he needed guidance or materials. Kevin, as it turned out, had needed a lot of both.
As the day progressed, however, he had become more comfortable in his classroom. Taking his cues from instructors he'd had in junior high, high school, and college, Kevin had managed to teach students born in the nineteenth century things he had learned in the twenty-first century. By one o'clock, he had started to have fun.
Of course, it was easy to have fun when you taught well-behaved students who seemed genuinely receptive to learning. On more than one occasion, he'd had to remind himself that he was teaching in a public high school in Idaho and not a preparatory academy back east.
Dressed in jackets and ties, the boys, ages fourteen to eighteen, actually paid attention to what he had to say. None gossiped about loose girls, talked about the big game, or sent a text message to a friend in another class. That distraction was thankfully decades away.
The girls, dressed in crisp white blouses, dark ankle-length skirts, and laced boots, were even more attentive and productive. They had asked questions twice as often as their male peers and generally completed their assignments in far less time. By the end of the day, Kevin was left wondering how science over the years had become largely the province of men.
At 2:55 p.m. Kevin reclined in Lawrence Monroe's chair and watched his last class finish a science vocabulary quiz. He didn't know how many of the students knew the difference between gravity and velocity and inertia and displacement, but he knew they were smart.
These were the children of gritty, hardened men who walked into dangerous holes six days a week to give them a better life. They had taught a man with an earth sciences degree more about pulling silver from the ground in one day than he had learned in twenty-two years.
Kevin wondered how many of the boys would follow their fathers into the mines and how many girls would marry those boys before realizing their full potential. He hoped that at least one of the kids would jump on a train after graduation, live out his or her dreams, and make the world a better place.
When the bell rang at three, the students got out of their chairs, placed their quizzes on Kevin's desk, and filed out of the door. Two boys stayed behind to ask the new teacher how he knew so much about things that weren't even in their textbooks. A girl asked if he would be staying on as a permanent replacement. Kevin gave them the kind of evasive answers that satisfied curious minds without saying much of anything.
Five minutes later he walked to the back of the classroom and picked up a sheet of paper that had fallen to the floor. The sheet bore a pencil sketch of what looked like a flying saucer sitting on the surface of a cratered planet. A stick figure man standing next to the craft raised his arms to the sky. Kevin smiled. He had found his dreamer.
He folded the artwork, slipped it in a shirt pocket, and re-shelved a few books in a case that spanned the back of the room. He sighed loudly when he put the last book away. What a day!
When he turned to face the blackboard, he saw his contribution to the future of Wallace in several lines of chalk. When he turned to face the door to the hallway, he saw a woman.
"It gets easier," Sarah said with a smile.
"I'm sure it does."
"It did for me," she continued. "I remember my first day. More than half of my students failed a test intended to determine what they had recalled over the summer. I thought I'd never get through to them, but I did . . . and so will you."
"Thanks for the vote of confidence, Miss Thompson."
"You're welcome, Mr. Johnson."
"Please call me Kevin."
"I will if you call me Sarah."
"It's a deal."
Kevin sat on his desk to rest his tired bottom but instantly got up. He didn't know all of the social protocols of 1910, but he was fairly certain that sitting down while a woman stood was a major faux pas. Sitting down in front of this woman certainly was.
"I talked to a student in the hall, Emma Iverson. She told me that the new teacher is the best she's ever had. I'm inclined to believe that she's telling the truth."
"You're just being nice."
"Perhaps I am, but I don't mind being nice. Teaching is difficult work. Sometimes a little praise at the right time can make it seem less difficult."
Kevin looked at Sarah closely. For a moment he didn't see a peer but rather the woman on the balcony. How nice she had looked that night. How nice she had acted.
He wondered what had happened to the woman he had met on Friday, July 22, 1910. Had she headed down a new path after meeting the smart-as-a-whip time traveler? Kevin doubted it, but he liked to entertain the possibility.
"So what do I do now?"
"You go home," she said. "Unless you're coaching the baseball team, you go home, get a good night's rest, and return in the morning for another day of public education."
"You make it sound fun," Kevin said with a laugh.
"It is fun, much of the time, and rewarding most of the time. If I had my way I'd do this until I died, but I know that won't happen."
"Why? What's stopping you?"
Sarah smiled.
"You really are from the city."
"What's that supposed to mean?" Kevin asked.
"It means that, in small towns, anyway, young single women don't teach until they are old. They marry, have children, and get on with the way of their mothers and grandmothers and the generations that preceded them."
"Why can't you marry and teach?"
"Oh, what a world that would be. Don't you agree, Mr. Johnson . . . Kevin?"
Kevin suddenly realized the difference of a century. While some things had not changed in a hundred and three years, other things had. Forget Sarah's long-term career prospects. She couldn't even vote.
Kevin started to say something when he saw Sarah look into the hallway and smile in a way that seemed more dutiful than joyous. Within a few seconds, the smile made sense.
Preston Pierce, banker, bastard, and abuser of women, walked up to Sarah and placed a hand on her waist. He said a few words and then turned his attention to the man in the classroom.
"Preston, there is someone I'd like you to meet," Sarah said with a more genuine smile. "This is Kevin Johnson. He was hired as a temporary replacement for Mr. Monroe."
"We meet again, Mr. Johnson," Pierce said as he extended a hand.
"You two know each other?"
"I did some business at the bank three weeks ago," Kevin said as he released Pierce's hand. "I had the privilege of meeting Mr. Pierce before I left for Montana."
"I see."
Kevin smiled at Pierce and acknowledged the spears the banker hurled with his eyes. He wondered again what a kind soul like Sarah was doing with a bum like this. He didn't think it had anything to do with Pierce's money.
Sarah looked at the faces of the men at her sides and furrowed her brows. Perhaps she sensed that the first Johnson-Pierce summit had not produced flowers and wine.
"Well, we should probably go," she said to Pierce. Sarah turned to Kevin. "I'll see you in the morning, Mr. Johnson. Do get some rest. Tomorrow will go much better. I promise."
"I'm sure it will," Kevin said. "You two have a nice evening."
Kevin watched Pierce guide Sarah out the door and out of sight.
He didn't want to see her go. He had enjoyed their conversation and looked forward to many more. He looked forward to working with someone who seemed to share his view of education and society.
Kevin was happy to see Preston Pierce walk away. He didn't like the banker, bastard, and abuser of women. He hoped that he would never again have to meet the man, in any setting, but he suspected that they would cross paths again. In fact, the good times were just beginning.
 



CHAPTER 29: KEVIN
 
Thursday, March 17, 1910
 
"So what do you know about this guy?"
"He's a bloody scoundrel. Why do you care?" Andy asked.
"I just do."
Kevin picked up his step as he followed Andy through the ground floor of the Wallace Standard building. He stopped when his friend, the paper's ace reporter, reached his desk.
"Take a seat. We can talk here."
Kevin pulled up a chair, sat down, and scanned the headlines of a recent paper that occupied a corner of Andy's desk. Few articles reported news from Idaho. They instead reported anti-American riots in Bogota, Theodore Roosevelt's arrival in Khartoum, and the aftermath of avalanches in Washington and British Columbia that had killed more than a hundred fifty people. Readers, it seemed, cared more about the world than their own backyard.
Kevin looked around the newsroom, or what amounted to a newsroom in a small newspaper in 1910, and saw seven cluttered desks, seven Underwood Standard typewriters, and no people. The other employees, the ones with lives, had apparently left for the day.
"Do you ever take a break from this?" Kevin asked.
"Take a break from what?"
"Take a break from the news."
"Why would I want to do that?"
Andy smiled and shook his head but kept his eyes on his work. He picked up a pencil and made a few notations on what looked like the first page of a typewritten manuscript.
"Well, let's see," Kevin said as he rubbed his chin. "If you took more breaks, then maybe, just maybe, you could enjoy life. What a concept!"
Andy lifted his head and stared at Kevin for what seemed like an eternity. When he was done, he placed the pencil on his desk and rose from his chair.
"Come with me," he said.
"Come where?"
"Just follow. I want to show you something."
Andy led Kevin out of the newsroom to a short hallway that provided access to four small offices. When they reached the end of the corridor, he opened the door to a windowless room, where a man wearing headphones sat at a desk and scribbled words on slips of paper.
"This is Charlie," Andy said. "He's our evening telegraph operator."
Charlie, a thin, bespectacled man in his late twenties, smiled, waved, and then returned to an odd-looking machine that Kevin had seen only in the movies. A moment later, he placed the completed form on a pile, grabbed a new slip, and began recording another message.
"Is this your link to the outside world?" Kevin asked.
"It is until we get telephone service to Spokane," Andy said.
Andy grabbed about a dozen of the slips, examined a few, and shuffled them into a stack. He handed the stack to Kevin.
"What's this?" Kevin asked.
"It's what I wanted to show you."
"You wanted to show me this?"
"Yes."
Kevin flipped through the slips and saw two- and three-sentence news dispatches. One, from Daytona, Florida, reported that Barney Oldfield had set a record by driving a car 131 miles per hour. Another, from Prussia, announced the passage of a suffrage bill.
"OK. This is interesting, but so are a lot of things."
Andy put a hand on Kevin's shoulder.
"What do you see?" he asked.
"What do you mean?"
"What do you see in those slips?"
"I see news reports."
"What else do you see?"
"I see paper that will end up in a garbage can tomorrow."
"I'll tell you what I see," Andy said. "When I look at those slips, I see a world in constant motion, a world that doesn't stop for a moment of leisure."
Kevin chuckled.
"That's pretty funny coming from a guy who hangs his hat at Maggie Ryan's and the Shooting Star."
"Touché," Andy said with a laugh of his own.
Andy retrieved the slips from Kevin and returned them to the table. He gave Charlie a quick wave, led Kevin out of the room, and shut the door.
"My point, Kevin, is that there's a lot going on out there. If I want to be a part of it, or at least be a part of something bigger and better than Wallace, Idaho, I'm going to have to work longer and harder than the next guy."
"OK. OK. I get it."
"Now, I know you didn't come here to ask me about my job. How are things at the school?"
"They couldn't be better. Morrison has cut me loose."
"He's done what?"
"He's allowing me to teach my classes the way I want to teach them, at least for now. He's given me a great deal of latitude."
"Well, that's a good thing."
"It is."
"So why are you here instead of back at the house?"
"I just wanted your opinion of Preston Pierce."
"I gave it to you," Andy said.
He led Kevin into the empty newsroom. A moment later, the two returned to their chairs and Andy went back to his manuscript.
 "I'll say it again if you want me to," Andy said. "Pierce is a scoundrel. He's the most corrupt and vile person I've ever met. He's also one of the most powerful men in this town. You should steer clear of him."
Kevin frowned.
"That's easier said than done. He stops by the school every day to pick up Sarah Thompson. I can't even walk to the office after three without seeing his smug face."
"What's it to you?" Andy asked. "What's she to you? I thought you fancied our fair Sadie. Have you started to stray from the maiden you rescued?"
Kevin began to shake his head but stopped. He wasn't at all sure what he thought or felt when it came to the women in his life. He did like Sadie and wanted to pursue something with her, but he found it increasingly difficult to purge Sarah from his mind.
"No, I still like her," Kevin said. "I just can't stomach the sight of Sarah with that guy. She deserves better. Everyone deserves better."
Andy lifted his eyes from the article, cocked his head, and looked at Kevin as if he had just said something profound. He put his papers in a leather folder and then stared at his visitor.
"Maybe you're right, Kevin. Maybe I should take a break."
"Don't stop because of me. If you have work to finish, then finish it. I can bore you with my problems any day."
"You could, my friend, you could, and you probably will."
Kevin chuckled.
"Then why not keep at it?"
Andy closed his folder.
"Because your lady problems sound far more interesting than a story I can finish tomorrow."
Andy pushed himself away from his desk.
"Is that all?" Kevin asked.
"No. That's not all."
"Then what?"
Andy stood up and collected his hat and jacket from a rack in the corner of the room. When he finished donning the accessories, he turned to his friend.
"I should quit because I'm suddenly reminded of the calendar and my sordid heritage."
Kevin smiled. He knew what was coming.
"Let's take a turn on Cedar and see what trouble we can find," Andy said with a mischievous grin. "We have a patron saint to honor."
 



CHAPTER 30: ASA
 
Friday, June 21, 2013
 
The time traveler decided at Milepost 299 that he couldn't do it. Halfway between the rat race of Spokane and the sprawl of Coeur d'Alene, Asa Lysander Johnson decided that he couldn't live in a world of stifling traffic, irritating noise, and endless distraction.
Though he liked making money in the twenty-first century, he knew now he could never be a permanent part of it. He would return to Wallace and a time that made sense and finally start to truly enjoy the fruits of his labors.
An hour later, Asa gazed out the right rear window of what his driver called a Prius and took stock of his surroundings. The mountains and forests looked much the same, but the buildings did not. Businesses and houses were larger, newer, and far more functional. So were the cars. He smiled as he thought of a modern vehicle traveling seventy-five miles per hour down a road as smooth as silk. What an age, he thought. What an age. Too bad it was not for him.
"Shall I drop you off at the usual place, Mr. Johnson?" the cab driver asked.
"Yes, I'd like that, Frank."
Asa glanced at the driver as he turned off of Interstate 90 at Exit 61 and followed Wallace's business route to a spot on Garnet Street two blocks shy of his home. He preferred this approach because it allowed him to perform a risk assessment and adjust to any unexpected complications.
Only once had Asa run into a problem he could not immediately address. In 2005 he had stumbled upon a backyard gathering that had forced a temporary postponement of his return to the past. One did not access the chamber of stones when children and grown-ups played croquet in the backyard.
Asa paid Frank handsomely for his time, sent him on his way, and slowly approached a house that James May had built in 1895. He generally admired what his descendants had done to the place, particularly the codger Roger Johnson, a man Asa believed to be his grandson. The greenhouse and the redwood deck were nice touches.
Wearing a nondescript suit that didn't stand out in either era, Asa walked past his property on the far side of the street. When he glanced to his left, he saw his house and a potential problem. A middle-aged couple and a much younger woman gathered outside the residence and then stepped toward a large, sleek vehicle. Asa hadn't seen them before and didn't know who they were. He knew only that he would have to evaluate the situation before proceeding.
Asa walked to the end of the street, dropped his small suitcase to the ground, and pretended to admire the scenery without appearing to be lost. He needed offers of assistance from strangers like he needed a hole in his head.
When the trio in the car pulled out of the driveway, drove to Garnet and Seventh, and turned out of sight, Asa grabbed his suitcase and headed back toward the house. He didn't see the old man or his vehicle. He instead saw a smaller, odd-looking automobile parked out front. Was it possible that someone had remained behind? Asa couldn't tell. He proceeded with caution.
Asa walked first to the west side of the house, where he couldn't be seen by any occupants, and scanned Roger Johnson's backyard. It too appeared unoccupied. Deciding that the coast was clear, he walked quickly to the stone chamber, looked over his shoulder one last time, and placed his "godless gold" at the foot of the door.
He paused a moment, picked up the gold, walked into the shed, and waited for the portal to do its thing. Though he hadn't figured out all the particulars of this amazing facility, he knew two things for certain: he could never predict the time of his arrival and always predict the time of his return. He'd return to the same time and date that he had entered the chamber.
That could be both a blessing and a curse. He hated to be away from Celia, but he hated answering questions even more. Since it was hard to explain business trips that lasted seconds, instead of days or weeks, he had gotten into the habit of scheduling some of his "moonlight excursions" around actual business trips.
This trip would be different. Because he was not bringing back gifts from the city – gifts he might have to explain – he would walk through his front door as if he had come straight home from work and not made a late afternoon detour through the chamber of stones.
As he waited in the darkness of the shed, Asa pondered the twenty or so trips he had made since the moonlit night of April 28, 1907, when he had discovered that time travel was real, accessible, and potentially lucrative.
The first trip had been particularly memorable, even though much of it had been spent in a public library. After getting over the shock of traveling ninety-three years in a matter of minutes, Asa had taken a crash course on 2000. He had read newspapers, encyclopedias, and financial magazines, all in an effort to learn about the twentieth century and determine how he could profit from the twenty-first.
Still, he had moved slowly. He had traveled to five more years – 2002, 2005, 2007, 2009, and 2012 – in the following months before settling on a starting point for future endeavors. He had picked 2007 because it was a year that the U.S. economy had started to fall and possibilities for speculators had started to rise.
In between trips to libraries and financial institutions, Asa had also taken the time to meet people – particularly people in important places. It hadn't taken him long to realize that, to be successful, he would have to establish and cultivate friendships with individuals he could trust.
When he had done that, he had returned to 2007 and begun doing business with three men: a Spokane gold trader named Mercer, an anonymous jewelry broker who sold man-made diamonds at cut-rate prices, and an independent taxi driver who answered calls at any hour and didn't ask a lot of questions. By keeping his head and working with the right people, Asa had become financially independent within a year.
He had shared his wealth with Celia but none of his secrets. Though he loved his wife of seven years, he didn't entirely trust her. Asa knew as well as anyone in Wallace, a town built on silver, that wealth changed people. It made them greedy, unpredictable, and talkative. For that reason, Asa had told Celia nothing about the magic portal or his hidden cache. To her, he was a loving husband who traveled often on business and made good money doing it.
Even with his secrets safe, however, Asa didn't like storing his riches under the floor of a guest bedroom. So in the fall of 1909 he began moving some of his assets to safe-deposit boxes at three different banks and a wall safe in his office. Though he hadn't accessed the hidden space since January 25, he planned to return to it soon. He would empty it over the summer and transfer the remaining coins and jewels to their new homes.
The chamber of stones, of course, was another matter. Asa had nothing but his Winchester M97 to keep trespassers at bay. He had often wondered whether James May had told others about the shed or whether his descendants had discovered its secrets.
He thought also about the man he had found in the chamber on Valentine's Day. He liked the newcomer, who had visited the family twice since becoming a teacher, but he still wasn't sure he believed his story. Perhaps Kevin too had heard of the portal. He was a Johnson, after all.
He slowly opened the chamber door, looked around, and sighed when he saw that the yard was unoccupied. This was the part he dreaded. It would be one thing for Celia to spot him carrying a suitcase near the side of the house. It would be another for her to catch him coming out of the shed.
Asa sighed again when he stepped into the yard and saw the same garments on the clothesline and the same toys scattered on the lawn. He welcomed the sight, though he didn't care much for the mess. He would talk to Randolph about leaving his toys outside.
He walked around the side of the house and scanned the west side of Garnet for family members, curious neighbors, or people he knew. Thankfully, he saw none. Grabbing his suitcase, he walked through his front door and into his kitchen, where he saw an unoccupied table and a calendar marked with X's. It was Wednesday, March 23, 1910, the date he had left and had expected to find – a date that fell just inside the leading shadow of the March 25 full moon.
Asa smiled when he heard activity in another room. All was well.
"Celia, I'm home."
 



CHAPTER 31: KEVIN
 
Thursday, March 24, 1910
 
To the students of Mr. Johnson's day-ending science class, it was Krakatoa vs. Vesuvius, a spectacle for the ages and the most exciting thing they'd seen since the lab-rat races on Tuesday.
To Kevin, it was validation. After nine days of ups and downs at Shoshone County High School, he had finally proved his mettle as an educator.
He conceded that getting these students excited about this particular experiment wasn't difficult. Kids in 1910 were no different than kids in 2013. They liked to see things ooze and bubble and hear them pop – and few things oozed and bubbled and popped like baking soda volcanoes that spewed ingredients readily available in both eras.
What made this exercise really ooze, bubble, and pop, however, was competition. Kevin had asked the boys in the class to create one volcano and the girls another. He had told the students that the group that produced more fizz than fizzle would win a gallon of ice cream the next day. Needless to say, he had not cleared the competition with Principal Morrison.
"This is so much fun, Mr. Johnson. Thank you," Josephine White said.
"So you like volcanoes?"
"I do when I can make them!"
Kevin smiled as he soaked up the enthusiasm of the girl most likely to leave an apple on his desk. He loved these exchanges. He loved making a difference.
"Didn't you do things like this in Mr. Monroe's classes?"
The girl shook her head.
"I don't do things like this in any of my classes."
"That's too bad," Kevin said. "You should do more stuff like this. Science should be fun. Education should be fun, and it's important that students see it that way."
"I think so too."
Kevin saw several cheering students gather around the bubbling mounds of clay and considered joining their ranks, but he decided instead to continue the conversation. He sensed an opportunity for a learning moment, a moment he shouldn't pass up.
"Why do you agree?"
The girl seemed taken aback by the question and paused before answering. She apparently didn't want to sound stupid in front of a teacher who valued her opinion.
"Well, if we see education as fun, we'll be more likely to pay attention in school and keep learning when we get out of school."
Kevin chuckled.
"Congratulations, Josie. You get an A for the day."
The girl turned red, fidgeted, and ran to the corner of the science lab. When she reached her destination, she looked back at Kevin, smiled, and commenced an animated discussion with two visibly interested peers. Score one for self-esteem.
Kevin looked at Josie, a freshman, with admiration and sadness. He loved her spirit. She was a bright girl and a hard worker, but she was probably going nowhere. If she applied anything she learned in chemistry and physics, it would be how to stretch the detergent she used to clean the clothes of the miner she married and the children she bore.
When the bell rang, all eyes turned toward the teacher who had arranged the volcanic steel-cage match and offered a gallon of ice cream to the makers of the winner. It was time for that teacher, the lone judge, to render a verdict.
"Who won, Mr. Johnson?" Fred Simpson asked.
Kevin chided himself for not paying better attention when the volcanoes had threatened the Silver Valley with dangerous flows of baking soda, vinegar, and food coloring. When he more closely examined the twin peaks, he saw a virtual tie, a Solomon-like decision coming, and a mess he'd have to clean before Morrison made his rounds.
Kevin walked to the boys' volcano and gave it a thorough inspection. Krakatoa was a frothy mess no matter how you looked at it. He stuck a finger in a puddle of green goo at the mountain's base and then put the finger in his mouth.
"This is terrible, just terrible," Kevin said with a sour face. "It not only looks bad, it tastes bad. The devastation is complete, men. No one could have survived this. Well done."
The boys beamed. The girls frowned. Josie White looked crushed.
Kevin moved on to the girls' volcano and conducted a similar assessment. With pink lava coating its flanks, Vesuvius appeared far less threatening. The mountain itself looked more like a pastel pitcher's mound than a horrific dispenser of noxious gasses, but it did have one thing in its corner: it wasn't finished. Lava continued to flow down its sides.
"I must say, girls, that Krakatoa does seem more intimidating. It's mean and green and tastes like motor oil," Kevin said. "It's a pretty nasty lump. But as you can see, it's dormant now. Vesuvius, on the other hand, remains a clear and present danger. Given that serious consideration, I must declare this competition a draw."
The girls cheered.
"I'll bring two gallons of ice cream to class tomorrow. There will be enough for everyone," Kevin said. "I insist only on one thing."
"What's that?" Fred said.
"I insist that the boys serve the girls before themselves."
"Why?"
"Why, Fred? Because we are gentlemen first and architects of geologic destruction second."
The girls smiled and looked at the boys like prisoners of war.
"Now, all of you run along and let me clean up your mess before I award the prize to the grade-school kids."
Most of the students laughed. A few cheered. Only Fred appeared dissatisfied with the decision.
When the last student filed out of the lab, Kevin began cleaning a mess that wasn't half as bad as he had thought it would be. As long as he left the lab shipshape for Samuel Garrison, he'd be fine. He would speak to Ed Morrison about the ice cream in the morning.
Kevin started to lift the plywood board that supported Krakatoa and carry it to a counter when he heard a familiar voice. It was a voice he had not heard all day.
"You're becoming very popular."
He looked toward the open door and saw a ray of sunshine.
"Hi, Sarah," Kevin said. He relaxed his grip on the board. "Don't believe everything you see."
"It's not just what I see. It's what I hear," Sarah said. "My students seem quite affected by Mr. Monroe's replacement."
"I'll take that as a compliment."
"You should. Do you need some assistance?"
"Do I need assistance? Yes. Do I want you to spill hot lava on your nice outfit? No."
"Don't worry about me, Mr. Johnson. I've washed clothes in this dress. There's nothing I've encountered that a little borax won't fix."
"Are you sure?"
"I'm sure."
"OK. I just need help getting these volcanoes to the sink."
Sarah walked across the room, grabbed two corners of the board, and helped Kevin carry Krakatoa to one of two counters that flanked a large washbasin. A moment later, she helped him carry Vesuvius to the other. When they were done, they stepped away from the basin and turned toward each other like two people more interested in talking than cleaning.
"So what brings you to my laboratory?"
"I've come here to ask you some questions."
Kevin wiped some sawdust from his slacks and returned to his visitor.
"You have questions?"
"They're good ones too."
"OK. I like questions. Good ones are even better. Fire away."
Sarah smiled nervously.
"The first pertains to this weekend. Do you have any plans for Easter?"
"I don't think so. Why do you ask?"
Sarah sighed.
"I ask because I'd like to invite you to dinner."
Kevin looked away as his head began to spin. He pondered several questions. Was this a bona fide show of interest? If so, what about Pierce? Did he leave this poor woman alone on Christian holidays? Then there was Kevin's adopted family. Did Maude, Andy, or Sadie have something planned for Easter? If so, did it matter? He decided to proceed cautiously.
"You'd like to have dinner with me?"
"I would. There would be others, of course."
"Is that a good thing?"
Sarah raised an eyebrow.
"Yes, it is. As you may know, I'm residing with George and Bertha Marshall, an elderly couple who live on the south end of town. They've authorized me to invite you to Easter dinner."
Kevin chuckled.
"They've authorized you?"
Sarah blushed and looked at Kevin in a way that said, "Don't make this difficult."
"They've authorized me."
Kevin ditched the attitude and looked at Sarah thoughtfully.
"I'm honored that you – that they – would invite me, but before I give you an answer, I'd like to know one thing."
"Please ask."
"Will Preston Pierce be there?"
"No. He will not."
"Do you mind if I ask why? I got the impression the other day that the two of you were, well, close."
Sarah winced.
"Mr. Pierce and I have seen each other on occasion since the first of the year, but I would describe our relationship as a friendship. He is currently away on business. I am asking you to dinner as a colleague and a friend."
Kevin grinned.
"I thought the Marshalls were asking me to dinner?"
Sarah blushed again and gave Kevin a smile that turned him to putty.
"Does that mean you'll come?
"Yes, Miss Thompson, it means I'll come. What time should I show up?"
"We can discuss that on the way."
"Where are we going?"
"We're going to Garnet Street."
Sarah met his eyes.
"I'd like you to walk me home."
 



CHAPTER 32: KEVIN
 
Friday, March 25, 1910
 
Thirty minutes into the chess match of the century, Sadie fired another round at her inattentive opponent. Once again, she got his attention.
"Have you heard the one about the man whose mother-in-law lay critically ill?"
"No. I haven't," Kevin said.
He smiled as he pondered his next move.
"But I suspect you're going to tell me."
"Indeed, I am," Sadie said. She smiled, sat up straight, and folded her hands on the table. "In this tragic tale, the woman was so sick that she required a doctor. When the doctor came to the man's house, he saw the patient and declared: 'My dear sir, your wife's mother will never be right until she goes to a warmer place.'"
"He said that?"
Sadie lifted a brow.
"He said that."
She continued.
"In any case, the man thought a moment about what the doctor had said and then went out to his shed. When he returned, he carried an ax in his hands. He said, 'Here, Doctor. You do it. I haven't the nerve!'"
This time, the round hit the mark. Kevin laughed so hard that he fell out of his chair. When he finally sat up on Maude's hardwood floor, he couldn't decide which hurt worse: his sides or his bottom.
"Are you all right?" Sadie asked.
"I'll live."
Sadie laughed.
"Did I tickle your funny bone?"
Kevin chuckled.
"You might say that."
He shook his head as he got up and returned to his chair. He couldn't remember the last time he had heard someone use that phrase. Then again, he couldn't remember the last time someone had made him laugh as hard as Sadie Hawkins.
"You should do stand-up," Kevin said.
"I should do what?"
"I think I've found your secret talent."
"Would you like to hear more funnies? I have plenty."
"I think I've heard enough for now."
Sadie cocked her head, leaned closer, and flashed a mischievous smile.
"Are you sure?"
"I'm sure, Sadie. I'm sure. I want to remain upright the rest of the evening."
Kevin captured a knight with a rook.
"Where did you learn all those jokes?
"I grew up in a small town, Kevin," Sadie said, clearly amused. "This is what people do in small towns."
"We had other distractions in my small town."
Kevin realized his mistake the second he made it.
"I thought you grew up in Seattle. That's a big town."
"I attended college in Seattle, but I grew up in Oregon."
"You lived in Oregon?"
Kevin took a moment to think about where he wanted to steer the conversation. He decided to go with a carefully worded version of the truth.
"I grew up in Unionville. It's in the northeast part of the state."
"I've heard of it," Sadie said. "What's it like there?"
Oh, it's pretty nice. There's a multiplex, three brew pubs, and a nice electronics store.
"It's kind of like Wallace, only a little bigger. The main difference is that people make their living ranching and growing wheat, not extracting silver from the ground."
"Did you have a lot of friends growing up?"
"I had a few."
Sadie smiled softly.
"Did you have a lot of girlfriends growing up?"
"I had a couple."
Kevin laughed to himself. He suddenly realized that Sadie sounded an awful lot like the women in his family. She had his mother's sensitivity and his sister's tenacity.
"Tell me about your family."
"What would you like to know?"
"Let's start with your parents. What do they do? What are they like?"
Kevin paused for a moment. He didn't want to lie. Then he realized he could continue telling the truth. Not everything had changed dramatically in a hundred years.
"Well, let's see. My dad is like a lot of dads. He's quiet, hard to read sometimes, and very industrious. He loves working in a shop we have out back. He's always trying to repair or build something or another."
"Is he an inventor?"
"No. He's more like an investor," Kevin said with a laugh. "He served in the Army for a few years but got out and started dabbling in real estate. He works out of our home."
"How about your mother?"
"My mom's just the opposite. She's not like anyone on the planet."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean she's one of a kind. She writes books, manages the family finances, serves on the school board, and still looks after my sister and me, even though we're grown. She never lets up."
"She sounds incredible. I wish I could do half of those things."
"You can, Sadie. You have the drive and intelligence to do all that and more."
Sadie smiled sadly.
"I'm glad someone believes in me."
Kevin looked at her thoughtfully.
"It's pretty easy to do."
"Thank you," she said.
Sadie reached for a glass of water near the side of the chessboard and took a sip. When she looked back at her playing partner, she did so with more lively eyes.
"What about your sister? What's she like?"
Kevin laughed to himself as he searched for adjectives to describe his sibling. He wasn't sure he could answer Sadie's question without a thesaurus.
"Rena is a lot like my mom. She's smart, funny, and a little nutty at times, but she's got a good heart. She's a student at the University of Oregon. She wants to be a journalist."
"Can women do that?"
Kevin sighed.
"Sadie, women can do anything. I know that sounds like crazy talk, but it's true. You can do anything you want to do. All you need is a little more education."
Kevin pushed his chair away from the chess table.
"That's enough about me. Tell me about your parents. What were they like?"
Sadie frowned, lowered her eyes, and stared blankly at the board. She was cleaning his clock but appeared less interested in ending the match than in finding the right answer to his question.
"My father sold hardware to the mining companies. I think I told you that."
"You did."
Sadie lifted her eyes but maintained her frown.
"He was a good man, for the most part. He worked hard and saw to my needs, but he was never quite the same after my mother died."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean he drank more and started gambling."
Kevin studied her somber face but didn't speak. He could see that this was not her favorite conversation topic.
"It was all right at first. I didn't want for clothes or food or even attention. Papa always set aside time for me each day. He liked hearing about how I did at school. He encouraged my education from the very beginning."
"That's good," Kevin said.
Sadie nodded.
"The problem was that he began spending money we didn't have. He began borrowing from the bank and using his merchandise as collateral for his debts," she said. "I knew we were in trouble when he started giving me less money for groceries."
"I'm sorry, Sadie," Kevin said. "Tell me about your mother."
Sadie brightened a little but only a little.
"What would you like to know?"
"Oh, I don't know. What did she look like? Did she look like you?"
Sadie nodded.
"She had the same hair and eyes, but her skin was darker. She was half Cree and part Irish and French Canadian. I'm not sure what that makes me."
Kevin chuckled.
"It makes you practically perfect."
Sadie smiled.
"What was she like?" Kevin asked.
"Well, she was kind and smart. Mama was very smart. She did the figuring for the business. She was also strict. She believed that girls had only so many chances to find a good life and didn't want me squandering any of mine."
Sadie met Kevin's eyes.
"She died when I was fifteen. I'm so thankful she never saw me, well, like you did."
Kevin reached across the chessboard and put a hand on hers.
"That's a dead subject, Sadie. You don't ever have to bring it up again or explain yourself."
Just that quickly the gloom in the room lifted. Sadie smiled warmly and thanked him with big brown eyes that had become increasingly difficult to ignore.
Kevin was as drawn to Sadie as ever but wasn't quite sure what to do with her. He knew it would be wrong to go any further as long as there was even a chance that his relationship with Sarah might develop into something more than a cordial friendship.
Deciding that it was time to move the conversation in a different direction, Kevin visually assessed his king's precarious position on the chessboard and then peered at his partner. He folded his arms and smiled.
"Do you want to finish me off now or drag this out?"
Sadie grinned.
"Let me think about it. If I finish you off, I'll lose the pleasure of your company. You'll sulk for hours and wonder how a common housekeeper can beat a man of letters in chess."
She lifted a hand and rubbed her chin.
"On the other hand, if I drag this out, as you put it, I'll have the chance to talk to you longer and tell you about my big plans for Sunday."
Kevin's heart sank.
"What plans?"
"I'm making Easter dinner! Maude has asked me to plan and prepare a meal for twelve."
"That's wonderful," Kevin said with little enthusiasm.
"Do you want to hear the details?"
"Sure."
"The dinner will be fancy, for one thing, very fancy. Maude insisted that I spare no expense. So I purchased a roast, a ham, and some exotic seafood that arrived just this morning."
"It sounds delicious."
"That's just dinner! I'm still working on dessert. I'm planning to bake some sweet rolls and several pies, but I haven't yet decided what kind," she said. Sadie beamed. "Do you have any requests, Mr. Johnson?"
"Sadie?"
"Yes, Kevin."
"About Easter . . ."
 



CHAPTER 33: KEVIN
 
Sunday, March 27, 1910
 
Kevin eyed the guest of honor and laughed. He didn't want to laugh and, in fact, tried his hardest not to laugh, but laugh he did. It was difficult to maintain your composure when the dinner you stared at stared back.
"Is something amusing, Mr. Johnson?" Bertha Marshall asked.
"I'm sorry, ma'am. It's the pig," he said. "I've never actually seen one dressed that way. The apple is a nice touch."
"I'm glad it meets your approval," the matron said with a trace of irritation.
Kevin scanned the faces in the dining room and found a few fans. George Marshall chuckled, his brother Winston grinned, and Sarah Thompson stifled a laugh with a decidedly lovely hand. Winston's wife, Candice, seemed less amused. She had helped Bertha prepare the pork and most everything else on the linen-covered table.
"Sarah tells us you're from Seattle," George said. "How is life in the city?"
Kevin was about to say that the traffic was as bad as ever, that the Mariners had improved their pitching, and that a crazy-good Thai restaurant had just opened in Madison Park when he remembered something vital. Kevin had not attended college from 2009 to 2013 but rather from 1906 to 1910. He decided to play it safe.
"It's the same as always: busy, noisy, and rainy."
"I imagine it was particularly busy and noisy during the A-Y-P."
Kevin laughed to himself. This was the price of time travel. You had to cover your tracks at every turn and become an instant expert on a time that was not your own. He considered playing it safe again when he remembered that A-Y-P stood for the Alaska-Yukon-Pacific Exposition, a world's fair held in Seattle, on the university campus, during the summer and fall of 1909.
"To tell you the truth, sir, I missed most of it. I went home to Unionville, Oregon, for the summer. From what I saw in the fall, I made a wise choice. I'm not a fan of crowds."
"I'm the same way, Kevin. That's why I stayed in the Army and soldiered my way west after the war. I couldn't stomach the idea of living the rest of my life in Philadelphia."
Kevin smiled. He liked this guy. He was tempted to let the conversation die but decided to keep it going when he thought about something George had said.
"You fought in the war?"
"It depends on what you mean by fight. I carried a rifle, yes, but I fired nary a shot in anger. I joined the 91st Pennsylvania Infantry in March 1865, five weeks before the end of hostilities. The fighting was all but over by the time I learned the difference between an Enfield and a Springfield," George said. "I was fortunate. I missed most of the commotion."
"My husband is rather modest," Bertha said. "Did George tell you he was present with General Grant at Appomattox?"
"No. He didn't."
Kevin put his fork on his plate and looked at the retired colonel with unbridled awe. He had expected riveting conversation at this Easter table, but he hadn't expected this. He was staring at a living, breathing veteran of the American Civil War.
"You saw Lee's surrender?"
"I saw the whole thing. Winston did as well."
"What was it like?"
"It was solemn. It was the most solemn thing I've seen and I've seen a lot in sixty-three years. When we'd heard that General Lee had accepted Grant's terms and were ordered to the McLean house, I'd expected to see great revelry. Lord knows we'd earned the right to crow. But we didn't crow. We didn't shout. We didn't do anything but stand and watch. I'll never forget the somberness of it all. We all knew we were witnessing history."
Kevin shook his head. He wondered what his parents would say if they knew he was spending Easter with a man who had seen Grant and Lee in the same place. He wondered what anyone from his time would say. For the first time since entering the chamber of stones, he truly appreciated the incredible journey he had taken.
Kevin was tempted to ask more questions about George Marshall's experiences but decided to wait. Even the most riveting Civil War story wasn't more riveting than the woman who had invited him to dinner. Though Sarah had sat quietly at his right through most of the meal, she had remained visibly attentive. She had no doubt followed his every word and action.
"You've been rather quiet," he said to her as the others commenced new conversations.
"Why speak when you can listen to men refight the War Between the States?" she asked with a playful smile.
Kevin couldn't tell whether the question contained a subtle dig. He was certain that Sarah had heard the colonel's stories many times, but he also had no doubt that she liked the man. She had told him on at least a few occasions how much she admired and appreciated the people who had offered her a room and the run of their house rent-free.
"You do have to admit it's interesting."
"It is," she said.
Kevin began to ask Sarah about her background but stopped when he heard his name. Bertha Marshall addressed him from the other side of the table.
"I hear you are doing wonders at the high school, Mr. Johnson."
"I'm doing my best, ma'am, but I wouldn't say I'm doing wonders."
"That's not what Sarah says or even Josie White. She's a neighbor girl who stops by once a week for piano lessons. She told me that you're the best teacher she's ever had."
Kevin made a mental note to make Josie valedictorian.
"That's nice to hear, Mrs. Marshall. I've enjoyed teaching Josie and students like her."
"What do you mean students like her?"
"I guess I mean girls, in particular. Most of the ones I teach are very bright, but they lack confidence. If I do nothing else in Wallace, I want to teach my girls that they can do anything boys can do if they work hard and dedicate themselves to achieving goals."
Winston sat up in his chair.
"Do you really believe that, Mr. Johnson?" he asked. "Do you really believe that women can compete with men in all fields?"
You ought to see Sadie Hawkins play chess, buddy.
"I do, Mr. Marshall, and I believe they should be given the opportunity to try."
"I like this man, Sarah," Bertha said.
Winston appeared less enthusiastic.
"I suppose you also believe that women should be given the vote."
Kevin paused before answering. He very much wanted to continue this discussion, but he didn't want to needlessly offend or put himself in a spot. It wouldn't take much for a time traveler from 2013 to step in it and step in it in a big way. He proceeded cautiously.
"I do. I know many others feel differently, and I respect that, but I believe that women should have the same rights and opportunities as men. This is their country, too, and I think they should have an equal voice in how it is governed."
George laughed.
"It seems that we have a suffragette in the room," he said. "I applaud your boldness, Mr. Johnson. I'm not sure I agree with your view, but I appreciate a good argument. Your position is certainly becoming more popular. I suspect that this matter will be resolved soon enough, though probably not in my lifetime."
"I suspect that it will," Kevin said.
"You're a fascinating man, Kevin. Perhaps you can join Winston and me after dinner for a more thorough discussion of this issue. We can smoke on it."
Kevin laughed to himself as he considered George's invitation. He knew the colonel wanted to smoke cigars, but he couldn't purge peace pipes and Cheech and Chong from his mind. This was a funny time with funny references.
"I'd like that, sir," Kevin said with a smile. "I'd consider it part of my continuing education."
 



CHAPTER 34: SARAH
 
"You were quite a hit at dinner."
Kevin laughed.
"You're probably right, but I'm not sure if that's a good thing or a bad thing."
"It's a good thing," Sarah said as they walked arm in arm down Sixth Street. "You made everyone in that house, including me, rethink their positions on a number of issues."
"Now, how could I make you rethink anything, Miss Thompson? I thought teachers were unshakable pillars of certitude and confidence."
"Some teachers may be, but not me."
"Why do you say that?"
"I say it because it's true. If there is one thing I've learned as an educator, it's that I have a lot to learn. That's why I so enjoy your company. You make me look at the world differently."
"Is that the only reason?" Kevin asked with a sly smile.
Sarah blushed.
"You can wipe that grin from your face at any time, Mr. Johnson."
Sarah stifled a smile as they crossed the intersection with Bank Street. She knew she had a duty to publicly protest his forward comments, but she was not about to object to them privately. She savored every word that came out of his mouth and every second she spent in his company.
"I'll try, but I can't make any promises. You make me smile."
"I'm happy to hear that I serve a useful purpose."
As they passed a barbershop, a clothier, and a newsstand, Sarah noticed that several other couples were out and about in top hats and parasols. She knew most of the couples and knew that most were married. She wondered what it would be like to enjoy the love and stability so many seemed to possess.
"Is there any place in particular you'd like to go?" Kevin asked.
"No. I'm content simply to walk around town," Sarah said. She looked at him thoughtfully. "I do enjoy your company, Kevin. Thank you for coming to dinner. I wasn't sure you would accept my invitation, much less actually show up."
"Why would you say that?"
"I was afraid you might be scared off by Preston."
"I thought you said you two were just friends."
"We are. Well, let me rephrase. I consider him a friend. I believe he considers me more than a friend. He has become rather possessive in the past few weeks."
"Has he mistreated you in any way?"
"Oh, no," she said. "It's not like that. He's been a gentleman from the start, but he doesn't care much for competition. I dare say he wouldn't care much for you walking me down the street. I dare say he wouldn't care much for you at all."
"I'm not surprised. Our meeting at the bank was not a particularly pleasant one."
"I've heard as much."
"What have you heard?"
Sarah paused to choose her words carefully. She didn't know all the reasons behind Kevin's heated exchange with Preston Pierce, but she did know that he had come to the rescue of a local girl who worked at Maggie Ryan's house of prostitution. She had learned from two friends that he had paid off the girl's debt to the tune of fifteen hundred dollars.
"I've heard that you helped an orphan in distress by retiring her father's debt."
"Her name is Sadie Hawkins," Kevin said. "She owed Pierce a large sum and I paid it off."
"Was she someone you knew?"
"No. She was a total stranger."
Sarah looked away for moment. She hadn't heard that part.
"If you don't mind me asking, why would you do that for someone you didn't even know?"
Kevin stopped and turned toward Sarah.
"I did it because she needed help and because I had the means to help her. I couldn't stand to see someone like Pierce abuse a girl over a debt her father had incurred," he said. "I know most people wouldn't do something like that, but I'm not like most people."
Sarah smiled and tightened her hold on his arm.
"No, you're not. You're not like most people at all, and I'm glad you're not," she said. "What did you do after you settled her finances?"
Kevin chuckled.
"That's easy. I found her a job. She works as a housekeeper for Maude Duvalier. I've been staying at Maude's as a boarder since my first week here."
"Well, I, for one, find your actions noble. You are changing my opinion of men with money. Wallace is lucky to have you."
"Thank you," Kevin said, "but I really don't want to talk about me. I'd much rather learn about the woman on my arm."
Sarah smiled sadly.
"Let's keep walking," she said.
They continued in silence for a minute or two until they turned west on Pine, a block shy of the river. When they passed a hotel and a livery, Sarah spoke up.
"What would you like to know about me?"
Kevin looked at her thoughtfully.
"I'd like to know everything. I'd like to know the particulars of your childhood, your reasons for becoming a teacher, your dog's name, maybe even your favorite color."
Sarah laughed.
"That's a tall order. I'll see if I can fill it."
Sarah glanced at Kevin and continued.
"I was born and raised on a farm just outside of Clinton, Indiana. My parents raise corn and potatoes and some pigs, though not the kind with apples in their mouths."
Kevin grinned.
"You're not going to let me live that down, are you?"
"I may, but only if you treat me to ice cream this week."
"It's a deal."
She paused to let another couple pass.
"As I was saying, I grew up on a farm and lived there until I enrolled in the teacher's college in Terre Haute. I decided to become an educator because I wanted to make a difference in the lives of young people."
"Do you have any siblings?" Kevin asked.
"I have two sisters and two brothers. One is a surgeon in Indianapolis."
"What else?"
Sarah smiled and raised a brow.
"My dog's name is Willie and my favorite color is green."
"I feel I know you already, Miss Thompson. I think we're done."
Both laughed.
"I'd like to believe that, but I know you have more questions."
"I do. I have a lot of questions, including a big one."
"You may ask."
"Why does a young woman leave her home in Indiana to teach school in Wallace, Idaho?"
"I left because of a man."
"You came all the way out here to see a man?"
"No," Sarah said with an ashen face. "No. I came out here to get away from one."
"I'm not sure I follow."
Sarah tried to gauge his interest by studying his eyes and determined that he would not cease asking questions until he had every answer. After a moment of thought, she decided to tell all.
"Last May, shortly before I graduated, I received a marriage proposal from a man ten years my senior. We had dated for only a month and hadn't had the chance to get to know each other well, but he was handsome, wealthy, and kind, so naturally I considered his offer."
"Did you accept?"
"I did. I told him I would marry him if he first allowed me to teach for a year. I wanted to at least get a taste of the profession before settling down and raising a family."
"Let me guess. He refused to budge."
"Actually, he did budge. Mason accepted my condition, and we set a date, but no sooner than I made plans to teach in Terre Haute, he insisted on getting married immediately."
Sarah sighed.
"I broke off the engagement and told him I didn't want to see him again, but he refused to honor my wishes. He pestered me for days and said he would use his influence to keep me from getting a teaching position in Indiana. When things reached a breaking point, I checked the listings at the college for opportunities in other states and learned there was a great need for teachers in Coeur d'Alene. I boarded a train five days later."
"So why aren't you in Coeur d'Alene? Why are you in Wallace?"
"I'm in Wallace for the same reason you are: an opportunity opened up here just as I was passing through. Jane Pickering, an English teacher, left the high school in June to get married. I interviewed with Principal Morrison and two members of the board and was hired on the spot. I moved in with the Marshalls the next day."
"Did you ever hear again from Mason?"
"No, thankfully. Nineteen hundred miles proved to be a sufficient buffer."
Kevin chuckled.
"So now you're here."
"Now I'm here."
"Well, I'm glad I met you," Kevin said. "You're one of the most interesting women I've ever known – and definitely one of the prettiest."
Sarah smiled as her face turned red.
"You're incorrigible, Mr. Johnson."
"I try."
An hour later, the incorrigible Mr. Johnson walked the interesting and pretty Miss Thompson to the front door of the stately mansion at Seventh and Garnet.
"I had a great day, Sarah. I'd like to do this again."
"It would be my pleasure."
Sarah considered asking him in for a brandy but decided to save that invitation for another day. She liked this man and wanted to get to know him better, but she didn't want to rush things. She had not proved to be the best judge of character in assessing potential suitors.
"Well, I should go," he said. "Believe it or not, I . . ."
Kevin cocked his head.
"Is something wrong?" he asked.
Sarah looked over Kevin's shoulder to the far side of the intersection, where two men who looked vaguely familiar stared at the Marshall mansion. Neither looked particularly friendly.
"Do you know those men?" she asked.
Kevin turned around.
"I've never seen them before. Who are they?"
"I'm not sure, but I think I've seen them before at the bank," Sarah said.
"Should I be alarmed?" Kevin asked with a laugh.
Sarah glanced again at the intersection. She saw the taller of the two men touch his hat before turning around and leading the other man toward the center of town.
"I don't think so," she said. "It looks like they're leaving."
"Thanks again for a lovely Easter, Miss Thompson. I'll see you at school tomorrow."
"Goodbye, Kevin," she said. "Have a nice walk home."
"I will."
"Be careful."
 



CHAPTER 35: SADIE
 
Tuesday, March 29, 1910
 
Sadie stared out a living room window and watched rainwater form puddles on King Street. She couldn't imagine a better metaphor for her social life than this wet, gray day.
"It's hopeless, isn't it?"
"Nothing is hopeless, dear, but I admit I've seen more promising situations," Maude said as she put a hand on her housekeeper's shoulder. "Give it some time. You never know what the wind will bring in."
Sadie thought she had given it time. She had given Kevin more than a month to demonstrate that he liked her as much as she liked him. She had encouraged him with words, both spoken and written, and with deeds, but he had still cast her aside. She wondered what, if anything, she could do now to gain and hold the interest of the man who had saved her life.
"What I don't understand is why he was so kind to me, even when he didn't have to be. If he didn't consider me more than a friend, then why did he spend so much time with me?"
"I wish I knew, Sadie. I admit I'm as perplexed as you. I've seen him look at you in a way no man looks at a friend. He does like you. I'm sure of it."
"Then why does he favor Sarah Thompson?"
Sadie didn't require input from Maude on that. She knew deep down why Kevin favored Sarah. The teacher was beautiful, charming, kind, and educated, a woman who would never in a million years turn to prostitution to pay a debt. She was, in a word, better.
"I should have let him kiss me."
Maude laughed.
"I'm sorry, but do you have something to share?"
"I should have let him kiss me on the rock. Two weeks ago we went for a walk on the trail on the south hill. There's a boulder that overlooks all of Wallace. We climbed up on the boulder and he looked at me like he wanted to kiss me, but I said something that stopped him."
"What did you say?"
"I said, 'Thank you for moving slowly. Thank you for being a gentleman.'"
"That'll do it."
Sadie looked at Maude with annoyance in her eyes.
"I'm sorry, dear," Maude said. "I'm sure you had a reason."
"I did. I did have a reason. You know how he found me. You know where. I wanted him to think of me as someone he had met in church and not in a 'gentlemen's club.' I don't want him to ever think of me as someone other than a woman with standards and morals."
Sadie stepped away from the window and picked up a copy of the Saturday Evening Post that someone, probably Andy, had left in a chair. She placed it in a magazine rack. When she returned to the chair and sat down, she saw that Maude had already taken a seat on a sofa.
"I know this probably sounds a bit strange, but I can relate to your situation."
"How is that so?" Sadie asked.
"I was twenty-one when I met my husband, a twenty-one-year-old who performed burlesque on the Denver stage because that's how pretty girls from one-horse Colorado towns got noticed by rich men who could offer them something bigger and better than what they had."
Sadie sat up and leaned forward.
"It was nice at first. Marcus brought me to Wallace, built me this big house, and bought me a wardrobe that would make a duchess green-eyed and greedy. But no matter how many fine clothes I wore or fine parties I hosted, I was never able to shake the feeling that I didn't deserve them. I was never able to convince myself that I deserved Marcus. I was still a tramp from Kit Carson County."
"But at least you had your husband for a few years. You have all this," Sadie said. "I'm back to where I started before my father died. I have no beau, no prospects, and not much of a future."
Maude stared at a painting on a wall, a picture of a visibly carefree woman strolling on the boardwalk in Atlantic City, New Jersey. She walked to the painting and straightened the frame. When she turned back to Sadie, she did so with a smile that looked forced.
"You have your job here. I know it's not much, but it's a start."
"I'm not complaining. You've been oh-so-very kind to me. It's just that . . ."
"It's just that you want more," Maude said. "I understand. You want more."
"I do want more but not necessarily material things. I don't need all of this."
"Then what do you want?"
"I want Kevin. But if I can't have him, I want someone like him. I want a man who treats me with respect and encourages me to do more than cook and clean," Sadie said. "Do you know that he encouraged me to go to college? Me! He actually said I would make an incredible math teacher. Those were his exact words. No one has ever said something like that to me. Not my mother. Not my father. Not anyone."
"You probably would make an incredible math teacher. Is that what you want to do?"
"I don't know," Sadie said as she lowered her eyes. "It doesn't really matter. I don't have the money to go to college. I don't even have books I could read that would make me seem more educated. The library's not much help either. Most of its books are out of date."
Maude got out of her chair.
"Let me ask you something. What if I provided you with a means to become educated right here in Wallace? It wouldn't cost anything but your time. Would you be interested?"
Sadie lifted her head and looked at her landlord, employer, and friend.
"I would."
"Then let me show you something. Follow me."
Sadie followed Maude up the stairs and down the hall to a locked second-floor room that none of the boarders had entered and none, to her knowledge, had even asked about. When Maude turned a key and threw open the door, Sadie's eyes lit up.
"What's this?"
"This room is, or rather was, Marcus Duvalier's den. I keep it locked because I don't want anyone, even people I trust, to enter a room and ask questions about a man I still consider a philandering skunk."
Sadie stifled a laugh.
"As you can see, my dear dead husband was quite a pack rat. He acquired and kept thousands of books, periodicals, maps, and records. New books and magazines still arrive in the mail each month. I haven't gotten around to canceling all of his subscriptions."
Maude smiled and put her arm around her housekeeper.
"This was Marcus' private library, Sadie. It's now your ticket to a better life."
 



CHAPTER 36: KEVIN
 
Friday, April 15, 1910
 
On his seventh Friday of his third run through 1910, Kevin thought of taxes. It was April 15, after all, and he had not yet collected his W-2 forms and filed with the IRS. Then he realized that he didn't have to file with the IRS. The United States didn't have an income tax in 1910, or at least the kind Kevin's parents had complained about all his life.
He also thought of two women. As he leaned back in his chair and watched his last-period students finish an assignment, he thought of the woman he wanted and appeared to have and the one he no longer wanted but couldn't quite purge from his mind.
Kevin couldn't have asked for a better start with Sarah. In three weeks, they had gone from acquaintances and colleagues to something that approximated a couple. He had taken her to shows, on walks, and even to church picnics. He had not yet mustered the courage to kiss her, but he would soon. He understood that 1910 was a different time. Gentlemen proceeded slowly with gentle ladies, and Sarah Thompson was most definitely a gentle lady.
Kevin couldn't have asked for a worse finish with Sadie. In three weeks, they had gone from affectionate friends to fellow boarders who exchanged pleasantries at breakfast and supper. He had not handled the transition in their relationship well. He had tried to mend the rift caused by Easter but had failed miserably. He had hurt her deeply and had come to the conclusion that there was probably little he could say or do to make things better.
When the final bell sounded, more than twenty science students placed papers on Kevin's desk and filed out the door. Several wished the new teacher a nice weekend. One asked for help on a problem. Another, Josie White, flashed a mischievous smile and skipped out of the room.
Kevin laughed to himself. What was that all about?
When the last student walked out the door, Kevin assembled the papers and placed them in a folder. He was tempted to start grading them immediately but decided to hold off. He had nothing planned for the weekend and figured that the papers, on what students thought the world would be like in the year 2000, might make interesting reading on Sunday.
He got up from his chair and walked to the far front corner of the classroom, where he had placed his Stan Laurel jacket on a hook. He grabbed the jacket, straightened a desk in front, and returned to pick up the file of papers. When he looked at the door, he saw a familiar smile.
"Please tell me you're not in a hurry to start your weekend, Mr. Johnson."
"What if I am? Would that pose a problem, Miss Thompson?
"Actually, it would."
"Why is that?"
"It would pose a problem because I have scheduled some fun for us this afternoon."
Kevin smiled. He didn't know what she had up her sleeves and wasn't sure he should ask. Sarah had already pushed him out of his comfort zone once by insisting that he make a special guest appearance at the Wallace Sewing Council.
"Does this fun involve leaving town?"
"No," she said. "It doesn't even involve leaving school."
"Now you have my attention. What would you like to do this afternoon?"
"Come with me. I'll show you."
Kevin put his jacket and the papers on his desk and followed Sarah out the door and down two hallways to a part of the building he had not visited. When they passed through yet another door, he saw something he had seen many times in his life but never on the campus of an American high school. He saw a bowling alley – or rather two regulation lanes, complete with all the trimmings.
"You have to be kidding me."
"I don't kid, Kevin, though I am working on improving my sense of humor."
He laughed. She didn't need to improve a thing.
"Why haven't I seen this?"
"I don't know. Perhaps you should step out of your classroom more often. This is one of the most popular spots in school. There is usually a crowd here this time of day."
"So where has everyone gone?"
"I don't know. I guess they've gone to wherever they go when a teacher tells them she wants to use the bowling lanes for two hours."
Kevin smiled.
"So we really have this to ourselves."
"We do, for the most part."
"What do you mean by that?"
"Let me introduce our pinsetters. I believe you know the first. Josie, you can step out now."
Josie White popped up from behind a set of pins at the end of Lane 1 and waved.
"Hello, Mr. Johnson!"
"Hello, Josie."
"Our other assistant today is Sally Payne. She will set the pins in Lane 2."
Sally stepped into the open and waved.
Kevin waved back and laughed.
"Did you promise them an A for staying after school?"
"I didn't promise them a thing," Sarah said with a wry smile. "They volunteered. Several girls volunteered when I told them after class yesterday what I wanted to do. I had to pick from several enthusiastic parties."
"Well, you should at least give them something. I can imagine more pleasant ways to spend a Friday afternoon then setting bowling pins for others."
"I have that worked out."
"You do?"
"I do. I plan to take them out for ice cream tomorrow. I understand that ice cream is an ideal reward for students who go beyond the call."
"I'm impressed, Sarah. You're amazing."
She reached out and grabbed his hand.
"I'm not amazing, Kevin," she said with a smile. "I'm a very ordinary woman who is trying to impress a very extraordinary man. Now, why don't you pick up a ball so we can get started?"
"OK. I'll do that."
Kevin walked over to the left side of Lane 1 and examined his choices. All ten balls were the same size, same color (black), and same weight (eight pounds). He quickly discovered that the holes in the balls had been drilled to the same specifications.
The time traveler, however, was not about to complain. He appreciated this gift as much as any he'd received in twenty-two years. Sarah was not just expressing interest in the new teacher in town. She was staking her claim.
So, for nearly two hours, two teachers threw eight-pound balls at three-and-a-half-pound pins and learned a lot about each other. Kevin learned that Sarah had ridden a horse but never a bike. She loved to swim but feared deep water. Sarah learned that Kevin hated spiders but liked snakes. He also liked cherry pie. She promised to bake him one at the earliest opportunity.
They learned as well that they had many things in common, like a love of impressionist paintings, candy apples, ice fishing, and Mozart. The discoveries reinforced a belief Kevin had held for weeks. He had done the right thing by returning to 1910. He had done a very good thing, and he wanted to enjoy this very good thing for as long as he could.
Kevin insisted on bowling until five, when Josie and Sally had to abandon their stations and return to their homes for supper. He gave each three dollars to spend on something they didn't need but always wanted, sent them on their way, and turned his attention to the woman who had beat him three games to two.
"If I didn't know better, Miss Thompson, I'd say you had set this up to show me up."
"I've been practicing," she said with a hint of amusement. "I hope losing to a woman does not cause you unbearable distress."
"If it does, I know a good shrink."
Kevin winced when he saw Sarah's puzzled expression and mentally berated himself for using a modern reference. He had done a fair job of speaking in the language of the early 1900s but knew it was only a matter of time before he backed himself into a corner.
After putting their balls away and turning off the lights, the two returned to the main part of the school building and walked to Kevin's classroom. They found his jacket and the student essays where he had left them.
"Do you need to get anything in your room?" Kevin asked.
"I have everything."
Sarah smiled and grabbed his arm.
The couple walked out of the classroom, waved to a janitor who regularly closed the building at six, and proceeded down the corridor to the exit. When they walked out the door, they walked into a refreshingly warm spring afternoon. They also walked into Preston Pierce.
"Preston," Sarah said. "What are you doing here?"
"I came to pick you up at 3:15, but I was told you were occupied."
Kevin looked at Pierce and saw anger build in his eyes. He could only imagine what he thought of his lady friend holding the arm of a man who had embarrassed him publicly.
"I was occupied."
"We need to talk, Sarah."
"No, Preston, we don't."
Kevin resisted the urge to jump in. He wanted to stand in front of Sarah, get in Pierce's face, and make the diminutive banker soil himself in real time, but he decided to let things play out.
"Yes, we do."
Sarah looked up at Kevin and frowned.
"Can you give us a moment?"
Kevin nodded and dropped his arm. He watched Sarah walk over to Pierce, out of earshot, and begin an animated conversation. Three minutes later, the combatants parted and headed in opposite directions. Pierce scowled at Kevin as he returned to his carriage. Sarah forced a smile as she returned to the school's front steps.
"Is everything all right?" Kevin asked.
"It's as well as it can be," she said.
"What does that mean?"
"It means Preston doesn't consider this settled, even though I told him that I want nothing to do with him. It means also that we will both have to be vigilant. He is vindictive and petty."
Kevin fumed a second time when he thought of what had transpired. He wanted to put the hurt on Pierce, who seemed to relish bullying and manipulating others, but he decided that this was not the time or place.
Sarah made sure that his anger didn't have the chance to build. She grabbed his arm, lifted her head, and kissed him tenderly on the cheek.
"Let's talk no more of that man," she said. "Let's talk instead of dinner."
 



CHAPTER 37: SADIE
 
Saturday, April 16, 1910
 
Sadie sat on the porch swing facing King Street and watched three children interact in a nearby lot. Two girls, maybe six years old, argued over which of them would get to ride bicycles with a boy their age. There were three kids, two bikes, and one problem.
"You like her, don't you?"
"Yes, I like her. I like you, too, Sadie," Kevin said from the other half of the swing. "I've never stopped liking you, but I can't date two women at the same time. I won't. It wouldn't be fair to you, it wouldn't be fair to Sarah, and it would complicate my life beyond measure."
Sadie looked at Kevin and smiled sadly. At least they were talking now. For three weeks they had done little more than offer each other "good mornings," "good days," and "good nights," as if simple greetings would allow them to maintain a friendship that had become the most important thing in the world to her.
"Is it because of who I am or what I was about to be?"
"No, Sadie. It's not about either of those things. If I cared about any of that I would have never come back from Montana. I would have never spent time with you."
"Then what is it?"
Kevin sighed.
"I don't know. Sarah and I just seem to have more in common. We're both teachers. We work at the same place. We have similar backgrounds."
Sadie figured as much. She might be able to overcome the day at the brothel, but she would never be able to measure up to a woman who was just as pretty, just as smart, and a whole lot more cultured and educated. She began to make an observation about the children in the lot when Andy O'Connell walked out the door.
Andy stopped at the edge of the porch, turned to his friends, and laughed.
"Well, aren't you two a sight?"
"Hi, Andy," Sadie said.
"Where are you going?" Kevin asked.
"I'm off to the Standard. My editor wants some local reaction to the comet. It's coming next week and the hysteria has already set in."
"What do you mean?"
"What do I mean? You've been spending too much time with that teacher. Half the town thinks it will strike us dead. The other half hopes it will strike us dead, or at least create the kind of fear that makes nervous investors poor and cautious investors rich."
Kevin laughed.
"There's even a death watch going for Mark Twain," Andy said.
"Is he ill?" Sadie asked.
"He's as healthy as a horse, as far as I know, but he made a prediction last year that some are treating like a proclamation from the Almighty Himself."
"What prediction?"
"He said that since he came in with Halley's comet, he would surely go out with it."
"You can put money on that one," Kevin said. "It's a done deal."
"Is that so?" Andy asked.
"That's so."
"I may hold you to that, Kevin. Unfortunately, I must run. I'll see the both of you at supper. What's on the menu?"
"I'm fixing corned beef and cabbage."
"I could kiss you now, my dear. You'll someday make some lucky lad a happy man."
Sadie blushed.
"Thank you, Andy."
Andy grabbed a satchel he had placed atop the railing and hurried down the steps. He ran across the street, past the no-longer-bickering children, and quickly disappeared from sight.
"He's not the only one who likes your cooking, you know," Kevin said. "You have a real gift when it comes to preparing food."
Sadie looked at Kevin wistfully.
"Thank you."
Kevin leaned back on the swing, extended his arm, and stared into space as the two settled into one of those moments where not a lot is said but a lot is communicated. A moment later, he picked up the conversation.
"Have you given any more thought to going to college?"
"I have."
"I meant it when I said you'd be an incredible math teacher."
"I know you did, but . . ."
"But you're still thinking about the cost, right?"
"That's one thing."
Kevin turned toward Sadie and looked at her in a way that made her slightly uncomfortable and decidedly breathless. Was he going to kiss her?
"I've been thinking about this lately, Sadie. I've been thinking about it a lot," he said. "If money is the only thing keeping you from college and pursuing your dreams, then I'll give you some money to at least get you started."
Sadie slid farther away.
I don't want your money. I want you.
"Did I say something wrong?"
Sadie sighed and shook her head. It was petty, she decided, to punish him for a decision that ninety-nine out of a hundred men would make. He had already done much for her. The least she could do was act like a grown-up and show some gratitude.
"No. You said something right. I'm sorry I've kept to myself the past few weeks. I've missed our talks and our chess games."
"I have too," Kevin said.
He pulled her close and kissed her on the top of her head.
"Thanks, Sadie."
"Thanks for what?"
"Thank you for being understanding and for being my friend. You're one of the best friends I've ever had."
Sadie turned toward Kevin, took a breath, and held back the tears. She looked at this kind and thoughtful man with love and admiration and, for a moment at least, forgot that she was his second fiddle.
 



CHAPTER 38: KEVIN
 
Wednesday, April 20, 1910
 
The last hour began, as always, with a vocabulary lesson. Kevin walked to the front of the classroom, picked up a stick of chalk, and wrote P-E-R-I-H-E-L-I-O-N on a blank blackboard.
"Who can tell me what this word means?
The teacher scanned the class of twenty-four. He had hoped to see at least a few raised hands but saw only one, belonging to the usual suspect. The freshman, sitting in the front row between four seniors, threw up an arm and waved it like a pennant at a football game.
"Josie?"
"It's when Halley's comet is closest to the sun," she said.
"You're on the right track," Kevin said. "A perihelion is the point in an orbit of any comet, planet, or asteroid at which it is closest to the sun."
Josie beamed.
"Can anyone tell me why this is important to know now?"
Fred Simpson raised his hand.
"Fred?"
"It's important because Halley's comet is getting close to the sun."
"It's more than getting close. It's already there. It's sitting on the sun's front porch and getting ready to say goodbye. Halley's comet reached its perihelion today. The comet will now move away from the sun and, fortunately for us, become more visible at night."
Another student raised a hand.
"James?"
"Will it be brighter than the one in January?"
Kevin knew the answer but kept it to himself. He didn't want to douse his students' enthusiasm for one of the most famous celestial events of all time. He chose his words carefully.
"We won't know for sure until it gets closer. One thing I can tell you is that you are very lucky. Many people don't have the chance to see a bright comet in their lifetime. You all will have the opportunity to see two of the brightest comets ever in the span of three months."
Kevin walked to the right side of the blackboard, drew a fuzzy circle the size of a basketball, and then sketched a tail from the circle that extended to the left side. When he was finished, he wrote the letters A, B, and C at different places on the board.
"As you may know from your readings, a comet has three primary parts. Does anyone want to take a stab at identifying these parts?"
Kevin looked at the front row, smiled, and pointed at a student.
"Part A is the nucleus and Part C is the tail," Josie said. "I'm not sure what Part B is."
"You're correct about A and C. Can anyone tell me what Part B is called."
The teacher again surveyed his domain and again saw mostly blank faces.
"Part B is the coma. It is a diffuse cloud of gas and dust that surrounds the nucleus. The coma is the brightest part of the comet, the part we can see easily from here on Earth."
Kevin walked to the front of his desk and sat on the edge. He knew it wasn't good form, but he wanted to rest his bum while he engaged his students for the open-mike segment of Comets 101. He grabbed a pen and a pad and set them to the side.
"Now is the part of class where you can ask me questions. I will tell you everything you ever wanted to know about Halley's comet but were afraid to ask."
Kevin looked around the room.
"John?"
"My father says that Halley's comet is a big ball of fire. Is that true?"
"No," Kevin said. "I'm sure your dad's a very smart man, but comets are not balls of fire. They are celestial objects made of ice and dust. They are not unlike the dirty snowballs you kids throw at each other in January and February, except that they are as big as cities and move at speeds of up to 150,000 miles per hour."
Another hand shot up.
"Mary?"
"Will we all die if Halley's comet hits us?"
Kevin smiled.
"That's a great question, Mary. First, let me say with absolute certainty that this comet will not hit us. It won't come even close to hitting us. I know that some of you have read reports that the earth will pass through the tail of the comet sometime next month. That will, in fact, happen. We'll discuss what that means in a few weeks."
Kevin paused for a moment and then continued.
"Now, let me answer your question hypothetically. Would many people die if a large comet or asteroid hit the earth? The answer is yes. Large objects have hit us many times in the past and will undoubtedly hit us again, but I can guarantee that you will be able to sleep soundly tonight and for many years to come."
Kevin saw relief sweep over two-dozen faces.
"Are there any more questions?"
Several more hands went up. Apparently convinced that the big snowball in space would not turn Wallace into a crater, the students went about satisfying their intellectual curiosity.
Kevin answered their queries for thirty more minutes. He cut off the Q and A at three when he took a final question from Josh Miller, the boy who had sketched the flying saucer.
"Josh?"
"Mr. Johnson, do you think we will ever put a spaceship on a comet?"
Several students laughed.
Kevin wanted to rush to Josh's defense with things he knew. He wanted to tell the class about the Rosetta mission, an international effort to put a probe on a comet in 2014. He wanted to show Josh the film Armageddon just to keep his fertile mind from going to seed. He loved kids who asked so-called stupid questions. They reminded him of him.
"Yes. I do," Kevin said as the last bell of the day rang. "It won't happen for a while, but it will happen. Count on it."
Kevin smiled at Josh and others as they walked out of class and then turned his attention to a stack of graded papers. When he glanced again at the door, he saw Sarah. She wore a guarded smile and not her customary grin.
"It looks like you're still a hit," she said. "Maybe I should attend your classes."
"You should!"
Kevin was about to say something playful when he saw the guarded smile turn to a frown.
"Is something wrong, Sarah?"
She sighed.
"I'm not sure. Principal Morrison asked me to summon you to his office. He wants to meet with you immediately. He did not appear happy."
Kevin didn't need to guess why. He suspected it had something to do with his credentials, or lack thereof. He had hoped that the school would forgo a thorough background check and simply let him finish the year. When thirty days had passed without so much as a peep, he assumed that they had. It was clear now, however, that he had assumed incorrectly.
"I'll go there now. What about you? Would you like me to walk you home?"
"No. You go to your meeting. I'm joining two others for tea. We can talk tomorrow and maybe discuss our plans for the weekend. I'm looking forward to Saturday, Kevin."
"I am too."
Sarah brightened a bit.
"I'll see you tomorrow then."
"OK."
Kevin watched her withdraw from the doorway and vanish into the hallway. He didn't like the look on her face or the news she brought, but he decided not to dwell on it. The best way to deal with unpleasant matters was to deal with them quickly and plainly.
He put the papers in a drawer and grabbed his jacket from the rack. It was time to see the boss.
 



CHAPTER 39: KEVIN
 
Kevin wasted no time walking from his classroom to Ed Morrison's office. He passed students and faculty who greeted him warmly and a secretary who greeted him coolly. When he finally entered the office, he felt the temperature drop twenty degrees.
"Miss Thompson said you asked to see me."
"I did," the principal said. "Please sit."
Morrison closed the door and returned to his desk. He sat in his substantive chair, opened a file sitting atop his desk, and stared at the man sitting in a chair directly in front of him.
"Mr. Johnson, I called you in because I wanted to give you the results of an investigation. I have recently concluded an examination of your credentials, your background, and your general fitness to teach at this school."
Kevin stared at Morrison with a poker face.
"What did you find?"
"A better question is what didn't I find. I didn't find a thing."
Morrison reached into the folder and pulled out a typewritten letter. He handed it to the teacher and then leaned back in his chair.
"What's this?" Kevin asked.
"That, Mr. Johnson, is a letter from the dean of admissions at the university in Seattle. As you can see, the dean could find no evidence that a student named Kevin Johnson has recently attended the university. He could find no evidence that a student with that name has ever attended the university."
"I see. Is there more?"
"Oh, there is plenty more."
Morrison pulled out two additional letters.
"I also wrote letters to the chiefs of police in Seattle and Unionville, Oregon, to make certain that our probationary science instructor was not a fugitive or someone embroiled in a serious legal situation."
Kevin felt a knot form in his stomach. This was not going well.
"Here are their replies," Morrison said as he pushed two pieces of paper across his desk. "Please look at them."
Kevin glanced at both and placed them back on the desk.
"I'm not sure what the problem is, Principal Morrison. I've broken no laws."
"You're probably right. I found no evidence that a Kevin Johnson has done as much as spit on a sidewalk or drink on a Sunday in either community. That's not the problem."
Morrison leaned forward in his chair.
"The problem is that the police have never heard of you. They've never heard of your family or anyone who claims to know you. As far as they are concerned, you don't exist."
Kevin took a deep breath and braced himself for an unpleasant verdict. He knew Morrison already had more than he needed to send him packing.
"I see."
"Do you have an explanation for all this?"
Kevin laughed to himself as he pondered not only an answer to Morrison's question but also whether to fight or flee. Was his reptilian brain telling him to mount an aggressive defense or run out the door as fast as he could? He decided to go with a version of the truth that might buy him some time and perhaps a second chance.
"I don't have an explanation, at least one you'd find sufficient. I didn't lie to you about where I'm from or where I went to school, but I can't offer anything to support those claims."
"I have nothing then," Morrison said.
"You have my word."
"I was afraid you'd say that. This complicates my decision."
Kevin decided it was time to fight. If he was going to get canned, he might as well go down swinging. He hated going out with a whimper in any situation.
"Why does it complicate anything? It seems to me that this matter is pretty cut and dried. You asked for my credentials. I can't provide those credentials. You have a responsibility to the school and the community to fire me immediately."
"You're right, Kevin. I do have that responsibility. I could have fired you three weeks ago when I received the letter from the dean. I still might fire you. I believe I have been misled."
"Then why not get on with it?"
"The reason I didn't fire you then is the reason I'm reluctant to fire you now. You're one of the most gifted educators I've ever seen. You have the respect of your peers, the love of your students, and the support of many parents and members of the community. Were I to let you go now, I would have to answer many questions myself. I'm not sure I'm prepared to do that with only six weeks left on the school calendar."
"What about the school board?" Kevin asked.
"The board has moved on to other things," Morrison said. "No one has asked to see your credentials. The members seem more interested in funding issues and expanding the curriculum than checking the background of a temporary hire. They have left the matter to me."
"I see."
"That brings me back to the point of this discussion, Mr. Johnson. Your probationary period has expired. I can either retain you for the balance of the year or I can send you on your way. What do you suggest I do?"
Kevin sat back in his chair. He had anticipated several scenarios but not this one. He had not expected that the principal would deftly shirk his responsibility and leave Kevin Johnson's fate up to Kevin Johnson. He gave the matter a moment of thought and came back with an answer that Morrison probably didn't expect.
"I suggest that you let me finish the year," Kevin said. "I'll complete the job that you asked me to do and walk away in June. I'll be happy, you'll be happy, and no one, including the students, will be any worse for wear."
The principal studied Kevin for a minute and then reached for the papers scattered on his desk. He placed the papers in the folder and returned to his star instructor.
"You have six weeks, Mr. Johnson. Please don't give me a reason to regret my decision to keep you on. You're dismissed."
Kevin sighed and got up from his chair.
"Thank you. I won't let you down."
Kevin took his leave, smiled at the frowning secretary, and bolted out the front door into the April sunshine. He wanted to find Sarah, give her that long-overdue kiss, and tell her about his near-death experience in the office of the principal, but he knew that such a reunion would have to wait for another time.
He walked to Third Street, turned south, and started his way toward Maude's. He continued toward Bank Street, found a favorite shortcut, an alley between two churches and a boarding house, and turned west for the final stretch.
When he approached the first church, he saw what he had expected to see: an unoccupied carriage used often to cart children from the church to Sunday picnics and other activities. When he approached the second church, he saw something he had not expected to see: a large, ugly man he had last seen on Easter near Garnet and Seventh. For the second time in an hour, Kevin went into fight-or-flight mode.
"Good afternoon, Mr. Johnson," the man said as he stepped into the middle of the alley.
"What do you want?" Kevin asked.
"I don't want anything. I'm here to deliver a message."
"Speak."
"It seems you have taken something that doesn't belong to you."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
The man smiled, revealing a glorious gap is his horribly arranged front teeth.
"Oh, I think you do."
"Speak plainly, mister, or get out of my way."
"I've been asked to tell you to stay away from Miss Thompson."
"That's not going to happen. Now, move."
Ugly smiled again, making Kevin wonder how far dentistry had advanced by 1910. When the man dropped his smile and balled his fists, Kevin knew the time had come to act. He charged forward in an attempt to push Ugly out of the way, but the effort failed. The man caught him as he passed and punched him in the side of the head.
Kevin turned quickly and put a fist in his opponent's stomach, sending him to the ground. Within seconds the combatants, evenly matched in size and strength, commenced a battle that seemed destined to end in a draw.
For more than a minute, the two exchanged blows, mostly to the midsection. Kevin learned quickly that Ugly was strong but slow. He moved slowly on his feet and reacted slowly when successfully attacked. He was more than durable, however, and refused to fall despite repeated punches to his midsection and ribs.
Kevin sensed an advantage when Ugly grabbed his side and fell to his knees. Making the most of six kickboxing lessons, he booted the man in the ribs and watched him roll over.
He saw Ugly roll to his side and writhe in pain. He saw the thug grimace and spit. He did not see the man's accomplice walk up behind him and strike him in the back of the neck.
After that, Kevin didn't see much at all. He wobbled forward and then turned around. He got his first glimpse of his second opponent just as a fist hit his face and day turned to night.
 



CHAPTER 40: KEVIN
 
"Let me do it," Andy said as he paced back and forth in Maude's living room. "Let me do it now. I could make it look like an accident."
Kevin chuckled as he held ice to a swollen eye.
"That would be a neat trick," he said.
Kevin loved the show of support. He agreed with Andy in spirit. He too wanted to put the hurt on Preston Pierce, but he knew that hanging the banker by his balls from the Bank Street Bridge was not a particularly constructive response to a brutal assault.
"You can't let this go unanswered. You can't," Andy said.
"I won't. I'll file a police report."
"That's it?"
Kevin wanted to say, "No. That's not it." He wanted to say that he liked the idea of imposing rough justice but that he also liked the idea of finishing the school year. He didn't know everything, but he knew that teaching physics from a jail cell might be a challenge.
"That's all I want to do for now."
"There's a place for you among the saints," Andy said. "I don't know how you can do it. I don't know how you can be so civil."
Kevin watched his friend and defender walk out of the room just as his Florence Nightingale walked in. Sadie brought a new cold compress, a wet cloth, and a gentle smile that had done more to ease his pain than four aspirin and a shot of whiskey.
"How are you feeling?" she asked.
"I'm better. They mostly hurt my ego."
Sadie wiped Kevin's forehead with the wet cloth as he settled into an upholstered chair. When she finished, she sat on a nearby ottoman and looked at her patient with sympathetic eyes.
"Does Sarah know about this?"
"I doubt it," he said. "She went out with some friends. Thank God she wasn't there."
Kevin watched Sadie give him a fleeting smile and then turn away. He could see that she was trying to adjust to his social priorities, but he could also see that it was killing her.
"Do you want me to get word to her?"
Kevin smiled sadly and shook his head.
"No. I'll tell her in the morning when I tell everyone else at school. I'm sure she won't be the only one to ask why the science teacher has a black eye."
"What do you plan to tell them?" Maude asked from a nearby chair.
"What do you think I should tell them? Should I tell them that one of the most prominent businessmen in town hired two thugs to beat me up? I can't make a claim like that without proof and, right now, I don't have proof."
Maude got out of her chair.
"I understand your predicament, Kevin, but I also think Andrew is right. You can't let this stand. Preston Pierce is a bully and bullies need to be stopped or they'll continue to bully."
"You're probably right."
"I know I'm right, but I won't press the matter," Maude said as she walked toward the kitchen. "Can I get you anything? There is still pie left from dinner."
"I have everything I need, Maude. Thanks for asking."
Maude left the room.
"She is right, Kevin. They both are," Sadie said. "Mr. Pierce is a vile man. You of all people should know that. You remember the spot he put me in."
Kevin looked at Sadie and laughed to himself. He could ignore Andy's spirit and Maude's logic, but he wasn't at all sure he could ignore an angel with big brown eyes. He owed her. He owed her a lot. Maybe he should do something.
"I'll think about it, Sadie. I'm not big on vengeance, but I agree. Pierce needs to be put in his place," he said. "Maybe I can put my students on it and award extra credit to the one who comes up with the best way to torment a banker."
Sadie laughed.
"If you do that, I'll help you grade the papers."
"It's a deal."
Sadie got up from the ottoman.
"I should go. I have clothes to fold and a kitchen to clean."
She looked at him thoughtfully.
"Are you going to be OK?"
"I'm going to be fine, Sadie," Kevin said. "Thanks for looking after me."
She gave him a sad smile.
"It was the highlight of my day."
Sadie grabbed the old cold compress and walked toward a wicker table on the other side of the room. She picked up a stack of towels, turned to face Kevin one last time, and disappeared.
A moment later, Andy rushed into the room and grabbed his jacket and hat off a hook. He threw them on, looked at Kevin, and shook his head.
"Are you sure I can't at least break his legs?"
"Not this time," Kevin said with a chuckle. "Where are you going?"
"I'm meeting a friend for a wee bit of conversation."
"You're going to Maggie's?"
Andy laughed.
"I'm going to Maggie's."
"Say hi to Jasmine for me."
Andy smiled.
"I will," Andy said. He walked to the door. "Well, I'm out, my friend. I'll see you in the morning. Can I get you anything before I go?"
Kevin put the compress on an armrest and sat up in his chair.
"I don't need anything now, but I would like something later."
"What is it?"
"I'd like you to do me a favor. What are you doing Saturday night?"
Andy lowered his head and brought a hand to his chin.
"I don't think I'm doing anything. Why do you ask?"
Kevin got up from his chair.
"I want you to ask Sadie out. Sarah and I are going to dinner and then to a play, and I want you two to join us. I want Sadie to have a chance to get dressed up, have a nice dinner, and feel like a million bucks," he said. "I'll pay for everything. You just need to show up."
"It would be my pleasure."
Kevin nodded and smiled.
"Thanks, Andy," he said. "I feel better already."
 



CHAPTER 41: KEVIN
 
Saturday, April 23, 1910
 
Kevin needed only five minutes in the Placer Room to know that turning a date for two into a date for four had been a good idea. Andy looked happy, Sadie looked happy, and, most importantly, Sarah looked happy.
That alone was progress. Sarah had been anything but happy when she had heard about the assault. She had been furious at Preston Pierce for allegedly masterminding the attack and angry with herself for having associated with a scoundrel for several weeks. She had expressed her feelings on the matter so clearly and frequently, in fact, that Kevin had considered adding her to the band of vigilantes that had wanted to lynch Pierce on Wednesday.
Kevin hadn't let her foul mood dissuade him from pursuing a double date. They needed a night like this as much as Sadie did. There was nothing like a dinner with friends and a comedy at the theater to put a bad week in the past. Sarah had agreed to his suggestion with enthusiasm.
Kevin settled into his chair and took a sip of water. He started to ponder other matters when Sadie broke a long silence at their linen-covered table.
"Thanks, Kevin."
"For what?"
"For insisting that we all go out," Sadie said. "Andy told me that tonight was your idea."
Kevin glared at the reporter.
"He's being modest," Kevin said not so truthfully. He smiled at Sadie. "We both wanted to do something as a group. I merely suggested that we should do it sometime soon."
"Well, thanks, anyway."
"You're welcome."
Kevin gazed at Sadie.
"You look nice, by the way. Where did you get the dress?"
Kevin didn't wait for an answer. He instead let his eyes drift to the back of the room, where a well-dressed patron got into a heated exchange with a waiter over a table. When he returned to Sadie, he saw her stare at him with mildly scolding eyes.
"You bought it for me, remember? You bought it right before you left for Montana."
Way to start the evening, Kevin.
"I'm sorry," Kevin said. "I guess the whacks on my head caused short-term memory loss."
Andy laughed.
"I think it's a lovely dress," Sarah said to Sadie like a supportive sister. "You're very lucky to have a friend who would buy you such a gift."
Kevin laughed to himself as Sarah smiled at him and raised a brow. He could see that she was going to enjoy the evening as much as anyone.
The waiter showed up a moment later and took their orders. Kevin and Andy requested beef dishes, Sarah a Cornish game hen, and Sadie a filet of halibut. She had developed a liking for the fish on Easter, when she had cooked for eleven – a number that had tormented Kevin in April like a specter in a Dickens novel.
When the drinks came, Kevin took a sip of whiskey, a spirit of which he had become all too fond, and inventoried the facial expressions at his table. They ranged from alluring (Sarah) to wistful (Sadie) to blithe (Andy). Sensing that Andy might have other things on his mind, Kevin brought him into the conversation.
"So where were you all day?" Kevin asked. "You cut it close getting here."
"I was at the paper," Andy said. "I had to interview some old fart – sorry, ladies – who just moved here from Norfolk, Virginia. He's a Navy man who served on the Monitor and fought at Hampton Roads."
"Why is he news?"
"He's news because he's a prognosticator – or at least claims to be. He has apparently predicted everything from the Panic of 1907 to the winner of last year's World Series. He also predicted the death of one Samuel Langhorne Clemens."
Kevin smiled and moved his shoulders like he was doing a touchdown dance.
"I did too."
"Yes, you did," Andy said. He tilted his head. "Perhaps now you can explain how you knew Mark Twain was going to die. It happened just two days ago."
"He said he was going out with Halley's comet, didn't he? I was just going with his instincts. Perhaps you should take this up with Twain."
Kevin brightened when he saw Sarah and Sadie laugh heartily. He had hoped for light moments like this and wanted to see more. So he pressed on.
"Did your Navy Nostradamus offer any new predictions?"
"He did," Andy said. "In fact, he gave me one for May. He said Edward VII will expire early next month."
"He's right," Kevin said. "He will."
Kevin grinned. He remembered learning in a college class that two important men had died during the comet's appearance in 1910 and that one was England's king.
"Are you sure about that?" Andy asked.
"Sure enough to wager a dinner."
"Then I believe we have a bet."
Kevin glanced at Sarah and saw both amusement and interest in her eyes. He wanted to impress her with additional predictions but decided to take a pass. He didn't need the scrutiny that the comments would invite. His life was complicated enough.
"What else did this man say?" Kevin asked.
"Well, among other things, he said that Taft will serve only one term and that an 'unsinkable' ocean liner will soon sink with tremendous loss of life. He also said that another war is coming and that it will be a big one – much bigger than the war with Spain."
Kevin stopped smiling. He didn't know this guy – the old fart who served on the Monitor – but he knew enough to determine that he was the most prescient man on the planet.
"He got particularly excited about naval matters," Andy said. "He told me that the European powers are already building warships of monstrous size."
Kevin looked at Andy and tried to digest everything he had heard. He took a sip of whiskey and pondered a follow-up question when an unlikely party spoke up.
"He's right," Sadie said. "The British are about to launch a dreadnought with ten thirteen-and-a-half-inch guns and a 22,000-ton displacement."
Kevin spit out his drink.
"I'm sorry," Kevin said. He wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin. "They're going to what?"
"They're going to launch a new class of ships, called Orions. The ships will go really fast too – at least twenty-one knots – but only if all their boilers are working."
"Who told you that?"
Sadie beamed.
"Jane's did."
"Who's Jane?" Sarah asked.
Andy laughed.
"Oh, Lord. This is too much!"
Kevin looked at Sarah.
"Jane's is short for Jane's Fighting Ships. It's a reference book on warships from around the world," he said. "A better question is how Sadie got her hands on it."
Sadie, still smiling, turned to Kevin.
"I found it in Marcus Duvalier's private library. Maude has given me the run of the place and permission to read what I want."
Andy leaned toward Sadie.
"So why read about warships? Are there no novels on the shelves?"
"There are. There are quite a few. But I've found Jane's more to my liking."
"Why is that?" Sarah asked.
"Well, for one thing, I like numbers, and Jane's is filled with numbers. It lists the dimensions, displacement, speed, and range of hundreds of ships, among other things."
"You like numbers?"
Kevin smiled.
"Oh, yeah, she likes numbers. Don't get me started on story problems."
Andy chuckled.
"My dinner companion is getting more interesting by the minute," Andy said. He finished his scotch. "So tell me, Sadie, do you think this new British dreadnought is a good thing or a bad thing?"
Sadie brightened.
"It's definitely a good thing."
Kevin wanted to jump in with a question of his own but decided to hold off. He leaned back in his chair, smiled at Sadie, and enjoyed the rest of the show.
"Why is it a good thing?" Andy asked.
"It's a good thing because the British need to protect themselves. The Kaiser is building a navy. Worse yet, he's saber-rattling."
"He's what?" Sarah asked.
"He's rattling his sabers."
Kevin stifled a laugh with his hand. He didn't know what awaited them at the theater, but he doubted that the actors and musicians could top Sadie Hawkins. She was entertainment gold.
"Rattling his sabers?" Andy asked.
"Yes," Sadie said. "The Kaiser has been saying some unkind things. He told a London paper just last year that the English are mad. He said they're as 'mad as March hares.'"
"That's pretty mad," Kevin said.
"It is," Sadie said. "I don't know why he's so surly. He should be nice to his family."
"What do you mean by his 'family'?"
"I mean the king is his uncle. That's another thing I've learned. All the royal houses of Europe are related to each other. The Kaiser is related not only to the King of England but also to the Tsar of Russia. He's squabbling with the tsar too. I don't think he likes him either."
Kevin took a break from Sadie and glanced at Sarah. He saw a woman with a wide grin and lively eyes, a woman who seemed to be enjoying the performance as much as anyone.
Sarah turned to Sadie.
"What else have you learned in this wonderful library?"
Sadie paused for a moment.
"Well, I've learned a lot about different cultures and other parts of the world. Just yesterday I read about the Pygmies in National Geographic Magazine. The Pygmies are a very short people in Africa. They're shorter than Burke's basketball team."
Kevin nearly bit through his lip.
"They are highly advanced culturally and musically, but because they're short and defenseless they've been mistreated and even put in zoos. I found their story very sad."
"It does sound sad," Sarah said. She took a sip of water. "You mentioned National Geographic. Do you like it?"
Sadie nodded.
"I can't get enough of it."
"I like it too," Sarah said. "I read it as often as I can. I love reading about interesting people and places. Are there other things in Marcus' collection?"
Sadie lit up again.
"Oh, yes. There's everything! There are magazines, novels, maps, and even something called the Encyclopedia Britannica. I really like that."
Sarah smiled.
"The library sounds impressive. Perhaps you can give me a tour someday."
Kevin immediately turned to Sadie. He could only imagine how she'd greet a request by her rival to give her a tour of the newly discovered jewel of the Duvalier mansion. To his surprise, she greeted the request with open arms.
"I'd like to give you a tour, Sarah. I'd like that a lot," Sadie said. "I can even recommend some materials for your classes. There is so much to see."
"Then let's do it tomorrow," Sarah said. "Let's do it right after church. I don't think Kevin would mind, would you?"
Kevin chuckled. He had feared that dinner might turn into a catfight. It had instead turned into a lovefest. He again praised himself for bringing Sadie along.
"I wouldn't mind at all," Kevin said. He grinned. "I might even join you. I can't imagine a better education."
 



CHAPTER 42: KEVIN
 
The double date, the one thrown together Wednesday afternoon, ended at ten thirty, when Kevin and Sarah said good night to Andy and Sadie at the corner of Pearl and Sixth and watched them start back toward the Duvalier mansion. The single date, the one Kevin had anticipated for weeks, began at ten thirty-one.
"Where would you like to go, Miss Thompson?"
Sarah tightened her grip on his arm.
"I want to go wherever the wind blows," she said.
Kevin licked the tip of a finger and stuck it in the air.
"That could be a problem," he said. "Right now the wind is decidedly fickle."
Sarah smiled.
"Let's just walk about town like the two wandering spirits we are."
"That sounds good to me."
From Pearl and Sixth, Kevin and Sarah went east toward the brewery, north toward two hotels, and finally west toward the school, the river, and the city park. For the first fifteen minutes, they talked about the performance at the theater and only the performance at the theater. That changed when they reached the mostly treeless park, sat atop a picnic table, and stared at a billion stars.
"She's impressive," Sarah said.
"Who's impressive?"
Sarah smiled at Kevin and then looked away.
"I thought we left the comedy at the theater." 
Kevin chuckled.
"OK. She's impressive."
Sarah adjusted a shawl that had begun to slide down her back. Though spring was well into its fifth week, it had yet to chase away the kind of crisp mountain air that made outerwear a necessity.
"I admire what's Sadie's done."
"What do you mean?" Kevin asked.
"I admire how she's made the most of limited opportunities. Most people don't value knowledge like she does. They consider their education complete the minute they walk out of high school, if they wait even that long. She's different."
"Yes, she's different."
Kevin put his arm around Sarah and pulled her close.
"There's something else I noticed," she said.
"What's that?"
Sarah looked at Kevin with thoughtful eyes.
"She likes you."
"Of course she likes me. Everyone likes me," Kevin said with a grin.
"That's not true. I can think of at least of two or three people who don't like you."
"Oh, come now. The men who beat me up were only expressing their affection."
Sarah laughed.
"I think we both agree you can do without that kind of affection."
"You've got that right."
Kevin smiled and pulled her even closer. For five minutes, the two did nothing but look at the spectacular sky, where the billion stars competed with a shimmering moon and a once-in-a-lifetime comet that was now clearly visible to the naked eye.
"Kevin?"
"Yes, Sarah."
"Do you like her?"
Kevin frowned.
"I wouldn't blame you if you did," Sarah said. "She's gorgeous, not to mention charming and funny and intelligent."
Kevin looked away for a moment and pondered how best to proceed. He figured that Sarah would find Sadie endearing and maybe even intriguing, but he never imagined that she would find her threatening. Did Sarah really believe she wasn't just as worthy of his attention and affection? Maybe she did.
When Kevin returned to Sarah and looked into her eyes, he saw more fear than fight. He saw not a confident colleague but rather a doubtful and insecure young woman who had probably been burned by more men than he could count on one hand. It was time to take charge.
"Sarah, I want you to look up."
"OK."
"What do you see, besides a billion stars?"
She smiled softly at Kevin before returning to the sky.
"I see the comet – and the moon, of course."
Kevin pointed to the newsmaker high above their heads.
"Sadie is like our friend up there. She's bright, beautiful, and interesting. She's hard to ignore because she's someone I see every day. She's someone I'll never forget. But like that comet, she'll be gone someday. She'll still be bright, beautiful, and interesting, but she'll be bright, beautiful, and interesting for someone else. She's fleeting."
Kevin put a hand on Sarah's face.
"You're not fleeting, or at least I hope you're not. I want you to be that instead."
He pointed to the moon.
"I want you to be someone I can see and count on and appreciate tomorrow and the next day and the next. I want you to be the comforting light that never goes away."
When Kevin looked back at Sarah, he expected to see a nod and saw one. He didn't expect to see a woman with tears streaming down her cheeks, but he saw that too.
Deciding that the time for talk had passed, he put both hands on her face and kissed her softly at first and then more forcefully. He kissed her with passion and feeling, the way he should have done earlier but was glad to do now.
When he stopped, he leaned back, wrapped Sarah more tightly in his arms, and took another look at one of the most incredible skies he had ever seen. The moon was nearly full now. In less than twenty-four hours it would complete its ancient cycle, just as it would in May, June, and July. It would once again open a door leading to a time Kevin still called home.
Kevin planned to walk through that door. He might not do it on May 24 or June 22 or even July 22, but he would do it and do it soon. He would pick a night just like this and walk through Asa Johnson's chamber of stones. He would do it just as he had done it two times before, but with one critical difference. He wouldn't do it alone.
 



CHAPTER 43: KEVIN
 
Monday, April 25, 1910
 
For the first time in two months, Kevin had to work his way through a crowd to find a place to sit in his home away from home. More than fifty people had packed into the Shooting Star, including about forty he had never seen before.
"What's with the numbers?" he asked Andy. "Is it nickel draft night?"
Andy shook his head.
"There was a rockslide today that blocked the entrance to the Pennington Mine. The owners don't expect to have the mess cleared before Wednesday, so they turned the workers loose on the town. I don't know any of these blokes."
"Did anyone get hurt?"
"One guy broke his leg running away from a rock. As mine disasters go, this is as good as it gets. The only casualty was the bottom line. You can lose a lot of money in two days."
Kevin sat at the small table in the corner of the tavern and took a closer look at the men who had crowded into the establishment. They were an interesting lot.
He could tell from their worn clothes and faces that they knew the meaning of honest work. These men did the dangerous jobs that others wouldn't so that the others could build mansions with marble sinks, cast-iron cornices, and terracotta facades.
Kevin could also tell by what he heard that most were foreign-tongued, if not foreign-born. Scots, Welsh, and Irish mingled with Scandinavians, Danes, and Italians. The worker bees of Europe, it seemed, had found a new home in northern Idaho.
"Is that where you've been all day?" Kevin asked.
"No," Andy said. He sipped his beer. "I never left the office. I spent the afternoon talking to Bill and Ed."
"Who are they?"
"Bill Weigle is a Forest Service supervisor. Ed Pulaski is a ranger."
Kevin searched his memory. He remembered the latter from Walt's Walking Tour. Pulaski had been more than a garden-variety ranger. He'd been a hero who had saved nearly forty men from certain death in the Great Fire by leading them into a tunnel.
"What did you talk about?"
"We mostly discussed the drought, the condition of the forests, and public attitudes. Bill and Ed are worried that no one seems concerned about the drought. They said we need awareness as much as rain."
Kevin recalled that the inferno had started on August 20. That knowledge suddenly weighed heavily on his mind. He knew something that even Forest Service officials did not. He wondered whether he had a responsibility to tell them.
He hadn't given the issue much thought because he hadn't expected to stay this long. When he had entered the portal the last time, he had expected to settle matters with Sadie and return to 2013. He hadn't expected to teach school or become involved with Sarah. He hadn't expected to be in a position to change the history of an entire community. Yet here he was.
"What do you think?"
"I think they're right. I think this whole bloody state would go up like a match if conditions were right. We need more people like those two. We need better stewards of the land."
Kevin studied his friend and noticed a change. Andy didn't seem his usual jovial self. He seemed pessimistic, cynical, even defeatist. Perhaps the weight of the world he covered every day had finally pushed him into the ground. It was time to change the subject.
"Did you enjoy yourself Saturday night?"
"I did," Andy said. "I wasn't sure at first about that double date of yours. It felt too much like a mission of mercy. Then I asked: 'Who's the loser in all this?' It sure wasn't me. Sadie was wonderful company."
Kevin smiled.
"Does that mean you two are a couple?"
"No," Andy said. "For that to happen, Sadie would have to devote more attention to me than to you. She's smitten with you, my friend, and I don't see that changing anytime soon."
"Then why the smile? What's changed?"
"I've changed. Thanks to Sadie, and you, I'm starting to look at the world differently. I didn't go to Maggie's today. I don't know if I'll ever go there again."
Kevin chuckled.
"Andy O'Connell, are you telling me that there's more to life than getting laid once a week?"
Andy laughed.
"I wouldn't go that far. What I am saying is that maybe it's time to think long-term. Maybe it's time to find someone like Sadie or your lovely teacher and settle down."
Andy paused and looked at the miners who had crowded around the bar.
"It may also be time to leave Wallace."
"Why would you leave? Do you have a new job somewhere?"
"No. I haven't even started looking, but I will soon."
"What's wrong with Wallace? What's wrong with the Standard?
Andy sipped his beer.
"You're looking at this the wrong way."
"How should I be looking at it?"
"The question is not what's wrong with Wallace or with the Standard but rather what's right with all the places I could be instead. I've been here three years, Kevin. That's plenty long for any town. I want to make news, not simply report it. I want to influence a community in ways I can't do here."
"Please tell me you don't want to be a politician."
Andy laughed.
"I'm not that shameless. I do, however, want a greater voice in public affairs. I'd like to operate my own paper or perhaps edit a much larger one."
"Are you sure you can't do that here?" Kevin asked.
Andy put down his mug and pointed with his eyes.
"Look around you. What do you see?"
"I see fifty miners practicing American English."
"I'll tell you what I see," Andy said. "I see the same thing I've seen for three years. The faces may change, but the town remains the same. Three years from now, the rich will be rich, the poor will be poor, and fifty new miners will come in this tavern and squabble over the same things."
"Isn't it that way everywhere?"
"Maybe," Andy said. "Maybe not. Either way, I need to find out. I've done all I can do in this town. It's time to stir up trouble somewhere else."
Kevin couldn't believe Andy was about to leave on the eve of the biggest story in Wallace history. Then he remembered that Andy didn't know about the biggest story in Wallace history. He also didn't know something Grandpa Roger had told Kevin as a boy:
 
"It hopped o'er the hill on the wings of the wind and burned the east side instead. It took out the newspaper in minutes. Those inside barely escaped with their lives."
 
"I think you're right, Andy. Maybe now's the time to look around."
 



CHAPTER 44: KEVIN
 
Saturday, April 30, 1910
 
Kevin had to hand it to Marcus Duvalier. When he'd built his castle for his new bride in 1897, he hadn't skimped. He'd insisted on five bedrooms, three bathrooms, a den, a sunroom, and something called a Turkish bath, which looked suspiciously like a modern sauna.
He'd also insisted on two platforms from which he could watch the world: a veranda in front that extended about ten feet from the front of the house and a smaller porch in back that offered an unobstructed view of a steep hill that boxed in the west end of Wallace. Needless to say, he had equipped both with swings.
Kevin pondered the Gilded Age excess as he sat in the swing on the back porch and watched a pair of mountain bluebirds fly between two small apple trees. He could live this way, he thought. He could live this way pretty damn easily.
He reached for a cup of coffee he'd placed on a nearby wicker stand, took a sip, and started to think of other things when he heard a noise from the south. When he turned left, he saw a woman lead a spotted white horse along a trail that hugged the bottom of the hill. He needed only a few seconds to determine that the woman was Sadie.
"I didn't know you owned a horse," Kevin said as she approached.
"I don't," she said. "She belongs to Mr. Bennett. He's the man who runs the stables down the street. He let me borrow her for the day."
"That's pretty generous. Did you make him a pie or something?"
Sadie smiled at Kevin but didn't respond right away. She instead led the horse to the far side of the small backyard, tied her to a hitching post, and then walked toward the porch.
"I didn't make him a thing. I just asked for his mare. Maude sent me over with a note. Mr. Bennett apparently owes Maude a big favor. For what, I don't know."
Kevin laughed to himself. He didn't need an answer to that.
"So why bring her here? The horse trails are that way," he said, pointing to the south where the city of Wallace ran headlong into the mountains.
"I brought her here so that we could go for a ride."
"Did you say we?"
Sadie beamed.
"I did. I knew that you didn't have anything planned this afternoon, so I went ahead and made arrangements," she said. Sadie turned to the horse. "Spirit, I'd like you to meet Kevin. Kevin, this is Spirit. She's a six-year-old Appaloosa."
Kevin glanced at the mare and then at Sadie.
"You want me to ride that?"
"I do."
"I appreciate the gesture, Sadie, but I'm not sure this is a good idea. In fact, I can think of about ten reasons why this is not a good idea."
"Give me one."
"I've never ridden a horse."
"I figured as much," she said. "That's why I'm going to teach you."
"You're going to teach me?"
"I'm going to teach you."
"Do I have a choice in this matter?"
Sadie grinned.
"No."
"I was afraid of that."
"She's very gentle, Kevin. I rode her this morning. Mr. Bennett says that's she's one of his tamest horses. She hasn't thrown a rider in two years."
Kevin sighed and brought a hand to his forehead. He wasn't going to be able to talk his way out of this. He got out of the swing.
"OK. Let me take a look at Flicka."
"Her name is Spirit."
Kevin walked down the porch steps and joined Sadie on a grassy strip between the house and the hill. Together they approached a horse that seemed to grow larger with each step.
"This horse is bigger than a house, Sadie. I can't ride a house."
"You're funny."
"I'm not even dressed appropriately. Don't I need riding pants or chaps or Levis 501s?"
"You're fine the way you are."
Kevin looked at Sadie and forced a smile. He didn't want to ride this horse and didn't want to ride with Sadie in public when he was supposed to be dating Sarah. He had made his choice and didn't want to do anything that might cause hurt or confusion, but he was running out of reasons to refuse a reasonable request.
"All right," he said. "I'll go, but only on one condition."
"What's that?"
"If we ride together on the same horse, we have to ride on a trail where we can't be seen."
"I like that idea," Sadie said. "We can follow the Placer Creek trail into the hills."
 
Ninety minutes later, Kevin Johnson, time traveler, science teacher, and exerciser of poor judgment, found himself actually guiding a horse into the St. Joe Mountains. Spirit had proved to be surprisingly manageable, just as Sadie had proved to be surprisingly deft. Shortly after convincing Kevin that he could manage a horse the size of a house, she had convinced him that sitting crossways on the saddle in front of the rider was the only way a proper lady could travel.
Sadie had neatly wedged her hips between the front of the saddle and Kevin, who was all too aware of the close quarters. She playfully kicked her feet away from Spirit's side.
"You're certain this is the only way a lady can ride?" he asked.
"Indeed, I am. I even consulted an expert on the matter."
"Who?"
"Maude."
Kevin laughed.
"You've been planning this for some time, haven't you?"
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"The sly smile on your face says otherwise."
Sadie reddened.
"I wanted to talk to you."
"You can always talk to me, Sadie. I'm your friend. You can talk to me about anything."
"I know," Sadie said more thoughtfully. "It's just that now it's difficult."
"You mean it's difficult because I'm seeing Sarah."
Sadie nodded.
"This isn't easy for me either, Sadie. I like you. I like you a lot, but I can't date you while I'm seeing someone else. Even if you and Sarah agreed to share me, I couldn't bring myself to date both of you. I would end up hurting someone in the end, and I don't want to hurt anyone."
Sadie pouted.
"It's not fair."
"Why?"
"It's not fair because I picked you first."
Kevin was about to respond with a soothing, serious comment when he saw the trace of a smile form on her face. When he started to laugh, she did the same and, within seconds, the two of them were holding their sides.
"What am I going to do with you?"
Sadie smiled and batted the lashes that surrounded her big, brown weapons of war.
"You're going to take me away on this horse, that's what."
Kevin chuckled. He knew she would probably never give up, and part of him hoped that she didn't. He liked the attention, even if he knew that it couldn't last and shouldn't last. Every man, he thought, should have a Sadie Hawkins pining for him at least once in his life.
 
The two stopped at an open spot three miles from town, at the base of Bad Tom Mountain, and ate a lunch Sadie had fixed. She had planned the meal as carefully as she had planned Easter dinner, packing sandwiches and treats she knew he would like.
When Kevin jokingly asked if she had brought something to read, she retrieved a small book and treated him to a poetry reading. She read everything from "Wild Nights – Wild Nights!" by Emily Dickinson to "How Do I Love Thee?" by Elizabeth Barrett Browning. By the time they finished lunch and headed back toward Wallace, Kevin considered his education complete.
Sadie's flirtatious banter continued long after lunch, but even it ran its course. When Kevin made it clear that her charm offensive would not lead to a shotgun wedding, she turned to other subjects. One of those subjects was a double date that had been on Kevin's mind all week, a date that appeared to open doors and set boundaries for each of the four people involved.
"Did you enjoy yourself Saturday?" Sadie asked.
Kevin nodded.
"I did. Did you?"
Sadie looked at him for a moment before answering.
"It was one of the best nights of my life."
"I'm glad to hear that."
"Why?"
Kevin shook his head.
"Why? That's a silly question. I want you to be happy, that's why," he said. "I admit I was tempted to save a double date for another day. I had promised Sarah a night just for us and didn't know how she'd react to having two others along."
"So why did you ask us to come?"
"I asked because I knew you and Andy would be great company and because I thought you, in particular, needed to get out of the house and have some fun. You need to get out and mingle and find someone who will take you out every weekend. You're a lovely, intelligent woman. You deserve to be pampered."
Sadie turned away as her eyes moistened.
"You're getting to me again."
"I mean it, Sadie. I don't want you to ever settle for what you have now. You can have more. You deserve more. You deserve someone who can give you more. You can do better than me."
Sadie wiped the corner of an eye with a finger.
"I disagree with the last part, but thank you."
Kevin looked at her as he tightened his grip on Spirit's reins and directed the horse toward a trail that led to the south end of town. He could see that his words had registered.
"I hope you know you knocked my socks off at dinner. That warship stuff was over the top. I don't think there's another woman in Wallace who could identify Jane's as a book about ships, much less quote its statistics. You amaze me sometimes."
Sadie looked at him thoughtfully.
"I like learning. I know most of those books were written for others, but I like reading them. I like reading about things I'll never see or do."
"You don't know what you'll see or do. You have your whole life in front of you," Kevin said. "If you get that education we've talked about, you can do anything."
Sadie smiled sadly.
"I'm glad you believe in me."
When Kevin looked at Sadie, he wanted to shake some sense into her. No matter how many times he and others told her that she could succeed, she refused to believe it.
Then he realized something. He realized that he was impeding her progress. As long as he built her up and encouraged her to maximize her potential, she would continue to see him not only as a caring friend but also her knight in shining armor. She would shun other men and perhaps postpone plans to attend college. She would cling to the hope of a life with him. She would, in effect, squander the opportunities he had given her.
Kevin pondered the matter for a few more minutes and then returned to the trail. He realized that no matter how hard he tried he would not be able to solve Sadie's problems, or his, in a single afternoon. He needed at least another month, maybe two, to figure things out. He wanted to leave soon, but he didn't want to leave a mess behind.
 
An hour later, they joined the trail they had traveled by foot on March 12 and soon reached the boulder they had climbed. The rock had already become synonymous with missed opportunities and time lost. Kevin had been in 1910 only two months, but it seemed like two years.
"Remember this place?"
Sadie looked at him wistfully.
"I do."
"I wanted to kiss you that day."
"Then why didn't you?"
"I think you know why. You wanted me to be a gentleman, remember?"
"That's no excuse."
Kevin chuckled.
He looked at Sadie and saw her stare back with second-chance eyes. He knew he could kiss her and make up for the past, but he knew that he wouldn't. He'd had ample opportunity to kiss her away from prying eyes. He was not about to do it now within clear sight of the stately home of George and Bertha Marshall, the home of the woman he was supposed to be dating.
Kevin didn't bother to look for Sarah. He knew she wouldn't be home. She had gone to Coeur d'Alene for a women's retreat and had told him she wouldn't be back until later in the day.
He did, however, scan the rest of Garnet Street for anything interesting or unusual and found both when he rested his eyes on the property of Asa and Celia Johnson. Someone had just carried a box into the chamber of stones.
"Is something wrong?" Sadie asked.
"I'm not sure," Kevin said. He looked at her with a serious face. "Let's ride down to the end of the street. I want to check something out."
Kevin Johnson, horseman for a day, needed just ninety seconds to guide Spirit down a steep, curvy trail to the edge of his great-great-grandfather's backyard. He needed only another ten to pull in front of the rock shed and see Celia Johnson walk through its small door.
When Celia saw that she had company, she brushed the dust from her housedress, closed the door to the chamber, and walked toward her visitors. She was alone.
"Hello, Mr. Johnson. It's nice to see you again."
"It's nice to see you as well, ma'am."
"I see you've found a faster way to get about town. Is this the Appaloosa from Mr. Bennett's stable?"
"Indeed, it is. She's on loan for the day."
"I thought she looked familiar," Celia said. "I don't believe I've met your friend."
"Celia, this is Sadie Hawkins. Sadie, this is Celia Johnson. Celia and her family were among the first people I met when I came to Wallace."
"It's nice to meet you, ma'am."
"The pleasure's mine, Sadie. You must be the lady friend I've heard so much about."
Kevin looked at Sadie like a man who had just seen a ghost. He realized immediately that she had an opportunity to cause him serious distress.
"I'm just a friend, Mrs. Johnson, though I am rather fond of our new science teacher."
"Aren't we all, dear? Aren't we all?"
Kevin sighed and smiled at Celia. Then he sighed again and smiled at Sadie, who gave him an I-own-you-now grin that probably wouldn't go away anytime soon. He returned to Celia and attempted to steer the conversation to a less stressful subject.
"Where is Asa today?"
"He's in Spokane on another of his 'currency' trips, as he calls them. I'm not quite sure what he does, but he says it's important. He left in a rush Tuesday night."
"Do you know when he plans to return?"
"I don't. He should be back anytime. He usually leaves for only two or three days."
Kevin took a moment to consider Celia's comments. If Asa had taken another trip to the future, then he had entered the time portal two days after the last full moon. That meant that the shadow of the moon extended at least forty-eight hours. Kevin filed away that tidbit for future reference. It might come in handy at some point.
"That's too bad. I was hoping to say hello. Please tell him that I stopped by."
"I will. I'm sure he'd like to visit with you again."
"I'd like that too."
Kevin looked at Celia for several seconds. He wanted to keep the conversation going and perhaps learn more potentially useful information, but he didn't know how to proceed. He had spoken to his great-great-grandmother only three or four times and never at length.
Celia finally broke the silence.
"Is there anything else I can tell him? You look like you have something on your mind."
"No. I have nothing more for Asa. I was just going to say that if you need any help around the house while he's away, then please let me know. When we approached the property, I noticed that you carried what looked like a heavy box into your shed."
"Oh, that," Celia said. "It was just a box of apples. I moved it into the shed because it's much cooler there than inside the house."
"I see."
"Now that you mention it, though, I might need some help on a few things."
"You just let me know what and when and I'll be right over," Kevin said.
"That's very kind of you. I may even summon you when Asa gets back. He can't do some of the things he used to do."
"Why is that?"
"I'm not certain. All I know is that he doesn't have much energy these days. He's frequently short of breath," Celia said. "I've urged him to see a doctor, but he always refuses. He keeps saying there's work to be done and money to be made. So I leave him alone."
"I'm sorry to hear that. My offer stands, though. If you need help on anything, then you just let me know. I'll make the time to be here."
"I appreciate that."
"Well, we'd better go. It was nice seeing you again."
"You take care now," Celia said. "You too, Miss Hawkins."
"Thank you," Sadie said. "Goodbye."
Kevin waved at Celia and rode Spirit away from the Johnson property. He rejoined the trail and guided the horse toward King Street and the Duvalier house.
The time traveler wasn't quite sure what to make of everything he had heard, but he did know one thing. Time was running out on Asa. The heart attack that would eventually claim the life of the Johnson family patriarch was less than three months away.
 



CHAPTER 45: SARAH
 
Sunday, May 1, 1910
 
Sarah watched Maude closely as the widow pulled a book with a red leather cover from a shelf in Marcus Duvalier's den. The book appeared to be part of a large set.
"Do you like Mark Twain?" Maude asked.
"I like everything he's written."
"I thought so. Then you'll probably like this."
Maude handed the English teacher a copy of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.
"It's beautiful," Sarah said, "but we have this book at the school."
"I sincerely doubt that."
"What do you mean?"
"Open the book, dear."
Sarah did as instructed. She lifted the cover and flipped through two blank pages. When she turned to the third page, she gasped and brought a hand to her mouth. She had discovered a handwritten message from a dead man.
"Where on earth did you get this?"
"I got it from Marcus, of course," Maude said. "He got it from a seller. He bought the entire Hillcrest edition four years ago on a business trip to Hartford. There are twenty-five volumes in all, including eight signed by the author."
"They must be priceless."
"They're not now, but they will be someday. I had the signed works appraised by a collector on Friday. He advised me to hold onto them."
"I'm sure he did. I'm surprised Sadie didn't mention them when I was here last Sunday."
"She didn't mention them because she hadn't seen them. I retrieved the books from a locked closet Monday night. I hadn't given them much thought until Mr. Twain passed. Now that I know their value, I'll probably put them back. For now, however, they are yours to peruse."
"I'm grateful. Would you mind if I showed one of the signed volumes to my students?"
"I wouldn't mind at all. Take what you wish."
"Thank you. I think Tom Sawyer will prove to be more than sufficient."
Maude glanced at a clock on the wall and turned to Sarah.
"I must go downstairs to make a telephone call. Is there anything I can get you?"
"No. I'm still full from that scrumptious dinner," Sarah said. "I would like to look around a little more up here, though, if that is all right."
"It's more than all right. Please let me know if you need anything."
"I will."
Sarah smiled at Maude as she walked out of the den. She didn't know much about the wealthy, learned, somewhat mysterious woman, but she knew enough to form an opinion. She liked Maude Duvalier. She liked her a lot. She liked her style, her priorities, and the way she shared her resources with others. She hoped to visit more often.
Sarah also liked Maude's boarders, albeit for markedly different reasons. She liked Andy O'Connell because he was polite, funny, driven, and open-minded. She liked Sadie Hawkins because she was bright, spirited, and gracious and possessed a girlish charm that turned even would-be rivals to butter.
As for Kevin Johnson, well, she just liked him. When Sarah thought about the man she had come to know as a colleague and a beau, she found it hard to breathe. He was everything she had ever wanted in a man and then some. He was intelligent, patient, kind, and unsparingly generous with his time and his money. He was also loving and affectionate, the kind of man who would surely make a wonderful husband and father.
 
Sarah examined a few more books in the amazing library and then rejoined the others. When she reached the main floor, she found Maude, Andy, Kevin and Sadie where she had expected to find them. She found Maude speaking into a candlestick telephone at the base of the stairs, Andy snoozing up a storm in a lounge chair, and Kevin and Sadie crowded around a small table, where they matched wits in a game of chess.
Sarah walked up to the table and leaned over Kevin's shoulder. She knew enough about the game to know that he was in serious trouble.
"There's probably not much I can do to help, is there?"
"No," Kevin said with a chuckle. "It's pretty hopeless."
Sarah looked at Sadie.
"Do you always beat him this badly?"
Sadie grinned and nodded.
"How long do your games usually last?"
"It depends," Sadie said. "Sometimes I allow him to take a ten-minute break. He likes to step outside and clear his head. Those games can last as long as thirty minutes."
Kevin smiled.
"Surely he's getting better."
"He is," Sadie said matter-of-factly as she claimed Kevin's queen. "He's getting much better. I'm teaching him moves as we go along. I imagine in a month or so he'll be able to last an hour, even with a timer."
Sarah laughed to herself and shook her head. She wondered if Sadie, in her quest to acquire the world's knowledge, had stumbled upon the French term double entendre. Kevin certainly had. He had turned red the second the words had come out.
Sarah didn't resent Kevin's friendship with Sadie. Indeed, she admired it. She regularly took issue with people who insisted that attractive single men could not be mere friends with attractive single women. Biology, they argued, always trumped the noblest of intentions.
That didn't mean she was comfortable with Kevin sharing a house, indeed a hallway, with a woman who clearly wanted him for herself. When she saw Sadie take another chess piece and gaze at Kevin with wistful eyes, she decided to throw down a marker.
Sarah placed a hand on Kevin's shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. When she looked at Sadie, she saw a chess player who suddenly seemed more interested in a spectator's show of support than in her opponent's next move. She saw a woman who answered a confident smile with furrowed brows and something that resembled a scowl.
Sarah began to ask Kevin if he wanted anything from the kitchen but stopped when she heard someone approach from behind. She turned and saw Maude step forward with a large plate in her hands.
"Would anyone care for some shortbread?" Maude asked.
"No, thank you," Sadie said.
Kevin glanced at Maude and nodded.
"I'd love some."
He grabbed a square from the plate and returned to the game.
"Are you ever going to let him win?" Maude asked.
"I might," Sadie said. "Perhaps I'll let him win on his birthday, whenever that is."
"It's May 14," Sarah said triumphantly.
Sarah looked at Sadie and saw that she had landed a nasty blow. Sadie frowned and returned to the game.
The teacher then glanced at Maude and saw that she had overstepped. Maude stared at Sarah and subtly shook her head.
"Sarah, would you like to see the sunroom?" Maude asked as she placed the shortbread on a nearby table. "I'd love to show you my African violets while these two finish their game."
Sarah blushed and nodded. She didn't need a stronger hint.
"I'd like that, Maude. Lead the way."
Sarah glanced at the chess players as she left the room. Kevin gave her a finger wave and a knowing smile. Sadie gave her another frown and lowered her eyes.
 
Sarah followed Maude through the house to an extension that was walled with windows and filled with potted plants of every imaginable kind. She didn't know how well the ferns and flowers did outside the sunroom, but she did know how well they did inside. They flourished. She walked to the far side of the room and began to inspect the aforementioned African violets when Maude shifted her attention from plants to people.
"Do you know why I like this room?" Maude asked.
"I suppose it's because you like plants."
"That's one reason, of course," Maude said with a laugh. "The other is because I like people. The plants in this room remind me of the people in this house and in this town. They remind me of just about everyone I've ever known."
"How is that?"
"Well, let's take this one, for example."
Maude walked to a corner of the room, where the flowers ended and the greenery began. She lifted a small herb-like plant with compound leaves and stalked pink flower heads.
"This is a Mimosa pudica, also known as a touch-me-not. It is a hearty plant with a prickly stem. Even though it is native to the tropics, it looks like something that could survive an Idaho winter. Appearances, however, can be deceiving."
Maude lightly touched the end of one of the four leaves, triggering a response where dozens of leaflets folded inward and drooped in domino fashion. Within seconds, the compound leaf was a compact shell of its former self.
"As you can see, the touch-me-not withdraws into itself with the slightest offense. It is much like the young woman in my living room. Sadie is a Mimosa pudica."
Sarah looked away.
I thought she was a comet.
"Other plants remind me of certain men," Maude said as she walked to another shelf. "Take this Venus flytrap. It reminds me of my husband. The flytrap is a carnivorous plant that preys on living things. If you touch it the wrong way, it doesn't withdraw into itself. It gobbles you up."
Sarah laughed to herself. She couldn't remember a botany lesson like this at Indiana State.
"What about this over here?" Sarah asked.
"You mean the cactus? Oh, that's Andrew," Maude said. "It's tough, prickly, and sometimes not so pretty – particularly in the morning – but, like all plants, it needs love and attention."
Sarah smiled and looked at Maude with admiration. She really liked this woman.
"What about Kevin? Can he be found here?"
"You tell me."
Sarah studied Maude's face and looked for clues but found nothing more than a soft stare. She would have to complete this homework assignment alone.
She scanned the sunroom that was really a greenhouse and walked to a Douglas fir sapling that Maude had placed on a long table. The tree appeared to be no more than a few weeks old.
"This sapling is Kevin," Sarah said. "It's young and vulnerable and susceptible to all sorts of outside influences, but it's getting accustomed to its environment and getting stronger by the day. Left in the right hands, it will thrive and become a giant among its peers."
Maude smiled warmly and stepped toward Sarah. She put a hand on the younger woman's shoulder and looked at her like a mother advising a daughter.
"Well done, dear. It seems you've figured out the point of this lesson," she said. "People, like plants, must be handled differently and sometimes delicately. That is particularly true with Sadie. She may seem like a formidable adversary, but she's not. She's a girl, a sensitive, impressionable girl who has spent her entire life in this valley. Let her have her fun. She may have Kevin's friendship and interest, but you have his heart. That's really what matters, if you are thinking about the future. You have his heart. Don't lose it."
"I won't," Sarah said with a sigh. "I won't."
 



CHAPTER 46: KEVIN
 
Saturday, May 7, 1910
 
Kevin shut down the second the blade touched his throat. He knew the best thing to do in situations like this was to remain perfectly still and let matters run their course, but part of him wanted to try to get away and strangle Andy for leading him here.
"Would you like to keep your sideburns?" the barber asked.
"No. You can get rid of them," Kevin said. "Just, um, be careful."
Andy laughed from the next chair.
"Be gentle, Bill. This is his first time."
Several men in the room laughed.
Kevin wished a plague on all their houses until he realized that they had a right to laugh. They came here for machete shaves almost every day and thought nothing of it. Then again, none had seen Scream, Halloween, A Nightmare on Elm Street, or even Psycho. Kevin had seen the latter five times, though mostly because he liked Janet Leigh.
Kevin found it difficult to survey his surroundings with a straight razor on his jugular, but he could see enough of Bill's Barbershop to see why it was the most popular of ten in town. With four leather-upholstered-and-nickel-plated barber chairs, marble washbasins, portable electric scissors, and a seemingly limitless supply of hot water, the place was state of the art in 1910.
It reminded Kevin of a barbershop that his maternal grandfather, Fred Preston, had owned and operated in Unionville until his death at age 75 in 2004. Kevin had fond memories of that place, just as he had fond memories of the grandpa who had never once held a razor to his throat.
Even Fred Preston's business, however, could not compare to Bill's. The Wallace outfit was more than just a barbershop. It was a place dedicated to hygiene. In twenty minutes, Kevin had seen several men, mostly miners, walk through the front door, pay the cashier fifty cents, and proceed to a back room, where a hot bath, a towel, and a bar of soap awaited.
For two bits more, the same men could walk a few doors down and have their laundry done. Several laundries catered to those who did not have ready access to washing facilities or even running water. They sought the business of men who toiled in the bowels of the earth and looked forward to the day they could shed their grimy rags, wash off a week's worth of sweat, and enjoy a sliver of the good life on a Saturday night.
Kevin thought about these men as the barber transitioned from Freddy Krueger to Edward Scissorhands and went to work on his mane. He was lucky. He had a cushy white-collar position, a decent wardrobe, and his run of a wealthy widow's mansion. They had backbreaking jobs, the shirts on their backs, and lumpy mattresses in boarding houses.
Fifteen minutes later, Kevin paid Freddy, or Bill, as he was known to his customers, a dollar and walked through a bell-rigged door into the afternoon sun. He saw Andy sitting on a bench out front smoking a cigar.
"Take a seat," Andy said. "I'd like to talk a bit."
Kevin found the unoccupied end of the oak-and-iron bench, which faced outward toward the street, and sat. He extended an arm across the top of the bench and stared at the other side of Sixth, where men unloaded beer and produce from two wagons and more than a dozen pedestrians, mostly women, darted in and out of shops.
"Is something going on today?" Kevin asked. "I've never seen the town this busy, at least not on a Saturday."
"It's spring," Andy said. "People come alive when the sun comes out."
Andy pulled a cigar from a pocket and held it in front of Kevin.
"Take this. I bought it for you."
Kevin took the cigar and placed it in front of his nose.
"This smells exotic. Where did you get it? Cuba?"
"I got it at the cigar store on Cedar," Andy said. "The tobacco is imported but the smokes are local. They still roll their own, which is nice. You can taste the difference."
"Thanks. I'll save it for later."
Andy blew a few rings into the humid air and stared blankly into space.
"So what is the brave and noble Kevin Johnson doing this evening?"
"I'm paying a visit to the Marshall residence. The colonel and I are refighting the Indian wars at seven. Sarah has promised to bake a pie for each side."
"She's a true diplomat."
"What about you?" Kevin asked. "Do you have a big date tonight?"
"That depends on what you mean by 'date.'"
"Let me try again. Are you spending the evening with a beautiful woman?"
"I am," Andy said.
"Do I know this woman?"
"You do. You know her very well."
Kevin leaned forward.
"Are you seeing Sadie?"
"Tonight I am."
Kevin cocked his head and raised a brow.
"Is that so?"
Andy took a puff.
"It's not what you think, my friend. She's teaching me how to play chess."
Kevin laughed.
"OK. Now, I have heard everything. What brought this about?"
"It's simple," Andy said. "Sadie has inspired me to take on new challenges and become a more educated man. I figure if she can learn the dimensions of British warships, then I can learn how to play chess."
"I'm impressed," Kevin said with a smile. "That says a lot about you. If I didn't know better, though, I'd suspect you were trying to win her over."
Andy chuckled.
"In any other situation, I would be. Sadie is as fair as they come, but she's also someone who lives in my house. She's become like a sister to me. Not that it matters. She has only one man on her mind – and he isn't Andy O'Connell."
Kevin frowned. He had told Sadie several times that week to forget him and move on. He had encouraged her to attend social events and look around. It was clear now that his words had fallen on deaf ears.
"I feared as much. I wish she'd consider others. She's wasting her time on me."
"She doesn't think so," Andy said. "In any case, that's not why I wanted to talk to you."
"You have something on your mind?"
Andy tapped some ashes onto the sidewalk.
"As a matter of fact, I do."
"What?"
"It's just a little something I've been thinking about since I left the paper this morning. I stopped by the Standard to work on a story and check the wire. The telegraph has been running nonstop with news from London."
"What news?"
"The king is dead," Andy said. "Old Eddy's ticker finally gave out."
Kevin felt a knot form in his stomach. He knew where the conversation was going.
"That's sad."
"I suppose it is, for the British," Andy said. "I don't know what stirs the Limeys these days and, frankly, I don't want to know. What I do want to know is how a teacher in Wallace, Idaho, predicted the deaths of two prominent individuals."
"They were lucky guesses, that's all."
"I don't think so. Try again."
"There's nothing more to say," Kevin said. "I'm just a guy who gets hunches every now and then. Sometimes I can predict things, sometimes I can't."
Andy blew out some smoke.
"I'd like to believe that."
"Why can't you?" Kevin asked.
"I can't because I think there's more to you than meets the eye."
"What's this all about?"
"I'll tell you," Andy said. He paused for a moment and put out his cigar. "A friend of mine, an old chum from Boston College, wrote to me in March to inform me that he had accepted a faculty position at the university in Seattle. He's a science man, just like you. When I wrote back, I naturally asked a few questions about you."
"You did?"
"I did."
"What did you ask him?"
"I asked, among other things, what your professors and peers thought of you. I was certain that a man like you would have left a big mark."
"It's a university, Andy. Not everyone leaves a large mark at a large school."
"You're right. Most people don't leave a large mark, but they do leave at least a small one. My friend wrote back this week. He told me that no one he has met at the university has heard of you. He said he spoke to all of his colleagues and a few senior students."
"I see," Kevin said.
"Care to tell me who you really are?"
"You want the truth?"
"As a newsman, I prefer that to fiction."
Kevin sighed and looked away, toward the still busy street. If Andy wanted the truth, he'd give him the truth. It's not like he was ashamed of it. He returned to his interrogator.
"OK. I'll give it to you. My name is Kevin Johnson, and I really did attend the university. I graduated with a degree in astronomy and earth sciences, only I graduated in the spring of 2013 and not the spring of 1909. I come from an age where you can fly across the Pacific in ten hours and instantly send photos and text to anyone with a device that fits in your hand. I've lived most of my life in the twenty-first century and traveled here through a time portal I can access only when the moon is full," Kevin said in an agitated voice. "What do you think of that?"
Kevin studied Andy's face. He expected anger but didn't find it. He looked for laughter but didn't find that either. He instead saw the hardest of hard-nosed reporters break into a smile.
"What do I think? I'll tell you what I think. I think I'm talking to a man who wants to keep his past private and his secrets secret," Andy said. "I apologize for the intrusion, Kevin. I meant no offense. Your affairs, past or present, are none of my business."
Kevin laughed to himself as he pondered Andy's conclusion. He could live with that.
"Thank you, Andy."
"Forget it. Let's go get a drink and discuss Sadie and Sarah."
The two men rose from the bench and started toward the Shooting Star. A moment later, Andy put a hand on Kevin's shoulder and patted it twice.
"So you're a time traveler?"
Andy laughed.
"You belong on the stage, my friend."
 



CHAPTER 47: KEVIN
 
Saturday, May 14, 1910
 
In a corner of the country built on speculation, hunches, and risk, few propositions posed more problems for planners than a picnic in May. This was particularly true, Kevin thought, in an age before Doppler radar and other modern weather-forecasting tools.
So when Sarah had proposed celebrating his birthday with a picnic, Kevin had been quick to offer an alternative should Mother Nature prove uncooperative. As it turned out, Plan B, a night on the town, had not been necessary. The weather all day had been spectacular.
"Did you enjoy your dinner, Mr. Johnson?" Sarah asked with a grin.
"I did," Kevin said. "I enjoyed it even more knowing that you did the cooking."
Sarah put her hands on her hips.
"You expected someone else?"
"I feared someone else."
Sarah stared at him incredulously.
"Bertha's a fine cook."
"I know she is," Kevin said. "I just wasn't up for smiling pork tonight."
Sarah laughed.
"You're incorrigible."
"It's my best quality. Did Bertha hover over you like a mother hen all day?"
"Hover is not the right word. She mostly gave me a lot of advice."
"This I have to hear."
"She told me twice that the way to a man's heart is through his stomach."
"She did, huh?"
"She did. Bertha was adamant about that. She also said that the surest way to incur a man's scorn is to cook up a calamity. She almost lost George when they were courting by serving him an overdone meatloaf."
Kevin chuckled. He couldn't imagine a time when an overdone meatloaf could have doomed a relationship, but then, until three months ago, he couldn't have imagined a lot of things. He certainly couldn't have imagined spending a birthday with a Gibson girl on a gently sloping bank of the Coeur d'Alene River in 1910.
He leaned back, spread his arms across a large blanket, and took in a scene that was just about perfect. In the distance, an increasingly dark and starry sky loomed over symmetrical peaks that looked more like the pyramids at Giza than the foothills of the Rockies. In the foreground, low bushes, tall grass, and an array of wildflowers hugged each side of the slow-moving river, which made just enough sound to compete with a steady chorus of crickets.
Thirty minutes later, after they had put the chicken salad, bread, cheese, and pie in a basket and placed the cork back on a bottle of wine, they settled into a deliciously comfortable silence. Kevin loved moments like these, even if he had known precious few in twenty-two years – or twenty-three on the time-travel calendar.
"Thanks for doing this, Sarah. I can't imagine a better birthday present."
"I'm glad you approve," she said. "I must admit I didn't know what else to do. I couldn't think of an appropriate gift. You mean the world to me, but I haven't known you long. The stores are not filled with gifts for men who are more than friends but not quite something else."
Kevin placed his right hand on her left.
"This is better than anything from a store. It shows imagination. It shows you like me."
Sarah smiled.
"Was there ever a doubt?"
"No. You've been clear about that."
Both laughed.
"You're hopeless."
"I thought I was incorrigible."
She laughed again.
"That's what this English teacher calls a distinction without a difference."
"I call it that too."
Sarah smiled. She took a breath, tightened her grip on his hand, and gazed at him with thoughtful eyes. After a minute of studying his face, she picked up where she had left off.
"I wanted to do more than make you a nice dinner, Kevin. I wanted to make a statement."
Kevin lifted her hand and kissed it.
"You did that at the bowling alley."
"I know. I wanted to make an impression there too."
"So why the encore?"
Sarah paused for a moment as she gazed at the horizon. The night sky had morphed from dark blue to a purplish black in a matter of minutes.
"I felt the need to do more. I didn't want to leave room for doubt in our relationship," she said. "I didn't want you to do something foolish like leave Wallace without knowing how I feel."
Kevin leaned forward and kissed her softly on the lips.
"Do you really think I'd leave you even now?"
Sarah sighed.
"I don't think so, but I'm not sure. I'm not very good at reading people, and I'm definitely not good at reading men."
"Well, you can read this one. I'm not going anywhere."
Kevin meant every word, but he realized, almost immediately, that he had just painted himself into a corner. What if Sarah did not want to leave with him? What if she valued her family and her familiar world more than any one man? Would he consider the unthinkable and give her up? Would he consider the really unthinkable and stay?
"What if Principal Morrison does not keep you on after this year?" she asked.
"Let's worry about that if and when that time comes."
Sarah brightened.
"I like that idea."
Kevin felt her shiver and pulled her close.
"Are you getting cold?"
"I'm all right."
"Let me get the other blanket."
Kevin got up and walked about fifty feet to a dirt road, where he had left a horse and buggy belonging to George Marshall. He pulled a wool blanket from a compartment in back and returned to his girl, who had resorted to rubbing her arms.
"You're cold."
"I guess I am."
Kevin sat down next to Sarah and threw the blanket over their shoulders. The temperature may have reached eighty degrees during the day, but it was falling fast. Spring had stopped its march toward summer and was now retreating toward winter.
"Is that better?"
Sarah nodded.
"The stars are beautiful. I never really paid that much attention to them until Shoshone County High School hired a science teacher who could tell me about them. Perhaps that science teacher could tell me more."
"I'd be glad to," Kevin said. He pointed to a spot in the sky. "Do you see that crazy thing right there that looks like an animal on the move?"
"I do."
"That's Ursa Major. It's also known as the Great Bear, though, as you can see, it's a bear that hasn't eaten in about a month."
Sarah smiled.
"That's only the half of it too," Kevin said. "Look at the body and the tail of the bear. Do they ring a bell?"
"I know this. Give me a minute."
Kevin held up his wrist as if checking his watch.
"I'll give you thirty seconds."
"Don't rush me," Sarah said in a scolding voice. "I'll get it."
Kevin chuckled.
"It's the Big Dipper."
"Well done, Miss Thompson."
"My father used to point out the Big Dipper to me as a young girl," she said. "I loved going out with him at night after the dishes were done. He is a learned man, much like you."
"I'd like to meet him sometime."
"Maybe you will."
"Let's try something more challenging," Kevin said. He pointed in another direction. "Do you see that constellation over there, the one that looks like an M or an upside down W?"
"I think so."
"It's right there. Follow my finger."
"I see it now."
"What's that?" Kevin asked.
"It's a consonant."
Kevin laughed and then sighed. If he didn't love this woman before, he did now.
"Yes, Sarah, it's a consonant. Stargazers, though, call it Cassiopeia."
"Cassiopeia was the wife of King Cepheus in Greek mythology."
"Are you sure?"
Sarah beamed.
"I'm very sure."
"That's good, because I haven't a clue."
Both laughed and settled into each other's arms.
"You're quite a man, Mr. Johnson."
"You're not so bad yourself. In fact, I would compare you favorably to our fleeting friend over there," he said, pointing to the dirty snowball that was as bright as ever.
Sarah withdrew from Kevin and folded her arms.
"So I'm a comet now? I thought I was your moon."
Kevin chuckled and pulled her close.
"You're both, either, and all of the above."
He kissed her tenderly and met her eyes.
"Right now, Sarah Thompson, you're my whole blasted universe."
 



CHAPTER 48: KEVIN
 
Kevin took Sarah home at ten thirty. He wanted to push the evening past midnight, but he knew that Bertha would have a fit if a young lady under her care came sneaking into her house in the wee hours of the morning.
After walking Sarah to the door and kissing her good night, Kevin liberated General Meade, George Marshall's horse, from the buggy and led him into his stall behind the house. Thanks to Sadie, he had become comfortable around horses and looked forward to more equine adventures in an age where the horseless carriage was just coming into its own.
Kevin then returned to Maude's via Bank Street, taking twenty minutes to cover eight blocks instead of the usual ten. He wanted to see more of the stars, watch others enjoy themselves on a Saturday night, and savor the best date of his life.
As he crossed Sixth Street and tipped his hat to three couples leaving the moving-pictures theater, he mentally revisited three incredible months and tried to make sense of it all. He had done more than have a jolly good time in 1910. He had found the woman he wanted to marry.
Kevin knew that he needed more time, of course. He knew he would not be able to simply grab Sarah's hand and run through the portal in ten days. He would have to gain her complete trust and convince her that he was worth giving up everything she had ever known, including a family that she would probably never see again. That was a tough sell in any time.
When he finally reached the house on King Street, he entered quietly, hung his jacket and hat on familiar hooks, and walked slowly through a dark entry to the base of the stairs. He didn't expect to see Maude or Sadie. They typically retired at ten. Andy was a different matter. He could usually be found smoking a cigar in the living room on nights that he wasn't out and about.
Kevin wondered what his friend was up to when he suddenly got an answer to his question. He heard laughter drift out of Maude's first-floor bedroom and work its way to the stairs. He heard the voice of Andy O'Connell. The time traveler laughed to himself.
I guess that solves that mystery.
He put his hand on the rail and ascended the stairs as silently as he could. When he reached the second floor, he turned into the hallway and saw something he had not expected to see: light. Soft light spilled into the typically dark corridor from Sadie's half-open door. Kevin moved quietly toward his room but didn't make it ten feet before he heard Sadie call out.
"Kevin, is that you?"
Kevin stopped in front of Sadie's door. He could see part of an ornate hardwood dresser and an illuminated wall but not much else.
"It's me."
"You can open the door."
"Are you dressed?" he asked.
"Yes, I'm dressed."
Kevin realized in hindsight the pointlessness of his question. Sadie would have never given him permission to open the door were she not dressed. At least he didn't think so.
He opened the door fully and saw that she was indeed appropriately attired – or at least appropriately attired according to the standards of 2013. He wasn't sure whether single men in 1910 were supposed to see single women in lacy white nightgowns, but he quickly concluded that it didn't matter. He was already in her room.
"I thought you'd be asleep by now," Kevin said.
"I couldn't sleep."
Sadie brushed her long black hair in front of a mirrored vanity.
"I'm sorry to hear that."
Sadie placed her wood-handled brush on the vanity and flipped her hair over two delicate shoulders. She glanced at the mirror a few more seconds, pulled her bare feet from under the table, and slowly pivoted to face Kevin. She offered him a sad smile.
"How was your night?"
"It was nice. How was yours?"
"It was all right. I played chess with Andy and read poems to Maude."
"It sounds like fun," Kevin said.
Sadie gazed at him for a moment, tightened her smile, and lowered her eyes.
"Like I said, it was nice."
Kevin looked at Sadie with unbridled awe. He had seen her maybe a hundred times but never like this. She was as beautiful as ever, of course, but suddenly beautiful in a different way.
In a matter of weeks, Sadie Hawkins, spirited small-town girl, had blossomed into a woman – a woman who seemed wise and mature beyond her nineteen years. Kevin truly envied the man who would someday become her husband.
"Are you planning to go to church tomorrow?" he asked.
Sadie nodded.
"I baked some treats for the Sunday school classes. I have to be there at eight."
"Then I should probably let you get some rest."
"Let me give you something first," she said.
Sadie got up from her chair and walked to the far side of her canopy bed. She picked up a slim box that sat atop a nightstand, walked around the bed, and continued to the door.
"Take this. It's your birthday present."
Kevin accepted the gift, gave it a slight shake, and then returned his attention to Sadie.
"Please tell me you didn't spend a lot of money."
"I didn't spend a dime. I'm giving you something I own."
Kevin smiled and shook his head. He didn't know what she had put in the box, but he knew by looking at her face that it was something she valued.
He removed the top of the box and pulled out what looked like a beaded rawhide sheath. Inside the sheath was a foot-long knife with a forged steel blade and a bone handle.
"Where did you get this?" Kevin asked as he held the knife to the light of a lamp.
"I got it from my father. He gave it to me for my seventeenth birthday. He knew I had no use for a knife but he wanted me to keep it as an heirloom," she said. "When my father died, I kept it in a safe place. I didn't want Mr. Pierce to get his hands on it."
"I can see why. This has to be valuable."
"I'm sure it is."
Kevin looked at Sadie thoughtfully.
"I can't accept this," he said. "It's an heirloom. You said it yourself. It should remain in your family."
Sadie looked at him with eyes that said: "I agree."
"You're probably right, but I want you to take it anyway," she said. "I can give my children other things. This is something I want you to have. Please accept it."
Kevin shook his head again.
"You're amazing," he said.
"Does that mean you'll accept it?"
"It means I'll accept it. I do have one condition though."
"What's that?"
"You have to tell me the story behind it. A knife like this has to have a story."
Sadie's eyes lit up.
"It does!"
Kevin chuckled. Just that quickly the girl he adored was back.
"I thought so. Well, let's hear it."
"It's kind of a long story."
"Do you mean long, as in hours, or long, as in days?"
Sadie raised an eyebrow.
"I mean long, as in five minutes," she said dryly.
Kevin smiled.
"In that case, tell me the whole thing."
Sadie studied Kevin's face for a moment, as if trying to determine whether more wisecracks were coming, and then launched into the tale of the knife.
"The story starts with my grandfather, Thomas Henry Hawkins. He was a merchant from St. Louis and a Union Army captain who migrated to Idaho after the war."
"He came to Wallace?" Kevin asked.
Sadie shook her head.
"No. He went first to Boise and then settled in the Clearwater Valley. He did some mining and trapping for a while and later set up a trading post near Pierce City."
Sadie took a breath.
"Unlike my father, he struggled at first. He struggled a lot. He was not able to compete with the traders who had operated in that area for years and had formed a monopoly. At one point, in fact, he considered selling his store and returning to Missouri."
"He didn't though," Kevin said.
"He didn't. He managed to survive and eventually thrive by doing what many merchants in the area would not do," Sadie said. "He traded freely and fairly with the Nez Perce. He did so for years, even after the Indians began resisting the order to move to a reservation."
She paused.
"When the Nez Perce passed through the valley on their journey to Canada, a member of the tribe, a decorated warrior, rode to the store for supplies. He had remembered my grandfather and remembered that he had befriended the tribe. Before he left the store, he gave Thomas a gift."
"I think I know where this is going," Kevin said.
"Don't be so sure."
"He gave him his knife, right? The warrior gave your grandfather his knife."
"Actually, he gave him someone else's knife."
Sadie cocked her head and met Kevin's eyes.
"He gave him a peacemaker's knife. He gave him the knife of Chief Joseph."
Kevin stared at Sadie with wide eyes and then shook his head.
"OK. That changes everything," Kevin said. "I can't accept this."
"You already said you would."
"That was five minutes ago, when I thought the knife came from a curio shop. I can't accept it now that I know its value. Your father gave this to you because he wanted you to have it."
"He did. Now I'm giving it to you because I want you to have it. Please keep it."
Kevin gazed at Sadie and, once again, saw a girl he didn't want to disappoint. He put the knife in the box and then gripped the box firmly.
"OK. I'll keep it. The last thing I want to do is put a pout on that face."
Sadie smiled sweetly.
"Thank you," she said.
"I'm warning you now, though, that I'm going to buy something big for your birthday."
"You've already purchased my freedom, Kevin. That's plenty."
"Then let me do something for you."
Sadie brightened.
"I like that idea!"
"Then it's a plan. When's your birthday?"
"It's June 10."
"That's perfect. I'll have just enough time to think of something good. Prepare to be spoiled."
"Can I make a request?"
"Of course you can."
"Can we do something together, just the two of us?"
Kevin paused before answering. He knew she was angling for more than he could deliver, but he was in no mood to let her down. Not now. She had given him a priceless gift. The least he could do was show her a good time on her birthday.
"Sure. Why not? If you want to do something special, then we'll do something special."
"Do you promise?"
"I promise," Kevin said. "I won't let you down."
 



CHAPTER 49: KEVIN
 
Tuesday, May 17, 1910
 
Kevin looked at the picture and laughed. It was just a photograph on the wall of a saloon, but it reminded him of his greatest weakness. He could not resist the smile of a beautiful woman.
He thought about how much less complicated his life might be had he simply stuck to the original script. He had entered the chamber of stones to find adventure, to take the kind of trip that Albert Einstein and others could only imagine. He had not entered the portal to find love. Now that he had found it, he had to decide what to do about it.
Kevin knew there were worse problems a man could have. He could be incapacitated, for one thing. The hospitals of Wallace were filled with miners who had suffered serious injuries on the job. Some would return to their jobs within days. Some would never return. In the meantime, bills would go unpaid. That was a circumstance he would not wish on anyone.
He could also be sick. Even after three months in 1910, Kevin could not get used to reading and hearing about people who succumbed to influenza, pneumonia, and tuberculosis. These were treatable diseases in 2013, but in the year of Mark Twain, Edward VII, and Halley's comet, they were the chief biological tormentors of man.
Kevin knew as well that it would be no damn fun to be lonely. He knew what it was like to go months, even years, without a girlfriend. Though he had dated regularly in high school and college, he knew what it was like to watch girls he liked flock to guys with letterman jackets, fast cars, and fast lines. He had felt the piercing sting of rejection on numerous occasions.
That history made his situation all the more pathetic. Kevin had the attention and affection of two kind, intelligent, and beautiful women, but he knew he probably couldn't keep the one he wanted. Try as he may, he simply couldn't imagine Sarah leaving her family forever to follow a relative stranger to a strange new world.
So he sat at the bar of the Shooting Star and stared at the picture that reminded him of how his latest sojourn had become so messy in the first place. He stared and tried to think of a win-win strategy until his pleasant task was interrupted by a most unpleasant voice.
"I was told I could find you here," Preston Pierce said from behind.
Kevin looked over his shoulder and returned to his beer. He took a final sip, put four bits on the bar, and started to get up.
"Don't leave on account of me, Mr. Johnson," Pierce said. "I won't be long."
Kevin didn't want to give the banker thirty seconds. He didn't want to hear a single word out of his mouth, but he concluded that, this time, anyway, it might pay to listen. As Sun Tzu wrote, it was wise to know your enemy before heading into battle. Kevin returned to his stool.
"Say your piece then. You have five minutes."
"You're more than generous."
Kevin watched Pierce take the stool to his right, raise his hand, and order a shot of whiskey. He cast the first stone when the bartender delivered the drink and walked away.
"Where's your hired courage?" Kevin asked. "I don't recognize you without the cretins who left me in an alley."
"Be careful, Mr. Johnson. It's not wise to make baseless accusations. It could land you in court or, worse yet, a hospital."
"What do you want, Pierce?"
"What do I want? What makes you think I want something?"
"People like you always want something."
"I see you've learned a thing or two. As it turns out, I do want something. I want you to leave town. I want you to return to whatever hellhole you came from and never come back."
"It's not going to happen."
Pierce lifted his glass and downed the shot.
"I thought you'd say that. You've demonstrated more spirit than judgment since you crawled off your train," Pierce said. "Let me explain, however, why I think you should reconsider. Let me tell you what I've done and what I'm prepared to do to convince you that leaving, and leaving soon, is a good idea."
"I'm listening."
"I've done some digging since you stormed into my bank. I've checked your educational credentials, your background, and even your financial history. Do you know what I found?"
"Let me guess. You found your conscience."
"I found nothing. I found no evidence that you grew up in Oregon or attended college in Seattle or even lived in this country until February. You, Mr. Johnson, don't exist."
"If I don't exist, then what do you think you're looking at?"
Pierce narrowed his eyes.
"I think I'm looking at a criminal."
Kevin laughed.
"I'd like to see you prove that."
"Give me time and I will. You may have won over Ed Morrison, but I assure you that your luck won't last. When I find the proof that I need, I'll make sure that you never work again."
"I'm quaking. Please tell me you plan to do more than write letters to school boards."
Pierce broke into a sickening smile.
"I do. I plan to do much more. I plan to put you in prison."
"It's not a crime to steal ladies from cretins."
"You're right. But it is a crime to steal gold."
Kevin sat up in his stool.
"You should have paid more attention to your coins and less attention to your cause when bailing out your little whore," Pierce said.
"Watch your mouth, buster, or . . ."
"Or what? Or you'll go to the police? Please do. I'll go with you. We can both tell them how you paid off a stranger's debt with some of the rarest coins ever made."
"What are you talking about?"
"I'm talking about seventy-six double eagles minted in New Orleans in 1856. Those pieces didn't come from a bank. They came from a collector."
"You don't know where they came from."
"I don't know now, but I will soon. I plan to spend every waking hour trying to locate their rightful owner and, when I find him, I intend to report this matter to the authorities."
Pierce grinned.
"The choice is yours. You can leave Wallace now or take your chances on going to jail," the banker said as he got up from his stool. "Good night, Mr. Johnson."
Kevin watched Preston Pierce leave the saloon and disappear into a crowded street. He wanted to believe that he had seen the last of him, but he knew better. This feud would not end until one man delivered a decisive blow and, right now, Pierce clearly had the upper hand.
Kevin recognized his problem immediately. He knew that if Asa Johnson ever opened his floor safe and found it empty, he would surely suspect the man he had found in his rock shed and report his suspicions to the police. The police would then search Kevin's safe-deposit box, find a boatload of vintage double eagles, and issue an arrest warrant.
The time traveler didn't have to think hard to figure out where things could go from there. If he went to jail or, worse yet, prison, he would not be able to access the chamber of stones and return to 2013. Kevin might find himself behind bars without friends, resources, or even hope.
He knew that any rational person would take Pierce's deal, hide out until the next full moon, and escape to the future before the present pulled him back. Kevin, however, was anything but rational. He was a man in love. He had found the woman of his dreams and sure as hell didn't want to leave that woman behind.
So Kevin pondered other options. The most obvious was to grab Sarah and go. He could lead her through the portal on May 24 and explain the particulars later. Or he could tell her the truth now and hope for the best. The problem was that Kevin didn't want to betray the woman he loved and didn't want to rush her into a life-changing decision simply because he thought her cowardly ex-boyfriend might make good on a threat.
There was another consideration as well. Kevin was reluctant to leave on May 24 because he didn't want to leave, at least not yet. He wanted to finish the school year, spend more time with his new friends, and give his relationship with Sarah more time to mature.
Then he thought of Pierce's obsession with the double eagles. If he could keep the golden coins from the banker, Asa Johnson, and the police, he could buy himself weeks, maybe months.
Kevin needed only another moment to find a solution to his problem. He said goodbye to the bartender and walked out of the saloon.
The answer, he realized, was as clear as day. He didn't need to move himself. He needed to move Pierce's obsession. He needed to find a new home for the gold.
 



CHAPTER 50: KEVIN
 
Wednesday, May 18, 1910
 
Two hours after solving one problem on his lunch break, Kevin encountered another. The students in his favorite science class were fully convinced that the next day would be their last.
"We're going to die, aren't we, Mr. Johnson?"
"Yes, Stuart, we're going to die. We're going to die, at least most of us, as crotchety old goats who confuse their glasses for their false teeth at age seventy or eighty, but we're not going to die tomorrow. If you stay away from sharp objects on Thursday, I'll promise you that much."
"That's not what my father says," Stuart Graham said. "He says we're all going to die. He read it in a New York newspaper. I have the article right here."
Kevin chuckled. He might as well have fun with this.
"Can I see that?"
Stuart nodded.
Kevin walked to Stuart's desk in the second row, took the newspaper clipping, and gave it a quick scan. No wonder the students were scared. The mainstream media were running articles entitled: COMET'S POISONOUS TAIL.
"Thank you, Stuart. This article is exactly what I need to make my point today."
Kevin returned to the front of the room and sat on the edge of his desk. He no longer cared about decorum. He did care about presenting potentially distressing information in a non-threatening manner.
"This article is dated February 7," Kevin said to the class. "It reports that cyanogen, a highly poisonous gas, has been detected in Halley's comet. That much is true. It is also true that our planet will pass through the tail of the comet tomorrow."
Kevin looked at his class and saw two-dozen students who looked like they had been handed a death sentence. He suddenly felt an obligation not only to educate but also to soothe. If nothing else, he had to give these kids peace of mind.
"The article also contains an unfortunate comment from the French astronomer Camille Flammarion. Professor Flammarion believes that if the earth passes through the comet's tail, then the cyanogen gas will 'impregnate the atmosphere and possibly snuff out all life on the planet.'"
Kevin glanced again at his students and saw more stunned faces. The girls, in particular, seemed dumbstruck, though they appeared more shocked by his use of the word "impregnate" than by the prospect of death by comet.
He couldn't blame the students for getting caught up in the hysteria. The whole country was a mess. Kevin had read reports of Americans rushing to purchase gas masks and "comet pills." People in Georgia were preparing safe rooms. One man had requested that his friends lower him into a dry, forty-foot-deep well with a gallon of whiskey. The madness simply had no end.
"I understand why many of you are alarmed," Kevin said. "I understand why many of your parents are alarmed. It's never comforting to read quotes like this in the newspaper. This article contains things that are rather unsettling, but it also contains something that should allow all of us to sleep soundly tonight."
"What's that?" Stuart asked.
"That something, Stuart, is a statement in the last paragraph. The article reports that most astronomers do not agree with Professor Flammarion. Let me go further and say that I do not agree with Professor Flammarion. Yes, the comet contains trace amounts of cyanogen. Yes, our planet will pass through the comet's tail tomorrow. No, we will not die. We won't die because the gas will be so diluted when we pass through the tail that we won't even notice it's there."
Kevin surveyed his class a third time and saw palpable relief. He laughed to himself when he saw Josie White smile and stretch her arms.
"What this means is that you will still have to come to class on Friday and turn in the papers that I assigned on Monday. You will have to help your parents around the house this weekend. On the upside, you can go to the baseball game on Saturday and church on Sunday. The sun will rise again, your lives will go on, and Halley's comet will go into hiding for another seventy-six years," Kevin said as the bell rang. "On that cheery note, class is dismissed."
Kevin smiled at several of his much-happier students as they exited the classroom and then returned to the chair behind his desk. He shuffled a few papers, put them in a folder, and filed the folder in its appropriate place in the drawer to his left.
He then opened the drawer to his right, the one with a lock, and glanced at a leather bag that contained the contents of his safe-deposit box. He planned to take the double eagles and other valuables directly to Maude's and hide them in a virtually inaccessible place in the widow's basement, a place he had discovered the night before.
Kevin still considered Preston Pierce a nuisance who required regular attention, but he no longer considered him a threat to his freedom. He knew that there was no way Pierce could prove that the 1856 gold pieces in his bank had ever belonged to an enterprising young man who had paid off the debt of a troubled young woman. As long as Kevin kept his remaining riches safely hidden from bankers, the police, and Asa Johnson, he would be fine.
He started to retrieve the leather bag from the drawer when he saw Ed Morrison stick his nose through the doorway. Kevin closed the drawer and got up from his chair.
"I'm sorry to disturb you, Kevin," Morrison said. "Do you have a moment?"
"I have all the time in the world. Come on in."
Morrison stepped into the classroom and walked to the teacher's desk. He wore the eyes of a man who'd had a long day. He wore the eyes of a man who'd been crying.
"I'm afraid I have some sad news."
Kevin froze as a thousand thoughts raced through his mind. What was this about? Why was the principal addressing him individually with sad news? Where was Sarah? He hadn't seen her since Tuesday afternoon. Where was Andy? Maude? Sadie? This couldn't be good.
"What news?"
"It's about Josh Miller."
Kevin sighed as relief and confusion replaced fear.
"What about Josh? Is he sick? He hasn't been in class all week."
"He hasn't been in class because he's been in Spokane."
"Is he OK?"
Morrison shook his head, looked down, and took a deep breath. When he finally collected himself, he pulled a slip of paper from a vest pocket and handed it to Kevin.
"This came an hour ago. I wanted you and Josh's other teachers to see it before you left today. I will make an announcement to the entire school tomorrow morning."
Kevin took the slip from the principal and held it where he could read it. It was a telegram dated 18 May, a telegram that contained a short, sad, unmistakably clear message:
 
"PRINCIPAL MORRISON, HIGH SCHOOL, WALLACE, IDAHO. JOSH PASSED THIS A.M. POLIO. WILL RETURN FRIDAY P.M. AND MAKE ARRANGEMENTS. MASON MILLER."
 
Kevin turned away. He couldn't bring himself to look at Morrison. He didn't want the administrator to see the moisture forming in his eyes. He instead gazed out the classroom windows and saw more than a dozen students talk, laugh, and play on the kind of spring day he had enjoyed a thousand times. He envied their blissful ignorance.
He returned the telegram, thanked Morrison for stopping by, and watched the boss walk out of the room like a man who had just lost a family member. In a sense, he had. Ed Morrison had lost his godson and the son of his best friend.
The time traveler walked back to his chair, sat down, and took a moment to reflect. He knew these things happened. He read about them every day. He knew they were part of living in the uneasy world of 1910. Still, this seemed different. It was one thing to read about a polio victim in Boise or Seattle or Duluth. It was another to read about one in your class.
Kevin pushed his chair back, opened the center drawer of his desk, and retrieved a piece of paper he had found on the floor on his first day of school. He had looked at the drawing nearly every day as a source of inspiration. Today the picture of the flying saucer reminded him of the random and often cruel nature of life.
He put the picture back in the drawer and settled in his chair as the tears that had welled in his eyes finally began to flow. He knew he had lost more than a promising student in the prime of his youth. He had lost one of the reasons he had taught in the first place. He had lost the boy who had looked past the sky to the possibilities beyond. Kevin Johnson had lost his dreamer.
 



CHAPTER 51: KEVIN
 
Saturday, May 28, 1910
 
Kevin laughed to himself as he considered the irony. He had been invited to dinner because of what he had given, but he had been able to attend because of what he had taken. Had he not liberated the hidden assets of Asa Johnson, he would not have been able to travel to 1910, live in Wallace for three months, and help Asa and his family with assorted chores and projects.
He knew he hadn't literally stolen from them. One could not steal from those who had been dead for decades. If Kevin had ripped off anyone, it had been his relatives in 2013 and perhaps the IRS and the Idaho State Tax Commission. Even so, he had to admit it was kind of funny to be sitting at Asa's dinner table while he figuratively sat on a significant share of his ill-gotten gains.
"Thank you for helping me put up the shelves," Asa said as he reached for a plate of roasted potatoes. "That was very kind of you."
"It's the least I could do for the reference you gave me. I don't think I would have been hired without it. If you ever need help with anything else, just let me know. I'll be there."
Kevin meant it too. He may have taken much of Asa's fortune, but he still cared for the man. Asa was his noble ancestor, after all, the patriarch of the American Johnson clan, even if for most of Kevin's life he had existed only in Grandpa Roger's reunion books.
Celia gave Lloyd some peas to throw from his high chair, cut Randolph's meat and potatoes, and sat down in the chair to Kevin's left. She put a napkin in her lap, helped herself to some of the feast she had fixed, and turned to her guest.
"You haven't told us much about your job, Mr. Johnson," she said. "Have you enjoyed your time at the high school?"
"I have. I love my students and love teaching them science, but I have to admit that I haven't been able to teach them much lately. The school hasn't been the same since Josh Miller died."
"I imagine it hasn't. When someone loses a child in this town, we all grieve. We knew Josh through our church. He was a special young man."
Kevin couldn't argue with that. Shortly after learning of the boy's death, he had learned that Josh had dazzled more than a few teachers through the years. He had turned in dozens of stories and essays about space travel and extraterrestrial life. Wallace had lost not only a promising student but also an imaginative and prolific writer of science fiction.
"Yes, he was," Kevin said. "He was one of my brightest students and by far the most creative. I still have a picture that he drew in class. I intend to frame it and give it to his parents."
"I think they would like that."
Kevin smiled sadly at Celia and then took a moment to consider the people in the room. He had thought about the Johnsons often since popping out of their rock shed on Valentine's Day. He had thought about what he could do to help them now and prepare at least three of them for a difficult transition that only he knew was coming.
Kevin glanced first at Asa, who sat in his usual chair at one end of the table. He knew there wasn't a thing he could do to save him. The man had deteriorated so much in the past few weeks that Kevin wondered whether he would even make it to July. When he looked at the head of the household, he saw a man with low energy and a pasty face, a man with a foot in the grave.
Then there was his wife. Celia had never remarried, according to reunion literature. She had never hitched her wagon to another man's star or even made the most of her dead husband's money, like Maude Duvalier and countless other wealthy widows.
Kevin found that astonishing. Celia was young, beautiful, and as cultured as any woman in town. She could have done anything after Asa's death, but she hadn't. She had lived modestly and quietly in Wallace until her death in 1942.
Kevin wondered whether she would do it again. Had he influenced her life just enough to alter its course? He didn't know. What he did know is that Celia had the means to live out her years in comfort. When Asa had died the first time around, he had left his wife and sons not only a magnificent house but also a small fortune in liquid assets – assets that had been put in known and accessible places like vaults and safe-deposit boxes.
When Kevin turned to Randolph, he felt just plain sad. He felt like Marty McFly in Back to the Future when the time traveler advised his trouble-bound Uncle Joey, sitting in his playpen, to "get used to these bars." Kevin had the feeling that nothing he had done as a time traveler would prevent this rowdy little boy from finding trouble later in life.
Then there was Lloyd, the good son. Kevin had decided long ago that the best thing he could do for the baby, his great-grandfather, was to simply get out of his way. Celia had apparently done a wonderful job raising her second child because he had turned out to be an incredible man. Kevin had no reason to believe Lloyd wouldn't turn out to be incredible again.
Kevin took a bite of roast beef, poured thick gravy on his potatoes, and settled into his seat. He started to drift back to Celia when Asa restarted the conversation.
"Has Ed Morrison decided to keep you on?" he asked.
"He hasn't talked to me yet about next year," Kevin said. "I suspect that he will when we meet on June 8. That's when he'll review my performance."
"Well, I hope he decides to retain you. I hope you decide to stay. This town needs more educators like you. I've heard nothing but good things from students and parents."
"So have I," Celia added.
"I appreciate your support. I honestly don't know what he's going to do and, to tell you the truth, I don't know what I'll tell him even if he does ask me to come back."
Kevin didn't either. He knew that he couldn't, in good conscience, commit to a whole year. He didn't plan to stay twelve more weeks, much less twelve more months, but he also didn't plan to return to 2013 alone. If Sarah needed time to think over a run to the future, he would give her that time. Her situation was a problem he had yet to solve.
"Don't you like Wallace?" Celia asked.
"Oh, I love it. I love living here and teaching here. I've never had a better job. I just don't want to commit to anything before I've had a chance to consider all of my options."
"You're a prudent man, Mr. Johnson," Asa said. "I often wonder where I'd be had I not weighed all of my options at your age."
"I don't understand."
Asa put his knife and fork on his plate.
"I didn't come to this country a rich man. When I left England in ninety-four, I was twenty-five. I had my clothes, my wits, and skills I had learned in a trading house but not much else. When I arrived in New York, I worked on Wall Street and did well for a while. In time, I might have done very well. But I wanted more. So I considered the possibilities and came here. I found my fortune by taking another road. Sometimes it pays to look around."
"I agree. That's why I'm taking my time. I have many factors to consider."
Celia smiled.
"Would these factors include a lovely educator who lives down the street?"
Kevin blushed fifty shades of red.
"You know her?"
"I know about her," Celia said. "A neighbor told me that 'our handsome new science teacher is courting our beautiful new English teacher.' Wallace is a small town, Mr. Johnson."
Kevin laughed.
"I guess it is."
Kevin recalled the April 30 ride with Sadie and wondered whether the astute Mrs. Johnson had figured out that the woman on the horse and the woman down the street were not one and the same. He guessed that she had.
"Your neighbor is right. I am, in fact, seeing one of my colleagues. I expect she'll be an important consideration when I decide what to do."
"I'm glad to hear that love still ranks high as a motivator of men."
"In this case, it ranks very high," Kevin said.
Asa and Celia laughed
"I'm just teasing," Celia said with an ice-melting smile. "I'm sure you'll strike the right balance between your personal and professional interests. That's the way it should be."
"Thanks again for the vote of confidence," Kevin said.
The banter continued for another hour and was followed by dessert and a game of cards. Asa and Kevin talked about politics, the economy, and a drought that was well into its third month. They also discussed what each of them could do to improve the area's public schools.
By the time the conversation had run its course, Kevin had developed an even higher regard for Asa, his wife, and even the boys who had yet to become men. He no longer thought of the Johnsons of Garnet Street as his friends but rather as the family they were.
At nine Kevin decided to call it a night. He thanked Celia for the dinner, said goodbye to the boys, and walked with Asa to the door.
"I want you to know that you are always welcome here," Asa said. "Even if you decide to leave Wallace, you can count on us for a meal and a place to stay."
"Be careful what you say, Asa. I may take you up on that."
Both men laughed.
"Take care," Asa said.
"You too."
Kevin smiled as he thought of the evening and the offer. He would come back, and the next time he would bring Sarah. He couldn't imagine a more entertaining evening than the four adults exchanging views and stories around that dinner table.
He carried the thought to King Street but not beyond the day. Kevin never returned to Asa's house and the couples never dined. Kevin Johnson never saw Asa Johnson again.
 



CHAPTER 52: SARAH
 
Saturday, June 4, 1910
 
Sarah pulled the handbill from her purse and smiled. The flier advertised the event as a "famous show," but she knew better. She had seen the same kind of spectacle in Terre Haute, South Bend, and Indianapolis. The show was not a show. The show was a circus.
She put the flier back and placed her hand in the hand of the man to her right. They sat in the bleachers with three hundred others in the biggest temporary facility Wallace, Idaho, had ever seen. Four large tents, including the big top, had been raised the previous day in the city park.
"You look happy," Kevin said.
"I've never been happier."
Sarah meant it too. There was her eighth birthday, of course, when her father had actually bought her a pony, and the time, ten years later, she had won an essay contest and a trip to Chicago. She had also been pretty darn happy the day she got into Indiana State, but even that could not compare to this. Sitting next to the man she loved, anywhere, was heavenly.
The spectacle itself wasn't too shabby either. With clowns, acrobats, trained horses, and "two herds of performing elephants and droves of Assyrian and Siberian camels," the show that was a circus was the most impressive thing Sarah had seen all year.
Sarah watched a few workers move equipment during the intermission and then shifted her attention to the far side of the tent, where more than a hundred children she knew from school gathered in their usual groups. They differed in age, gender, personality, and ability, but all had at least one thing in common: they had entered the big top for free.
"It was nice of that anonymous man to donate all of those tickets," Sarah said playfully. "He knew exactly what this town needed right now."
"I'm sure he just wanted to reward the students for being so good this year. A lot of men would love to play Santa Claus at least once in their life."
"Would those men include a dashing science teacher?"
Kevin chuckled.
"How did you know?"
"Josie told me. She was in the school office when you met with Principal Morrison and overheard your offer to buy two hundred tickets. She thinks you're the best thing to hit this town since Cracker Jack."
Sarah squeezed his hand.
"So do I."
"It's nice to know I'm as popular as a snack."
Sarah laughed.
"You're more popular in my book, much more. You did a wonderful thing, Kevin. You reminded the children that the world is not only a place where we live, work, and die but also a place where we laugh, sing, and enjoy each other. I wish only that Josh could have seen this."
"I do too," Kevin said with a sigh. "I do too."
Sarah scanned their section of the bleachers for eavesdroppers. Seeing none, or at least no one who plausibly fit the description, she resumed the conversation in more hushed tones.
"Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?"
"It depends how personal. I'm not ready to show you any birthmarks."
Sarah smiled.
"It's not that personal, but it is personal."
"OK. Ask away then."
"Where did you get the money to pay for this?"
"Must you know everything about me, Miss Thompson?"
Yes. I want to know everything about you and then some.
"A few tidbits would be nice."
"If you insist."
"I insist."
Kevin smiled and looked at the inquisitive woman holding his hand.
"OK. If you must know, then I'll tell you. I'm not quite the church mouse I make myself out to be. I come from old money – money so old that it's started to collect cobwebs."
Sarah laughed.
"I figured as much. I don't mean to pry, Kevin. I don't. I'm just curious. Very few people of means come to places like Wallace to become teachers. Even fewer share their wealth as freely as you have."
Sarah looked at him thoughtfully.
"I know what you did for Sadie."
"You do?"
"I do. She told me. She didn't tell me everything, of course, but she told me enough. She said that you talked her out of working for Maggie Ryan, paid off her debt, and found her the job at Maude's. I'm sure those are just a few of the many reasons she adores you."
"Don't read too much into that, Sarah. I would have done the same for anyone in that situation. I had an opportunity to help someone in a predicament and I took it."
"You don't need to explain yourself. You turned a life around. That's more than most people can say in a lifetime. You're a truly incredible man, Kevin Johnson."
"You're being kind."
"I'm being truthful. One can be kind and truthful at the same time."
"I suppose they can," he said with a laugh.
He put his arm around her and pulled her close as the band began playing "Entry of the Gladiators" and a herd of pachyderms marched into the ring. A minute later, dozens of other performers followed suit, and the greatest show on earth, or at least the greatest show in Shoshone County, Idaho, picked up where it had left off.
 
Kevin and Sarah left the grounds at nine thirty, after spending two hours in the big top and another hour in the smaller tents. By the time they found some space and privacy on Sixth Street, the spring sky had begun to darken.
"Thank you for taking me," Sarah said as she clung tightly to Kevin's arm. "I've been to the circus before but always with my brothers. You're better company than my brothers."
Kevin chuckled.
"I'll take that as a compliment."
"You should. My brothers are nice people."
When they reached Bank Street, they turned east and lost a couple that had followed them from the park. A moment later, they found Seventh Street, headed south, and began the final stretch to the Marshall house. They had the street to themselves.
"Do you miss your family?" Kevin asked.
"I do. I miss them a lot. They mean the world to me."
Sarah glanced at Kevin, expecting to see an approving nod, but instead saw a man who appeared suddenly troubled. Surely he didn't expect her to say that she didn't miss her family.
"Why do you ask?"
"I'm just curious. A lot of people who travel far from home do so to get away from home. I knew you wanted to get away from your fiancé, but I didn't know whether you wanted to get away from anyone or anything else."
"I don't. I miss my family and Indiana. I'd like to go back someday."
"I see."
Sarah saw that his serious expression hadn't changed.
"You seem troubled by that statement. Wanting to see one's family is not unusual."
"It's not unusual at all," Kevin said. "In fact, it's perfectly normal. Who wouldn't want to see their family again? Most people like their family."
"Don't you like your family?"
"Oh, I do. I like them a lot. I miss them probably as much as you miss your family, but I sometimes wonder whether there aren't situations when it's best to leave them for a long time."
Sarah looked at him soberly.
"Do you mean situations like ours?" she asked.
Kevin nodded.
"I can't imagine never seeing my family again, Kevin. I truly can't."
Sarah tightened her hold on his arm but kept her eyes forward.
"Even so, I understand it's the nature of man to leave his home and go forth into the world. I wouldn't be here if I didn't possess at least a bit of an independent streak. I guess I wouldn't know what I was capable of doing until confronted with that decision."
"I'm not suggesting anything, Sarah. I'm just inquiring. I understand your view completely. You wouldn't be normal if you didn't want to see your family again."
Sarah brightened when she saw Kevin break into a soft smile. Whatever was troubling him had clearly passed or at least had been relegated to a back burner.
The next five minutes passed in blissful silence as they continued down Seventh to Garnet and within a stone's throw of the Marshall house. The stars were out in force on the surprisingly warm night but not the comet. Edmond Halley's namesake had long passed out of sight and wouldn't return until the impossibly distant year of 1986. Sarah wondered whether she would live long enough to see what Kevin had called a "dirty snowball" a second time. She doubted it.
Sarah sighed as Kevin led her halfway up the walk to the house, stopped, and took her in his arms. This was the part she liked best, the part where the Marshalls were asleep, the street was dark, and he kissed her like she was the only person who had ever mattered.
"I could stay here all night," Kevin said. "It would be worth it just to look at your face."
Sarah laughed.
"What am I going to do with you?"
"You can pack me off to Indiana."
"Be careful what you wish for, Mr. Johnson. That thought has crossed my mind."
Kevin smiled and kissed her softly. He studied her face for a moment, brushed her bangs off her forehead with his hand, and looked at her with serious eyes.
"You look a little preoccupied tonight," he said. "Do you have something on your mind?"
Sarah brought her hands to her cheeks.
Is it that obvious?
She did, in fact, have something on her mind. She had thought about that something for weeks but had not mustered the courage to speak to him about it. After looking at the starry sky for a moment, she decided that now was as good a time as any to change that.
"There is something I've been meaning to ask you," Sarah said as she fidgeted in his arms. "It's been on my mind for some time now."
"What's that?"
She took a deep breath.
"What are you going to tell Principal Morrison if he offers you a permanent position?"
"I don't know. I honestly don't."
"I was afraid you'd say that."
"Why are you afraid?"
"I'm afraid because I don't want to lose you. I'm afraid that if we become separated for any reason, our relationship won't survive."
Kevin grinned.
"What now?" Sarah asked. "Did I say something wrong?"
Kevin chuckled and then looked at her more thoughtfully.
"No. What you just said was music to my ears," he said. "I don't want to be separated either, and I plan to do everything in my power to prevent that. I don't have all the answers now, and I may not have the answers for a while, but I do know two things."
"What's that?"
"The first is that I won't make any career-related decision without putting us first."
Sarah brightened.
"What's the second?"
"The second thing should be pretty obvious. I love you, Sarah Thompson, that's what. I have loved you since the first time I laid eyes on you. I will love you tomorrow and the next day and every day after that. I'm not going anywhere."
She laughed as she wiped away a tear.
"Now what's the matter?" he asked.
"Oh, it's nothing really. It's just that two of us are hearing music."
 



CHAPTER 53: KEVIN
 
Wednesday, June 8, 1910
 
For the two hundred students of Shoshone County High School, the academic year of 1909-1910 had ended Tuesday with morning classes, an all-school picnic, hugs, and a few leftover tears for the boy who would never graduate with the Class of 1912. For most of the faculty and staff, it had ended later that afternoon, when they cleaned out the desks. For Kevin Johnson, the year carried over to the next morning and one last meeting with Principal Edward Morrison.
"Come on in," Morrison said to Kevin as he stood before an open door.
Kevin walked into the familiar room, took a seat, and settled into a lightly upholstered chair that Morrison reserved for interviews, interrogations, friendly chats, and assorted meetings with faculty, staff, and students. After more than a dozen trips to Morrison's office, Kevin had come to think of the chair as his own.
"How are you doing this morning?"
"I'm doing well," Kevin said.
"That's good," Morrison said. "Can I get you anything to drink?"
"I think I'm OK for now, sir, but thank you."
"In that case then, let's get started. I'm sure you recall why I scheduled this meeting. As I believe I told you last month, I want to provide you with an evaluation of your performance as an instructor here. I'm sure you will find my report useful no matter where you go from here."
"That's nice to hear."
"I don't do evaluations for everyone. Most of my staff and teachers have left for the summer. I expect most of them to return in August and perform to the same high standards when they assume their positions next year. I'm treating you differently because your situation is different and because I want to fully explore the possibilities for the future."
"I understand."
Morrison grabbed a folder from a vertical organizer on his desk, opened it, and sorted through several papers. He grabbed three sheets and closed the folder.
"I want to begin by going over some observations by your peers. Last week I invited faculty members to give me their thoughts on your performance not only as a science and economics teacher but also as a colleague. As you can see from the size of this folder, quite a few accepted that invitation."
"It looks like everyone weighed in," Kevin said nervously.
"Everyone did weigh in, as you put it. Most wrote letters. Some spoke to me privately last week or at the picnic. All offered candid opinions."
"What did they have to say?"
"All but one offered the highest praise."
"Which one didn't?"
"I can't divulge that information because I promised the individuals confidentiality, but I can and will read snippets from three letters that I believe properly summarize your performance."
"OK."
"The first is from your lone critic. He wrote: 'I believe that Mr. Johnson has, on balance, performed satisfactorily, but I strongly question his methods and his priorities. He seems convinced that the only way to educate students is to entertain them. In my years as an instructor, I have found the opposite to be true. Even so, I believe Mr. Johnson has considerable potential.'"
Kevin laughed to himself as he heard the words. Sam Garrison had his DNA all over those comments. The chemistry and botany teacher was just jealous that he had thought of the volcano experiment first.
"That's fair," Kevin said.
"The second letter is more complimentary. This person wrote: 'Mr. Johnson is the most creative and inspiring educator I have seen at this school. I enjoyed working with him this spring and hope to have the opportunity to work with him again in the fall."
Kevin smiled. He knew that Thomas Wainwright had offered those thoughts. He considered the Latin and rhetoric teacher to be the most progressive thinker in the school. He had enjoyed their time together on various committees and collaborative projects.
"Several other instructors made similar comments," Morrison said. "Regardless of what they thought of your teaching methods, they found you a pleasure to work with."
"I see."
Morrison put the first two letters in the folder and picked up the third. He paused for a few seconds and looked away before returning to the science teacher with a friendly smile.
"I saved this letter for last because it represents my own views on your performance. I will read it in its entirety. The teacher wrote: "Though I'm new to the field of education, I know enough to know that Kevin Johnson possesses uncommon ability as an instructor. I teach many of his students and cannot count the times I've seen them wander into my classroom with wide smiles and even wider eyes. This man does more than educate the students of this school. He transforms them. He inspires them. He has accomplished more in twelve weeks than I have accomplished in nine months. I can only hope that we see more of him in the years to come.'"
Kevin didn't even have to break a sweat on that one. He wanted to rush out of the Morrison's office, run to the Marshall house, and carry Sarah off to some distant land. He didn't think it was possible to love anyone more than he loved her at that moment.
"That's very nice."
"It is," Morrison said, "and it's not all. I also have a stack of letters I've received from students, parents, and members of the community. It seems that your peers are not the only ones who appreciate what you've done."
Morrison retrieved and opened a second folder from the vertical organizer. He pulled what looked like a letter written by a girl and placed the folder to the side.
"Because these letters were sent to me unsolicited, I am not bound to keep the names of the writers confidential. You can review them here or take them home. It doesn't matter to me. Most say essentially the same thing. There is one letter, however, I would like to share with you."
"OK."
"It comes from a young lady who will be a sophomore next year. She writes: "Dear Principal Morrison, I know it's unusual for a student to write in support of a teacher, but I can't leave for the summer without letting you know what I think of Mr. Johnson. He is the best teacher I have and one of the nicest people I've ever known. He has challenged me and inspired me and made me believe that I can achieve as much as any boy. Because of him, I am now saving for college. I don't know if I'll get there, but I'm going to try. Please do what you can to keep him. I would like nothing more than to have him as a teacher for three more years."
Kevin smiled.
"I take it you know the author," the principal said.
"I'd bet a month's pay the letter's from Josie White."
"You'd win that bet, too, Mr. Johnson. Josie gave this letter to me on Friday. She's not the only student who supports you either. There are at least a dozen more letters in that folder."
"I'm grateful for their support. I really am," Kevin said. "I've enjoyed teaching every one of my classes. The kids have been great."
"I'm glad to hear that," Morrison said.
The principal took a sip of water, leaned back in his chair, and stared at Kevin. He looked like a man who had something to say but didn't know how to say it.
"This brings me to my own assessment of your performance."
Morrison sat upright and rubbed his hands on top of his desk.
"I admit that I initially shared some of your critic's concerns. I worried that students would think of your classes as recess and not as opportunities to learn the basics. I worried that they would finish this year unprepared for the next," he said. "I can see now, however, that my fears were unfounded. Your students appear ready not only to matriculate to the next grade but also the next level. I know of at least three boys who plan to attend college in the fall in part because you've convinced them that it's in their interest to do so. You've done a splendid job here."
"Thank you, sir."
"There is one final matter I'd like to discuss."
"What's that?"
"I'd like to discuss your future."
Kevin sighed. He had expected it to come to this. He knew he had done a good job and knew he would probably get an offer to stay on, but he still didn't know what to do about it. He was a time traveler, for God's sake, not a legitimate teaching candidate.
He had no more business entertaining a serious job offer than Bill and Ted on their Excellent Adventure. He loved teaching and inspiring others, but he was starting to worry that he had gone too far. It was one thing to haul a bride back to the future. It was another to alter the lives of many. Just because he felt good about what he was doing didn't make it right.
"OK."
"I have been authorized by the school board to offer you a full-time position for next year. You would teach the same classes in the same rooms and be eligible for a ten percent increase in pay. If you accept the offer, you would need to report to school no later than August 22."
"That's very generous of you."
"I realize that you may have other offers on the table. My colleagues in Kellogg and Coeur d'Alene have inquired about you several times in the past month. That's why I'm prepared to give you a week to think it over and consider your options. If you wish, we can meet here at the same time next Wednesday."
Kevin turned away from Morrison and gazed at two fixtures on a nearby wall. The first was a long shelf that supported several textbooks. The second was a framed photograph of the Class of 1909. The items separately meant nothing. Together they meant everything. Kevin returned to the administrator and looked him in the eyes.
"I don't need a week to think it over, Principal Morrison. I don't need another day. I accept your offer and your terms. I'll be back to teach in August."
 



CHAPTER 54: KEVIN
 
Friday, June 10, 1910
 
"I had a great time today," Kevin said.
Andy smiled from across a small table at the Shooting Star.
"I knew you would. You've been cooped up in Wallace too long. It was about time you got out and saw something else."
"Spokane's changed since the last time I saw it."
"In what way has it changed?"
There are more horses and fewer Hummers, for one thing.
"I don't know. It just seems different. It's growing."
"Didn't you see it on the train from Seattle?"
"No. I had my nose in a book."
"Pay more attention next time," Andy said. "If you keep sticking your nose in a book, you'll miss more than the growth of a city. The world is changing, my friend. Be a part of that change. Don't just read about it."
"Thanks, 'Dad.'"
"I'm serious, Kevin. A smart guy like you should be making things happen."
"I am making things happen. I'm just making them happen in a small town."
"Yes, I know. Maude told me. Congratulations on your promotion."
"I detect a whiff of sarcasm, Mr. Reporter."
Andy laughed.
"I meant no offense. I'd have done the same had I a woman like Sarah waiting on me. I just think you should keep your mind open to other opportunities. I am."
"Is that why you spent thirty minutes talking to the publisher of the Spokane paper?"
"I didn't kill an entire day just to listen to hot air."
Kevin chuckled. He knew that much. He knew Andy hated political speeches, even when the speakers spoke about something as important as the national forests, but he figured he had been driven to go to Spokane by more than a desire to network with others in his field.
"Did you accomplish anything?"
"I did. I learned something. I learned that the paper plans to replace its city editor soon. The publisher advised me to stay put through July."
Kevin started to talk Andy out of going when he again recalled his grandfather's story about the Standard building during the Great Fire. He decided to keep quiet.
Andy sipped his whiskey and stared at Kevin. He looked at him thoughtfully for nearly a minute before breaking into a smile.
"What about you, Mr. Johnson? What grand plans have you for the summer? Should I stick around for an August wedding?"
Kevin laughed.
"Things aren't moving that fast, but they are progressing nicely. We had a breakthrough of sorts the other day."
"What kind of breakthrough?"
"We more or less assuaged each other's worst fears."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, for her part, Sarah told me that she'd consider living away from her family for the rest of her life. I have no desire to move to Indiana."
"I see."
"For my part, I told her that I was madly in love with her."
Andy laughed.
"That'll put her at ease seven days a week. Well done."
"The best part is that it's true," Kevin said. "She makes my head swim, Andy. Telling her that I loved her was one of the easiest things I've ever done."
"I'll bet it was. Does your profession of love for a woman who lives in Wallace mean you intend to remain in Wallace?"
Kevin frowned as he thought of how best to answer the question. He still hadn't worked out a timeline to his summer, though he had circled June 22 and July 22 in the calendar he stored in his head. He didn't want to ponder an August wedding or an August anything. The date of the next full moon, August 20, was the date of the fire.
"It means I love her, that's all. I don't know what I'm going to do. I just know that I'm not going anywhere without her. That's why I accepted Morrison's offer. I knew Sarah had already committed to another year and wasn't planning to back out of her commitment."
Andy lifted his glass.
"Here's to contentment," he said. "May we both find it in spades this coming year."
Kevin clinked his glass and downed his drink. The pleasurable moment didn't last long.
"Well isn't this nice," a man with a whiny voice said. "Our brilliant science teacher and ace reporter celebrating contentment."
"What do you want?" Kevin asked as he turned to face Preston Pierce.
The banker stood between his thugs a few feet away. He smiled at Andy and then at Kevin.
"I think I made that clear a few days ago, Mr. Johnson. Imagine my surprise when I learned that you were planning to return to the school next year."
"What's it to you? It's none of your business what I do."
"Oh, but it is. Everything in this town is my business."
Andy stared across the table.
"He's not worth it, Kevin. Let's go."
Kevin looked at Andy, then at Pierce and his hired help, and finally at more than a dozen saloon patrons who had gathered nearby. He could see two of the spectators exchange cash, as if betting on a fight they expected to see and Kevin genuinely hoped to avoid.
"OK."
Kevin watched Andy put a bill on their table, get up from his chair, and head for the door. He followed suit but found his path blocked. Thing One and Thing Two had allowed Andy to pass but closed ranks when the teacher approached.
"Excuse me," Kevin said.
"I don't believe you've been excused," Pierce said.
"I'm warning you, Pierce. Call off your dogs."
"Did you hear that, Benjamin," the banker said to the larger bodyguard. "Mr. Johnson called you a dog. He called you one, too, Sylvester."
"Get out of my way," Kevin said.
He tried to push his way between the thugs but didn't get far. Each grabbed an arm and pushed him back.
Kevin looked over the shoulders of his nearest adversaries and saw Andy nod in the distance. He couldn't read body language as well as high school science papers, but he suspected that his friend had given him the OK to act. He turned to face Benjamin.
"You know something, Benny?"
"What?"
The big guy smiled, revealing years of dental neglect.
"I'll tell you," Kevin said. "School got out on Tuesday. Do you know what that means?"
"Why don't you tell me, smartass?"
"It means that I don't have to be a role model until September."
"Who cares?"
"You should care," Kevin said. "Because if I don't have to be a role model until September, then I can throw the first punch in June."
Kevin didn't wait for Benjamin to do the math. He hammered him in the face and followed with two kicks to the ribs. The second blow sent the big man into an unoccupied stool by the bar.
Sylvester went after Kevin immediately and landed two punishing blows to the stomach. He followed with a punch to the face and another to the neck, but he didn't have the opportunity to put him away. Andy tackled the aggressor from behind just as he moved toward Kevin again. Within seconds the short, stocky reporter had the short, stocky thug in a chokehold.
Suddenly liberated from Thing Two, Kevin returned to Benjamin, who had picked himself up from the floor and now charged at the teacher like a bull. He stepped aside and tripped the big man in full stride, sending him to the floor again. Kevin jumped on him while he lay prostrate on the hardwood. He got in a few hard punches to the back of the neck before Benjamin rolled over and the two commenced a wrestling match that lasted more than a minute.
Andy had an easier time with Sylvester, turning him around and hitting him twice in the belly and once in the jaw. The latter blow sent the small man flying into a square table, where four miners had just begun to enjoy large mugs of beer. When the table overturned and the glass mugs shattered on the floor, the miners went not after Andy but rather Sylvester.
The reporter turned to help Kevin, who had rolled onto his back and was now on the receiving end of repeated punches to the side of the head. He pushed Pierce hard into another occupied table and jumped on Benjamin. When the big man threw an elbow blindly, Andy caught his arm and wrapped it behind his back. He lifted the arm upward until it cracked above the elbow and Benjamin screamed.
Kevin made the most of the assist and scrambled to his feet. He helped Andy lift Benjamin to his knees and throw him face first into a wall, where he crumpled like a can.
With his adrenaline rushing and his anger out of control, Kevin then turned to the source of his troubles. He grabbed Preston Pierce from the patrons he had crashed into and dragged him by the collar to an eight-by-ten-foot window that offered a view of the street.
"My friend thinks you're not worth it," Kevin said as he lifted the banker to his feet, "but I disagree. I think you're very worth it."
He punched Pierce in the stomach, causing him to double over. When the banker recovered, Kevin grabbed his hair, pushed his head down, and threw him through the thin glass and onto an occupied sidewalk.
Kevin stared at the walk just long enough to see Pierce pass out, two well-dressed men step aside, and a Wallace policeman race toward the scene. It was over in five minutes.
 



CHAPTER 55: KEVIN
 
The police detained Kevin and Andy for thirty minutes but needed only twenty to determine that Preston Pierce had caused the fight and that Kevin had thrown the banker out the window in self-defense. Fifteen witnesses, including the bartender, spoke against the banker, who was as popular as tuberculosis in the Shooting Star.
Pierce and his men were charged with assault, disorderly conduct, and vandalism and hauled to the city jail for processing. The ringleader had suffered cuts to his face and hands. He vowed to sue every man in the room for slander. His threat was met with laughter.
Kevin stayed another ten minutes to help clean the mess and pay the bar owner for damages. He said that it was the least he could do for breaking a window, three chairs, a table, and four glass mugs. He gave the bartender a double eagle to reward the witnesses with a few free rounds for telling it as they saw it. He walked out of the saloon at nine fifty with a smile on his face.
"Thanks for helping me out back there," he said to Andy as they headed toward home.
"It was my pleasure."
"Won't you get fired over this?"
"Fired? The publisher will probably give me a raise. He hates Pierce with a passion."
Kevin laughed.
"I feel better already."
"That's good, because you look like bloody hell."
"How's my eye look?"
Kevin stopped under a street light on Bank Street and turned his face toward the light.
"It looks like bloody hell too."
Kevin smiled.
"I appreciate your honesty."
"Who taught you to fight like that?" Andy asked.
Would you believe my sister?
"What do you mean?"
"What I mean is that you used both your fists and your legs."
"Oh, that."
"Yes, that."
"A family member taught me some tricks once. I used a few," Kevin said. "What about you? You looked more like John L. Sullivan than a mild-mannered reporter."
"I grew up in South Boston, remember?"
Kevin chuckled.
"I remember. I guess that explains everything."
The friends walked the next two blocks in silence, allowing Kevin Johnson, teacher, time traveler, and sister-trained kick-boxer to reflect on an incredible turn of events. He really hadn't wanted to fight Pierce or the Cro-Magnons he had on retainer, but he wasn't at all sorry for putting the hurt on two of the men. They deserved it. They deserved it all.
When they reached King Street and turned toward Maude's, Kevin could think only about how badly he wanted to fall into his bed. He was tired, sore, and mentally spent from a day's worth of train travel, political speeches, whiskey, and fighting.
He wanted relief so badly that he was tempted to run back to 2013 just to grab a barrel-sized bottle of ibuprofen. He knew that option was off the table, of course. When he glanced at the darkening sky, he saw a waxing moon and at least a twelve-day wait before he could consider any jaunt to the future. By that time, his headache, at least this headache, would be long gone.
As he started down the last block, Kevin noticed that King Street seemed unusually dark and quiet. He saw few lights in the houses and even fewer people. Then he glanced at Maude's front porch and saw a person he recognized, a person he didn't expect to see sitting on the swing at ten at night.
"Don't look now, but trouble awaits," Andy said.
Just that fast Kevin's headache got worse. He realized that he'd forgotten Sadie's birthday. He'd forgotten to acknowledge it that morning, forgotten to get her a gift, and forgotten to do the something special he had promised to do. As screw-ups went, this was world class.
"Did you remember her birthday?"
"I certainly did," Andy said.
"Did you get her anything?"
"Oh, Mr. Johnson, you really are in trouble. I gave her a portable chess set this morning, before you got up and we so unceremoniously rushed to catch the train."
"What about Maude?"
"She bought Sadie a dress and gave her the day off."
"Why didn't you remind me?" Kevin asked with an edge in his voice. "I could have bought her something in Spokane."
"It wasn't my job to remind you. What's more, Sadie specifically asked me not to remind you. She wanted to see whether you would remember on your own. Obviously, you didn't."
Kevin grabbed Andy's arm and brought him to a stop as they approached the house next door. He needed serious assistance and needed it fast.
"What should I do? I can't face her now."
Andy looked at Kevin thoughtfully for a moment, as if trying to pick the right words for what was clearly a learning moment. When he was done, he put a hand on Kevin's shoulder.
"You will face her now," he said. "You will apologize for forgetting her birthday and, if you care about her at all, you will think of a creative way to make amends."
"I was afraid you'd say that."
"I'm telling you this as your friend, Kevin. Go talk to her. Do the right thing."
A minute later, the men ascended the steps to the porch. Andy greeted Sadie, wished her a happy birthday for the second time that day, and walked into the house, leaving Kevin to clean up a very big mess.
"Hi, Sadie," he said. "Do you mind if I sit next to you?"
Sadie didn't answer verbally. She instead looked at Kevin with the saddest eyes he had ever seen and extended an arm toward the unoccupied half of the swing.
Kevin took off his hat and placed it on top of the wide railing that formed the perimeter of the porch. He turned to face Sadie, who stared at the street, and sat down next to her.
"Did you have a good time in Spokane?" she asked.
Kevin looked at her unsmiling face and lowered his eyes.
"I did. I had a very good time, if you consider listening to political speeches all day a good time. It was nice to get away for a day."
Sadie glanced at him.
"It looks like you had a little excitement."
Kevin smiled sadly.
"Andy and I had a misunderstanding with Pierce and his boys at the Shooting Star."
"Are you all right?"
"My head's still pounding, from all the excitement, of course, but I'll survive."
"Do you need me to get something for it?"
Kevin sighed. Just when he thought that the needle on his guilt-o-meter couldn't swing any farther to the right, it did. It busted through the stop.
"I think I'm OK."
"Are you sure?"
"Yes, I'm sure."
Kevin studied the face of the amazing woman next to him. He looked for anger but saw nothing of the sort. He instead saw an expression that looked like a cross between bewilderment and profound disappointment.
"I'm sorry, Sadie. I'm sorry for forgetting your birthday."
"It's all right. I had a good day, believe it or not."
"What did you do?"
"I rode Spirit to the other side of Bad Tom Mountain, to the place we had our picnic."
Kevin grimaced. His dissection had begun.
"Did you have a nice ride?"
"It was OK. I would have preferred company, but I still had a nice ride. I had a chance to see some lupine and foxgloves in bloom and do a lot of thinking."
"What did you think about?"
"I thought about you."
Kevin brought his hand to his forehead and rubbed his brow. He tried to find words that might ease her pain, and perhaps his own, but the words simply wouldn't come. He concluded that this was one of those awkward moments in life that wouldn't end on a graceful note. When his angst reached an unbearable level, he put his hand on Sadie's and looked into her eyes.
"I'm sorry, Sadie. I'm sorry for letting you down. I'm sorry for everything. I promise I will make this up to you. If you want to do something special tomorrow, we'll do it. If you want to go on another ride or another picnic, just say so. You name it and we'll do it. I promise."
Sadie squeezed his hand.
"I don't want to go on a ride or go on a picnic. I don't want promises either," she said as she met his eyes. "All I want is a kiss."
Kevin took a breath as he contemplated her words. He couldn't believe that Sadie would let him off so cheaply. He had misread her from the start. She didn't want a pound of flesh. She wanted only an ounce of affection.
"That's fair," he said.
He pulled his hand out of hers, extended his arm across the back of the swing, and leaned her way. He kissed her softly on the lips for several seconds. When he pulled back, he saw a soft smile. The bewilderment and profound disappointment had apparently gone into hibernation.
"That was nice," she said.
Sadie retrieved the hand that was now draped over her shoulder, settled into Kevin's side, and turned her attention to the street, which had grown even darker with the loss of two more house lights. A moment later, she cocked her head and gave him a sidelong glance.
"Two would be nicer."
Kevin laughed to himself. He should have seen this coming as he walked up the steps. If there was one thing he had learned about this resourceful woman, it's that she never passed up an opportunity to turn lemons into lemonade.
"OK. Two it is."
He leaned to his side and kissed her again. This time he wrapped her in both arms, a gesture that brought a bigger smile to her face and resulted in a reciprocal embrace. When he was finished he withdrew his arm and sat up straight in the swing.
"We should probably go in. We don't want to scare the neighbors."
"I guess you're right," Sadie said with a manufactured frown. "It's just that . . ."
"It's just that what?"
Sadie lowered her eyes and shuffled her feet.
"It's just that three is my favorite number."
Kevin took another breath and returned a hand to his forehead. He wanted to play along and make amends, but he knew there was a line he shouldn't cross. He was dating someone special, and that someone wasn't sitting beside him on a moonlit porch.
"All right, Sadie. I'll kiss you one more time, but that's it. I have to think about Sarah and propriety and a million other probably important things. Do you understand?"
Sadie nodded.
Satisfied that Sadie meant it, Kevin threw his arms around her a third time and kissed her longer and harder. He didn't want to send mixed messages, but he decided that the last birthday kiss of the night should at least be a good one.
"Happy birthday, Sadie," he said. "You can consider this a down payment of sorts on my limitless debt. If you want to do something tomorrow, we'll do something tomorrow. I'll even take you on another horse ride, but right now I think we should call it a night."
Kevin leaned forward and picked up his hat, which had fallen off the railing and rolled to a spot near his feet. He knew he should have probably given Sadie a chicken peck and limited his amends to a picnic in the park, but he was satisfied with how things had turned out. He had handled a delicate situation masterfully.
When he sat up and turned to Sadie, he expected to see an equally satisfied birthday girl. He instead saw a brown-eyed beauty in full come-hither mode.
"Don't go," she said. "I know we should turn in, but I don't want to. I've waited twenty years for a night like this. I want it to last a little longer."
Kevin frowned and then chuckled as he thought about broken promises and slippery slopes.
"Let me guess. Four is really your favorite number."
"No."
"No?"
"No," Sadie said. "It's not five either."
She smiled sweetly.
"It's a hundred and six."
 



CHAPTER 56: KEVIN
 
Saturday, June 11, 1910
 
"It's no big deal, Andy. I gave her a few kisses, that's all."
Andy O'Connell roared with laughter as he stood on Maude's front porch.
"You did more than give her a few kisses. You sucked on her face for three hours. I'd say you made up for forgetting her birthday."
Kevin glared at the reporter in residence.
"If you mention a word of this to Sarah, I'll light your bed on fire with you in it."
Andy laughed again.
"I believe you would too," he said. "I'm not laughing at you, Kevin. I'm laughing with you. I'd give a month's pay to be in your shoes."
"I don't think so."
"Why do you say that?"
"I say it because it's true," Kevin said. "You wouldn't want to hurt either Sarah or Sadie any more than I do. These love triangles never turn out well. That's why I have to draw some clear boundaries today."
"I guess I see your point."
Andy tapped the ashes of a cigar over the edge of the porch.
"Can I ask you a question?"
"Sure. Why not? Everyone else will at some point."
"If you knew that spending time with Sadie last night would make you miserable today, then why did you do it? I advised you to apologize, not kiss her bloody head off."
Kevin took a breath and looked away.
"I know. I wish I had a good explanation, but I don't. I'd like to say I was driven solely by guilt, but I wasn't. I wanted to be with her last night," he said. "I wanted to spend the whole night out here."
Andy chuckled.
"That doesn't make you a bad person. It makes you human."
"What it makes me is a two-timing bastard. I'm no better than Pierce."
"Now you're talking like a crazy man."
Kevin brought his hands to his forehead as he sat on the porch swing.
"I don't know. Maybe you're right. I just know I can't handle seeing two women. Sarah is my girl. Sadie is a friend. It has to stay that way."
"Don't be too hard on yourself. So you have two girls. I wish I had one who doted on me like those two dote on you. There are worse things in life, Kevin. Believe me."
"Yeah, I know. I just feel like a skunk. Sarah deserves better."
"She's got the best right now."
Kevin looked at Andy and wondered whether he took cheerleading at Boston College or just a lot of psychology classes. The pep talk was working.
He started to say something when he saw the screen door open and Sadie walk out onto the porch. She wore a yellow and white summer dress, her birthday present from Maude.
"I've just made some fresh coffee. Would either of you like a cup?"
"No, thank you. I've had plenty," Andy said.
"Kevin?"
"I might have some later, Sadie. Thanks for asking."
Andy gave Kevin a knowing smile and then pulled a pocket watch from a vest in a gesture that was clearly meant for show. He looked at the watch and then at Sadie.
"I should probably run along. I imagine a few of my colleagues at the Standard will want to know why my name is in a police report. I'll see you two at supper."
"Goodbye, Andy."
Kevin watched the dapper journalist tip his hat, walk down the steps, and join the traffic on King Street, which included five or six pedestrians and nearly as many children on bikes. When Andy disappeared around a corner, Kevin turned to face one of the two women he had thought about all night.
"We should talk, Sadie. Is this a good time for a walk?"
She nodded.
"Let me tell Maude I'm leaving."
 
Five minutes later, Sadie walked out with a shawl on her shoulders and a worried expression on her face. When she joined Kevin at the bottom of the stairs, she managed a slight smile.
"Where would you like to go?" she asked.
"Let's walk along the creek."
Kevin offered an arm and led her south on King Street to a trail they knew well. They had covered the same ground on more than a dozen walks since that first memorable stroll in the middle of March.
"I owe you an apology," Sadie said when they finally reached Placer Creek. "It was unfair of me to ask for a kiss. I know you're seeing Sarah."
"Don't apologize, Sadie. No one forced me to stick around last night."
"Why did you stay then?"
Kevin winced when he heard the question and the edge in her voice. He could see that Sadie had not come solely to play defense.
"It's complicated."
"I have time, Kevin, lots of time. Maude gave me the morning."
Kevin looked more closely at Sadie and noticed a difference. She seemed less flirtatious and more thoughtful than on earlier walks and certainly more direct. The maturing process he had first noticed in May had continued. The girl was becoming a woman.
"I stayed in part because I felt awful about forgetting your birthday," Kevin said. "I can't tell you how awful I felt when I saw you on the porch. I knew I owed you more than an apology and a kiss on the cheek."
"So you pitied me?"
"No. I didn't. How could I possibly pity you? You're one of the most desirable women in Wallace. You just don't know it."
Sadie stared at Kevin doubtfully. She looked away when her eyes began to water.
Sensing that he had once again stepped in it, Kevin came to a stop. He turned to face Sadie and put his hands on her shoulders.
"I did feel bad last night – very bad. I felt bad for you, but I did not pity you. I stayed on the porch mostly because I wanted to stay. I wanted to kiss you. I had wanted to kiss you since we had climbed on that rock. Sometimes you make me gaga."
Sadie laughed through fresh tears.
"I don't know what that means, but it sounds good."
"It is good. It's very good," Kevin said. "The problem is that I'm seeing someone else. I'm in love with someone else, and I don't want to lose her. Can you understand that?"
"Yes," Sadie said in a soft voice.
Kevin dropped his hands from her shoulders and grabbed one of her hands. He studied Sadie for a long, awkward moment before offering advice he had offered at least once before.
"I think you should consider dating other men."
"There's no one else in this town. You know that."
"Then maybe it's time you looked around in another town, a college town. You could go to Moscow or Pullman or Missoula or Spokane. Have you given more thought to going to school?"
Sadie nodded.
"Maude has started a fund for me. I'm putting most of my earnings in it."
"There you go. If I helped out a little, then you could enroll somewhere in the fall."
"I don't want your money, Kevin. I want you."
"You can't have me, Sadie. That's the thing. I care for you. I care for you more than I should probably admit, but I can't date you. I can't divide my affection between two women. I won't."
Sadie gave him a hard stare.
"You did last night."
"Yeah, I did. But I can't divide it anymore. From now on, we can't kiss on the front porch or anywhere else. We can't go on anything that resembles a romantic date. We have to be friends and only friends or we can't be friends at all."
Kevin grabbed both of her hands.
"Can you agree to that?"
Sadie looked at the creek, which flowed a few feet away, and then at the overcast sky. When she returned to Kevin, she sighed, and nodded.
"I suppose."
 



CHAPTER 57: KEVIN
 
Friday, June 17, 1910
 
"I'm coming around to your point of view," Kevin said. "People are not taking the threat seriously. It's like they don't remember the fire in ninety."
"They remember," Andy said. "They just think someone will ride to the rescue if things get bad. That's where they're wrong. The foresters are spread thin. They can barely put out the fires caused by sparks from the trains, much less the ones started by idiots burning their garbage."
The two walked south on Sixth Street away from a Chamber of Commerce luncheon, where Kevin had been the invited guest of a reporter who thought he should become more active in civic affairs. The gathering had left him cold, even though it had taken place in a stuffy restaurant where the temperature had climbed to eighty degrees.
"Then the Forest Service should add rangers," Kevin said.
"It should, but it can't."
"Why?"
"It doesn't have the money," Andy said.
"Then it should ask for the money."
"It has, many times."
"I don't get it. Doesn't anyone in government think the forests are worth saving?"
"Some do. TR did. Gifford Pinchot did too before he was sacked. Others don't. They think the forests exist to make rich men richer. Right now those who want to profit from all you see around us have the ear of Congress. It's all a bloody shame, if you ask me."
Andy and Kevin stepped aside to allow four nuns to pass and then resumed their spirited sidewalk dialogue.
"At least we have two on our side," Kevin said.
"You mean Bill and Ed?"
"I mean Bill and Ed."
Kevin's respect for Coeur d'Alene National Forest supervisor William G. Weigle and ranger Edward C. Pulaski had grown over the weeks. The two had done much to raise awareness and would continue to do so. The problem was that people weren't listening to their message.
"I about spit out my lunch when Ed let them have it," Andy said.
Kevin laughed.
"I did too. He made my day."
The ranger had stunned many at the luncheon with a refreshingly blunt observation. When some businessmen raised concerns that careless visitors might set the increasingly combustible woods ablaze, Pulaski had said: "The residents of this city have less respect for the forest fire laws and are more trouble than any tourists."
Kevin had wanted to offer thoughts of his own. On more than one occasion, he had wanted to stand up, introduce himself as a distinguished time traveler from 2013, and tell the merchants and saloon owners that their fair little town was about to turn into a barbecue pit.
He had wanted to tell them to insure their businesses, move their valuables, and certainly move their families to safer ground while they still could, but after listening to some of them speak he decided to keep to himself. He didn't feel an obligation to save those who refused to listen to logic and reason.
Kevin did feel an obligation to save Sadie, Andy, and Maude. He knew he couldn't leave without giving them some sort of warning. They had been the best of friends, people who had shown him nothing but kindness, respect, and, in Sadie's case, a whole lot more. If altering their fates blew a hole in the universe, then that was too damn bad. They were worth it.
When they reached the intersection with Bank Street three minutes later, Andy stopped and waited for two horse-drawn wagons and an Austin touring car to go by. Though automobiles were a rarity on the streets of Wallace, they were becoming more common.
"I'll see you later," Andy said.
He tipped his hat and took his first step toward the street, the industrial east end of town, and the editorial offices of the Wallace Standard.
"Do you really have to work now?" Kevin asked.
Andy stopped at the curb and looked back.
"I don't have to do anything. I want to work. Despite what you might think, my friend, I actually enjoy what I do. It's some of the people I have to cover that I don't enjoy."
"I didn't mean to imply that you didn't. It's just that most people would rather spend a June afternoon in the sun than in a cramped newspaper office."
"I would too, but it's not a choice. I'm not about to haul my typewriter to the park. I should be finished by three thirty," Andy said. He grinned. "Then we can meet for a drink or flirt with the fillies on Cedar."
Kevin laughed. He knew that Andy wanted the same things he did, including a wife and a family, but he also knew that the journalist was in no hurry to settle down. He would say, "I do," to Maggie Ryan's girls until he said, "I do," to someone else.
"I'll think about the drink," Kevin said with a smile.
"Suit yourself."
Kevin watched Andy run across the street and navigate his way through a crowd that spilled out of the general mercantile. When the reporter finally disappeared from sight, Kevin scanned the rest of the intersection and pondered his options. He could go south to Sarah's, east to Maude's, or simply wander around Wallace.
After a moment of thought, he decided that what he really wanted to do was walk and think. So he walked two more blocks to Pearl and turned east. If he was going to see the town and get his thoughts in order, he might as well see it from end to end.
Before he crossed Sixth, Kevin took a moment to take a squinting peek at the sun. Old Sol loomed high and mighty in the southwest sky, warming northern Idaho to a degree that was uncommon even on the cusp of summer. He liked the sun. He liked how it made him feel, particularly after a gloomy winter and spring that, according to his 2013 calendar, should have been his summer and fall.
As he proceeded slowly down Pearl, however, Kevin thought less about the hot ball in the sky than the cooler one that would show its face in five hours and its full face in five days. On Wednesday night, he would have another opportunity to return his world.
He took a moment to think about several people, including the woman he wanted to make his wife. He thought about Sarah frequently but never more than he had in the past few weeks. He obsessed about their future, the difficult sales pitch ahead, and the running clock.
Kevin wanted badly to propose to Sarah now. He couldn't imagine anything more satisfying than grabbing her hand and running through the portal on June 22, but he continued to question whether the time was right.
He knew he might have just one shot to sell her on 2013 and didn't want to blow it. By giving their relationship another month, he would surely increase the odds that she would follow him into the next century. Another four weeks together might make all the difference.
Kevin thought about Sadie as well. For days he had tried to justify his actions on her birthday. Why had he kissed her that night when he could have exercised a dozen other options? Was he really ready to let her go? If not, then what was he doing with Sarah?
In the end, the answers didn't matter. Sadie had finally taken his advice and started to circulate. She reconnected with a childhood friend named Roy Phillips at a church picnic and went roller-skating with him on Monday. When she returned from the date and greeted her housemates with bright eyes and a wide smile, Kevin felt something he hadn't felt in several months: a pang of jealousy.
Kevin thought also of Andy, Maude, and his relatives on Garnet Street. He knew that Andy and Maude might face a difficult transition in the weeks to come and that Celia, Randolph, and Lloyd would certainly face one. He vowed to do what he could to make their lives better before he left 1910 for good.
When Kevin reached the city limits at the intersection of Residence and Ninth, he walked to a dilapidated bench and sat. He stretched his legs and stared at a mining supplies warehouse that loomed across the street.
The building was impressive, as utilitarian structures go. It was large, for one thing. With a concrete foundation, sturdy cedar sides, and an extension that shot out the back, it took up nearly an entire city block. Unfortunately for those who worked in the building six days a week, it sat on the wrong side of town. Kevin didn't remember everything from Walt's Walking Tour, but he did remember one thing: nearly everything east of Seventh Street had burned to a crisp.
As he drifted off and gazed at the dense forests to the north, he thought again about those who lived in town and about his obligations. Though he knew he couldn't stop the coming conflagration, he knew he had the power to warn and save.
Kevin thought of his wise, compassionate, all-knowing mother, who always seemed to have the right answer. What would she do in a situation like this? Would she ride through Wallace like a turn-of-the-century Paul Revere and warn residents that the fires were coming? Or would she let history run its course and let people die?
He remembered as well a conversation between his parents that he had overheard when he was eight. His mother had tried to persuade his father to visit Mount St. Helens, where a mutual friend had died during the May 1980 eruption. The friend, Michelle Preston Richardson, the original Shelly Preston, had supposedly traveled back in time thirty-one years and saved several people from unpleasant fates before fate unpleasantly took her. Did Kevin have a similar obligation to save others? He didn't know and wasn't sure he'd ever know.
Kevin returned his attention to the warehouse and saw two workers walk out the front door. They slapped each other on the shoulders, laughed, and moved quickly down Residence toward the center of town, where saloons, restaurants, and assorted amusements, including the ones between Cedar and the river, awaited.
He envied their blissful ignorance. They had only their next beer and next girl to consider, not the fates of many lives. They would make the most of each day, even if that day offered no more than the one before, and repeat their routines until someone or something took those routines away.
When the laughing men vanished around a corner, Kevin got up from the bench, turned to the west, and began the walk to Maude's. He inhaled and detected the fragrant smell of lilac, a flowering shrub that his mother grew in Unionville. Then he took another breath and detected something else: the faint smell of smoke.
He knew the fire that produced it wasn't the inferno that would char three million acres, but he knew it was significant. It was a sign that the driest woods in memory had started to burn. Change was coming. It was coming soon. The question now was what he should do about it.
 



CHAPTER 58: SADIE
 
Sunday, June 26, 1910
 
Sadie balanced a twelve-foot pole in her hands with the care of a high-wire artist as Kevin Johnson and Roy Phillips, pants rolled up, stepped out of a canoe and waded their way through a marshy inlet to the south bank of the Coeur d'Alene River. She knew the odds of tipping over in two feet of stagnant water were small, but she didn't want to take any chances.
"Do you want me to pull you in?" Kevin asked.
Sadie glanced at Sarah, who faced her in the middle of the boat, and saw her shake her head.
"I think we're OK where we are," Sadie said.
"Are you sure?" Kevin asked with a grin. "You don't want to drift off. There are strange and dangerous men in these parts, bankers even."
Sarah looked over her shoulder.
"We'll take our chances, Mr. Johnson," she said. "You boys run along and do your hunting and gathering while Sadie and I visit."
Kevin laughed and shook his head but didn't say a word. He instead pulled a basket, a large blanket, and a rope from the near end of the canoe, tied the boat to a bush, and joined Roy on a grassy stretch about fifty feet from the water. Though the site wasn't the most picturesque on the river, it was scenic, quiet, and secluded – a perfect place for a picnic and thoughtful conversation.
Sarah returned to Sadie.
"He's still pretty pleased with himself about the other night."
Sadie turned white.
"What do you mean by 'the other night?'"
"I mean the fight, of course," Sarah said. "Kevin was remorseful at first. He said that even men like Preston Pierce shouldn't be thrown through first-floor windows. In the past few days, though, he's modified his position."
"How so?"
"He now thinks they should be thrown through second-floor windows," Sarah said. She grinned. "I laughed when Kevin told me that, but I think he's right. Don't you?"
Sadie nodded at Sarah and then smiled at no one in particular as she mentally revisited the second part of that eventful Friday evening. She knew she would never again see a birthday like her last, but she didn't care. She had the memory of a hundred and six kisses on a moonlit night and no one, but no one, could take that away.
"Are you all right?" Sarah asked. "You seem kind of lost."
"I'm all right. I was just daydreaming."
Sarah smiled.
"Was it a good dream?"
Sadie reddened.
"It was."
"That's nice. I think dreams are important. We should often imagine wonderful things, even if they're not particularly realistic."
Sarah swept an insect off her dress and repositioned herself on the narrow wooden seat. When she finished, she looked at Sadie with thoughtful eyes.
"Roy seems like a fine man."
"He is."
Sarah tilted her head.
"You say that like you don't mean it."
"He's all right."
"I don't understand. Is something wrong with him?"
"No."
Sadie looked at the man standing next to the man she loved and admitted that there really was nothing wrong with Roy Phillips. He was attentive and good-looking and had a sense of humor that had kept her in stitches since the third grade.
"I see," Sarah said. "Does he not treat you well?"
"He treats me very well. He's treated me like a queen since the church picnic. We've gone skating three times and out for ice cream twice."
"Then what is it?"
Sadie wanted to scream the answer from the hilltops, but she was afraid she would do little more than scare the forest creatures she loved and maybe start a deadly rockslide. She instead looked at Sarah sheepishly and then turned away.
"It's nothing."
Sarah studied Sadie's face for a moment.
"It's Kevin, isn't it? I can see it," she said. "You like Roy, but Roy's not Kevin. That's what you're thinking."
Sadie furrowed her brows.
"How do you know what I'm thinking?"
"I can read your eyes. That's how. You have honest eyes, Sadie. You have the most honest eyes I've ever seen."
Sadie frowned as she considered the statement. She didn't like the idea that someone could read her like one of Marcus Duvalier's reference books, but she knew Sarah was right. She did have honest eyes. She couldn't hide her thoughts and feelings any better than she could hide a huckleberry pie from Andy O'Connell.
"Does it bother you that I still think about him?" Sadie asked.
"No. But it bothers me that he still thinks about you. I guess I'm a bit selfish. I want Kevin to think about me and only me, but I know that will probably never happen."
"He thinks about me?"
"He does," Sarah said. "At least he talks about you."
"What does he say?"
"He says you're kind, which you are, and smart, which you are. He doesn't say that you're beautiful, but then he doesn't have to. We all know that's true. I get envious at times."
"I'm not half as smart or pretty as you," Sadie said. "You have no reason to be envious."
Sarah smiled sadly and gazed at the still water, which formed a slightly rippled mirror in an inlet the size of a small city lot.
"I am, though. I know for a fact that he cares for you deeply. He adores you."
"Well, he loves you."
Sarah beamed.
"Then I guess we both have something to crow about!"
Sadie laughed.
"You're awful."
"You're not the first person to say that," Sarah said.
Sadie laughed again. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't bring herself to dislike this woman. Sarah may have had the man she wanted, but she was thoughtful, funny, and more understanding than the nuns who ran Providence Hospital. No wonder Kevin had picked her.
Sarah looked over her shoulder at the hunters and gatherers, who unfolded the red plaid blanket, shook it like a rug, and placed it on a spot next to a stretch of lupine. When she returned to Sadie, she leaned forward, put a hand on Sadie's wrist, and looked her in the eyes.
"I don't know where Kevin and I are going. I really don't. Things are moving so fast that I've started to lose track of the days," Sarah said. "I just know that I don't want our common interest to come between us. I'd like to remain friends."
"I'd like that too."
Sadie sighed and smiled. She looked at the 22-year-old teacher from Indiana not like a rival for a young man's affection but rather like the older sister she'd never had.
"It's settled then," Sarah said. "We're friends."
"We are."
The women shook hands.
"I want you to know, though, that I don't plan to give up," Sadie said.
Sarah chuckled.
"I'd think less of you if you did."
Each woman smiled, leaned forward, and gave her new and improved friend a hug.
"Hey, what's going on over there?" Kevin asked from a distance.
"It's none of your business," Sadie shouted.
"We're talking about misbehaving men," Sarah said.
Kevin walked toward the canoe.
"Then maybe I should come over there and give you something to talk about."
"Don't you dare," Sadie said, "or I'll hit you with this stick."
"You wouldn't really hit him, would you?" Sarah asked.
"I would," Sadie said as she broke into a grin. "And I'd enjoy every whack!"
 



CHAPTER 59: KEVIN
 
Monday, July 4, 1910
 
Kevin had seen his share of classic cars in Fourth of July parades, but until July 4, 1910, he had never before seen classic cars that appeared fresh out of the showroom.
Eight horseless carriages built in the first decade of the twentieth century rolled onto Sixth Street at half past ten to kick off Wallace, Idaho's celebration of America's 134th birthday. They included a Model T Ford, a Keystone Sixty-Six, a Reliable Dayton, and a Marmon Roadster, in addition to a Hudson Roadster, a Brush Runabout, a Midland Roadster, and a Klink Model 35. Bunting and flags adorned each car.
"I'd like to get my hands on one of those," Andy said as he stood near Kevin, Sarah, Sadie, and Maude in a throng of cheering residents between Cedar and Bank.
Kevin laughed. If his thrill-loving friend swooned over Model Ts and Klink 35s, he could only imagine what he'd do behind the wheel of a Lamborghini or even a '65 Mustang. He had a pretty good idea though. He'd wet his pants.
"Maybe someday you will. You just need a better paying job," Kevin said. "Did you ever hear back from the publisher in Spokane?"
"I did. He sent a telegram this morning. I have an interview next Monday."
"Congratulations, Andy. I know that means a lot to you."
"Thanks, Sarah, but I don't have the job yet. I know for a fact the paper is also looking at some crackerjack from Boise. That worries me a bit."
"You'll do fine."
"I agree. You're the hardest working reporter in the Northwest," Sadie added.
Andy laughed.
"I ought to bring you two to the interview. I'd clinch the deal at the door."
Kevin glanced at Maude and noted her much different reaction to Andy's news. She stood stoically at the end of the group and watched the parade with dispassionate eyes. He knew about the relationship she had developed with Andy and knew she'd be the least eager to see him go.
Kevin then looked at Sadie and found her only slightly more animated. He had thought about her often since she had broken things off with Roy Phillips on Sunday. He had thought about her often since June 10. By giving in to her on her birthday, he had succeeded only in encouraging her. She had not moved on with her life. She had not given other men a serious look. She had instead clung to hopes of a future with Kevin that simply wasn't in the stars.
The time traveler didn't need to look at Sarah to gauge her mood. He could tell by the way she held his hand that she was happy, content, and firmly on board the KJ Express. Whether she was ready to leap a century into the future in less than three weeks was another matter. He would not know the answer to that question until he actually asked it.
Kevin knew he should have done more to prepare Sarah for the momentous decision. He knew that leaving her with the impression that he was planning to return to the high school in the fall was dishonest and possibly counterproductive. He had concluded, however, that the only way he could win her over was to strengthen their relationship as best he could in July and hope for the best. There was simply no good way of telling someone that the price of spending the rest of your life with the person you loved was to forever leave the people who had raised you.
Kevin tightened his hold on Sarah's hand and mentally rejoined the festivities. Though he had seen more than twenty parades in his lifetime, he found this one particularly impressive. He loved watching the school band play "Yankee Doodle Dandy," men ride high-wheel bicycles, clowns push baby buggies, and white-gloved maidens in cars and carriages throw candy to children near the curbs. When he glanced at a small reviewing stand across the street, he half expected to see Norman Rockwell capturing the scene in real time.
He also enjoyed watching a group of veterans move down the street. Some, like grand marshal George Marshall and his brother, rode on horses. Others marched in tight formations or casually walked along the edge of the procession and worked the crowd with handshakes, candy, and salutes. All wore uniforms they had first donned in places like Antietam, Gettysburg, and San Juan Hill, not Iraq, Afghanistan, and Vietnam.
The politicians and merchants came next. The mayor and three city aldermen waved as they walked, while the operators of the brewery, three hotels, the iron works, and the power company waved as they rode in horse-drawn wagons. Kevin laughed as he saw banner after banner advertise products and services. Even in 1910, patriotism and business went hand in hand.
He was particularly drawn to a wagon sponsored by the telephone company, which touted future service to Coeur d'Alene and Spokane. Though Wallace residents could and did call each other several times a day, they could not reach points beyond the Silver Valley. The publisher in Spokane had contacted Andy by telegram because he hadn't had a better option.
Several school sports teams followed the merchants, including Shoshone County's baseball team, which played a doubleheader with Kellogg later that day, and the basketball squad from Burke. The short but spirited players threw balls back and forth as they walked down the street.
Kevin then turned his attention to what he considered the parade's main attraction: ten students who marched behind the banner of the high school's science club. Josie White had founded the club the day Halley's comet went into hiding and had already presided over three meetings and two fundraisers, including a bake sale on the last day of school that had raised more than fifty dollars for future projects and a gift for the family of Josh Miller.
"You should be so proud," Sarah whispered in his ear.
"I am. Believe me, I am."
It was the second time that day Kevin had seen some of his favorite students in action. Several had participated in a track meet earlier that morning at the city park. Josie had finished first in the girls' shoe race and the fifty-yard dash, while some of the boys had placed in the standing high jump, pole vault, and shot put. Fred Simpson and a friend from Mace took top honors in the three-legged race.
Kevin put a hand to his forehead to shield his eyes from the sun as he directed his attention to the last student group: a debate team that had taken third at state. Sarah had recruited four of the five boys on the celebrated crew from her upper-level English class.
"Now, it's your turn to bust your buttons," Kevin said. "You're as responsible for the success of those boys as anyone. Did Frank Merriman ever thank you for stocking his team?"
"He gave me the flowers at the picnic."
"You mean those weren't from me?"
Sarah issued a wry smile.
"Like you, Mr. Johnson, I have more than one admirer."
Kevin laughed. He loved her playful side and was happy to see it again. He knew he might not see it as much in the coming days when their conversations turned to more serious matters.
When the last of the students crossed Cedar Street and began to fade from view, Kevin turned to the end of the parade and an entry that many had waited for: the fire wagon. Six members of the Wallace Fire Department, fully uniformed, thrilled the crowd by ringing bells, blasting horns, and shooting water from hoses.
Kevin saluted the firemen, including three he knew personally, as they rolled past his group. He knew that all were committed, well-trained professionals who could handle almost anything man and nature threw their way. But he also knew they would be no match for the problems to come. They were men, not gods, and it would take gods to stop the coming inferno.
He turned to the southwest, from where the trouble would come, and gazed at the once lush, green mountains. In just a few weeks, the hills had begun to brown.
Kevin drew a breath and smelled the smoke of a dozen fires. The problem was still small, or at least not large enough to trouble leaders, businessmen, and tourists, who flocked to the city by the hundreds to celebrate the holiday.
That would change, however, and change soon. By the end of the week, the smoke would be thicker and the fires more numerous. By the end of July, they would be cause for concern. By the end of August, they would be the stuff of legend.
 



CHAPTER 60: KEVIN
 
Tuesday, July 12, 1910
 
Kevin scanned the mugs in Maude's living room and shook his head. He couldn't believe the same news could produce three decidedly different reactions.
Andy's face was easy to read. He wore the satisfied smile of a man who had just been given the biggest promotion of his life. He leaned back in an easy chair with a cigar in one hand and a telegram in another. The telegram, delivered at noon by a boy on a bike, had informed him that the city editor position in Spokane was his for the asking.
Maude's face was also easy to read. She frowned and stared at the floor as she sat in a settee in another corner of the room. She was not at all happy that her friend, lover, and boarder was about to leave her for a bigger office and a larger paycheck in a city three hours away, but she understood that this was the nature of things. She had said as much at dinner.
Kevin wasn't quite as sure what to make of Sadie's expressions, which ranged from smiles for Andy to frowns for Maude to pouts for Kevin. He knew she was fond of the man who had in a few months become her de facto big brother. He knew she would miss his sense of humor, his kindness, and his world-class appetite, but he also knew that she would want him to be happy.
Kevin had mixed thoughts of his own. While he was sad for Maude, he was glad that his friend had found professional fulfillment and that he planned to leave the area at least four weeks ahead of the fire. He was troubled most by Sadie's reaction. What did the pouts signify?
"I think I'll retire for the night," Maude said as she got up from her seat.
"Sleep tight," Sadie said.
"Good night," the others added.
Maude grabbed a glass of water from an end table, gazed at Andy for a few seconds, and left the room. A moment later, she shut the door to her first-floor bedroom.
"I feel sorry for her," Sadie said.
"She'll get over it," Andy said. "Did you think I was going to stay here forever?"
Sadie shook her head.
"I'll still come back to visit. You know I will. We'll still get together and have some good times. We'll just have to have those good times a little less frequently."
Kevin watched Sadie as Andy spoke and noticed that she appeared to tune out the speaker. He could see from her reciprocal stare that she seemed less concerned with what the day's news meant for Sadie and Andy than with what it meant for Sadie and Kevin.
"Well, I'm happy for you, buddy. I said so at dinner and I'll say it again. You deserve this. You've paid your dues. It's time to collect on all that hard work."
"Thanks, Kevin. It means a lot to me to have your support."
"When will you leave?" Sadie asked.
"I start work in Spokane on July 25. When I leave for Spokane depends on you."
Kevin sat up.
"Me?" Sadie asked.
"Yes, you," he said with a smile. "Let me explain. When I went to Washington, I did more than ask about a job for me. I asked about a job for you."
"You did what?" Kevin asked.
"I inquired about a job for Sadie. I think I found one too."
"What kind of job?" Sadie asked.
"It's a clerk position in the business office. The publisher wants someone who is good with numbers, someone he can hire immediately."
"But I work for Maude."
"Do you really want to cook and clean the rest of your life?"
"No."
"Then consider it."
Sadie again glanced at Kevin, as if to ask, "What should I do?"
Kevin decided that this was one decision Sadie would have to make on her own. Then he reevaluated the situation and changed his mind. He wanted her to move on with her life and to get out of harm's way. By encouraging her to seek the job, he could accomplish both goals.
"I think you should do it, Sadie."
"Why?"
"You should do it for the same reason Andy took the editing position. You need to get out of Wallace and see the big blue world. You need to maximize your potential."
You also need to find someone else.
Sadie returned an icy glare.
"There's more, Sadie, much more," Andy said.
"What do you mean?"
"This publisher's a very progressive guy. He pays his employees well, treats them well, and provides financial incentives for those who want to further their education."
"He does this for women as well as men?"
"He does it for everyone."
Kevin watched Sadie sigh and look away. He could see she was running out of excuses.
"You think he would help me?"
"I know he would. One of his society reporters is a woman in her twenties. He helped put her through the state college in Pullman. He's one of the most progressive men I've ever met."
"I don't know, Andy."
"Come on, Sadie. What could possibly keep you here?"
Sadie looked at Kevin again, this time with eyes that practically pleaded with him to take her away. It was clear she didn't want to make a snap decision that would put an end to any chance she had of winning over the man she loved.
"Can I have some time to think about it?"
"You can think about it until the day I leave, which can't be later than July 22. I promised the publisher only that I'd bring you with me if you were interested."
Sadie gave Kevin a hard stare and Andy a tentative smile.
"I'll think about it then. I'd like at least until early next week."
"Take your time, love. This is a big step."
"Thank you, Andy. Thank you for thinking about me."
"Don't mention it," he said. "If there is one thing I've learned in this fair little town, it's that friends matter. They matter a lot."
Andy took a puff of his cigar.
"I take care of my friends."
 



CHAPTER 61: MAUDE
 
Thursday, July 14, 1910
 
"So are you going to leave me too?" Maude asked.
"I don't know. I'm confused right now."
Maude walked past Sadie to the window in her living room. She wiped a brow, saw a light breeze rattle the leaves of her oak tree, and wondered whether it was time to throw open the windows. She wanted relief from the heat, but she didn't want any more smoke. The smoke from a growing number of wildfires was rapidly reaching hazardous levels.
"I must admit that Andrew has set up a wonderful opportunity. If I were you, I would probably pursue it. Such opportunities for women, I'm sad to say, are few and far between."
"I know," Sadie said from the settee. "That's what makes this so hard. I feel that if I don't at least apply for the job I will regret it for the rest of my life."
"How long has he given you to make a decision?"
"I have to decide by next Friday."
"Are you leaning one way or the other?"
Sadie shook her head.
"Well, whatever you do, don't do it on account of me."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean I can always find another housekeeper, just like I can always find new boarders. I will miss you dearly, Sadie, if you leave, but life will go on."
Maude gazed at Sadie from the window and wondered who was lying to whom. Yes, she would be able to find someone to cook and clean, but she doubted that the new hire would have half the intelligence and charm of this wonderful girl.
As for replacing Andy, she didn't even want to think about that. She knew the quality of single men who roamed the streets of Wallace, and that quality left her wanting.
Then there was Kevin. She hadn't thought much about his situation, but she knew that it, too, was about to change. He was racing toward marriage, and men who were racing toward marriage didn't hang their hats long in the mansions of woeful widows.
"I know. I would still feel bad, though, about leaving you all alone."
"I won't be alone, dear. I'll still have Kevin, at least for a while," Maude said. "You have to do what's best for you. You have to do what you want to do."
Maude walked back to the settee and sat down next to Sadie.
"What do you want to do?"
"I want to go to college. I really want to go to college. Andy told me that his new boss offers scholarships and incentives to his employees, even the women. I like that."
Maude turned toward her maid, still clad in her work dress and apron, and placed a hand on her knee.
"There's no need to get a job, Sadie. If all you want is money for college, then just ask. I'll give it to you, no strings attached. I would much rather spend Marcus' fortune on your education than on a husband I don't want or extravagances I don't need."
"I know you would. You've been very generous. If I decide to go to school first, I will definitely accept your offer. I like the idea of going to college next year, though part of me would first like to see what the newspaper has to offer. Life there sounds exciting. I'm just not sure that now is the time to go."
"I don't understand your hesitancy. Why wait? Whether you work or study, why put it off? Why delay what you can do now and do on someone else's dime?"
Sadie looked away.
"Is it Kevin?" Maude asked.
Sadie nodded.
Maude smiled sadly and then let her eyes drift to a fading photograph of a Denver showgirl that hung on a wall. She remembered a time when that girl had gone through a similar trial.
Determined to help Sadie as best she could, Maude searched her mind for the right words. She knew she had a chance to steer a young life in a constructive direction and didn't want to squander that opportunity.
"I know how you feel, Sadie. Before I met Marcus, I fell in love with a fellow performer. We dated for several months and talked often of marriage. Then he left me for someone else. I didn't think I'd ever get over him, but I did. I focused my attention on other matters and got on with my life. Sometimes our only course is to accept things as they are and move on."
Maude put a hand on Sadie's.
"You should move on, Sadie. You should let Kevin go."
"I know I should, but I can't. I can't stop thinking about him. Just when I think he doesn't care anymore, he shows me that he does. Do you know what he gave me for my birthday?"
"He gave you nothing, if I recall. That alone should tell you something."
"Then you don't know."
"Know what?"
"He gave me a hundred and six kisses when he came back that night. They were real kisses too – not chicken pecks or cousin kisses. We sat on the porch swing past midnight."
"Oh, my," Maude said with a chuckle. "It seems I don't know everything that happens under my roof."
"It's not just the kisses either. He likes spending time with me. He respects me. He asks my opinion on things he reads in the news. Even my father didn't do that," Sadie said. "I know he thinks of me as more than a friend. I know it. I know he has feelings for me. I just don't know what do to about it. I'm afraid if I leave now, I'll shut the door on any chance to find happiness."
"I seriously doubt that, dear," Maude said. "You're smart, kind, and pretty. You'll have men lining up to take you to dances and shows no matter where you go."
Sadie frowned.
"Even if you're right, none of them will be Kevin. I love him. I want to be with him."
Maude smiled and looked at Sadie like the daughter she never had.
"Then do something about it. If you still think he's worth fighting for, then fight for him. Tell him what you told me. Say your piece. If you do, and he still picks Sarah, then you will at least know that you tried. If you don't, then you'll spend the rest of your life burdened by regret."
Sadie took a deep breath, smiled, and grabbed Maude's hand.
"Thank you. That's just what I needed to hear. I'll speak to him and speak to him soon. I'll not let him go without a fight."
 



CHAPTER 62: SADIE
 
Monday, July 18, 1910
 
Sadie stared at her clock and then at her window as she rested, or tried to rest, atop her frilly double bed. At five to four, she knew it was only a matter of time before Kevin walked into the house and into a conversation she had planned all weekend.
She wanted to talk to him in the house because she wanted to be free of the irritating smoke and other outside distractions. She had waited until Monday afternoon because she knew that Andy would be at work and Maude would be out playing bridge.
Sadie had hoped to speak to Kevin shortly after lunch but didn't get the chance. He told her that he had to run a few errands but would be back by three thirty at the latest.
So after Andy, Maude, and Kevin left for their respective appointments, Sadie had cleared the dishes, taken a bath, and put on her best summer dress. She had brushed her hair and fixed her face and mentally prepared for the sales pitch of a lifetime.
Sadie didn't know how she would start. She would first gauge Kevin's mood, perhaps get him something to drink, and then go from there. She knew only that she would do as Maude had advised. She would open her heart and let it all out. She would hold nothing back and hope that everything she offered would be enough to change the mind of a determined young man.
Sadie looked at the clock again and saw the hands point to the twelve and the four. She got up from the bed and walked to her closed window just as she heard a door shut downstairs. When she heard footsteps on the stairs, she rushed back to her bed, took a deep breath, and waited for him to enter his room, where she had left a vase of freshly picked wildflowers.
When Kevin called her name and then Maude's, her heart raced. When he walked past the barely opened door to her room, her spirits soared. Then Sadie heard a second voice in the hallway and her spirits fell. Kevin had come back all right, but he hadn't come back alone.
"Are you sure no one's home," Sarah Thompson said in a voice barely above a whisper.
"I'm pretty sure," Kevin said. "If Sadie and Maude were here they would have answered. I think we have the place to ourselves."
Sarah giggled.
"I don't know if I like the sound of that, Mr. Johnson. If I didn't know better, I'd suspect you had something inappropriate in mind."
Kevin laughed.
"I usually do have something inappropriate in mind, but not today. Today I have something very appropriate in mind. I have something I want to show you."
Sadie tiptoed to her door and saw Kevin lead Sarah by the hand to the end of the hallway. When the couple entered Kevin's room, Sadie slipped into the corridor and proceeded quietly to a slightly opened door. She could see Kevin and Sarah sitting on his bed through the narrow opening but was reasonably certain they couldn't see her. The hallway was dark.
"Those are beautiful flowers," Sarah said. "Where did they come from?"
"I'm sure they came from Maude's garden," Kevin said. "Sadie probably picked them. She is always doing stuff like that."
"She is?"
"She is. Does that bother you, Miss Thompson?"
Sadie saw a smile vanish from Sarah's face.
"It does a little. I know Sadie's very fond of you, and I often wonder if the feeling is mutual."
"You have nothing to worry about," Kevin said.
"Are you sure about that?"
"I'm sure."
"You do like her though."
"Of course I like her."
"Do you love her?"
Sadie froze as she waited for a reply that would surely dictate her next move. She knew that Kevin liked her – and liked her a lot – but she didn't know whether his feelings for her crossed the line between affection and love.
Kevin didn't answer Sarah right away. He instead looked at her thoughtfully and put his hands on her shoulders.
"I'm hesitant to answer that question truthfully because I don't want to give you the wrong impression," he finally said.
Sadie held her breath.
"I'd still like the truth," Sarah said.
"OK. I'll give you the truth. The truth is that I do love her. Sadie is one of the best friends I've ever had. She's a lot like you. She's smart, kind, thoughtful, and, yes, beautiful. In any other situation, I wouldn't even consider someone else."
Sadie braced herself against a wall to keep from falling down. She couldn't believe what she was hearing.
Kevin raised his hands to Sarah's face.
"Sadie is special to me. She'll always be special to me," he said. He broke into a warm smile. "You're more than special. You're my first thought in the morning and my last at night. You're the woman I want to build my life around. You're the one I want to marry."
Sarah gasped.
Sadie's heart sank when she took in Kevin's words. She watched him closely as he opened the top drawer of his nightstand and retrieved a small velvet box. She knew what was coming.
Kevin opened the container. He pulled a diamond ring out of the box, grabbed Sarah's left hand, and placed the ring on the appropriate finger.
"I bought the ring this morning," he said. "I've been shopping around for weeks. I wanted to get you the best because you are the best. I love you, Sarah. I love you more than anything in the world. I want to be your husband and spend the rest of my life with you."
Sadie couldn't see Sarah's face, but she could tell that she was crying. She had twice wiped her cheeks with her hand.
"I love you too, Kevin. You know I do. I . . ."
"Don't say a thing," he said. "I don't need an answer now. In fact, I don't want an answer now. I want you to think it over for at least a few days."
"Why?" Sarah asked. "I don't need to think anything over."
"Oh, yes you do."
"I don't understand. Don't you want to get married?"
Kevin grabbed her hands and pulled her gently from the bed. When she got to her feet, he returned his hands to her face and kissed her sensitively.
"I do. I want nothing more. I want to marry you as soon as possible, but I can't until I've told you who I am and where I come from."
"Have you kept secrets from me?"
Kevin nodded.
"I've kept many secrets from you. It's not what you think though. There's no other woman in my life, not even Sadie. This is bigger, much bigger."
"Then tell me. What's this about?"
Kevin put a finger to Sarah's lips and gave her a patient smile. A moment later, he reached again into the top nightstand drawer and pulled out what looked like a leather-covered diary.
"What it's about is this."
He held out the item.
"It's about a book?" Sarah asked.
"It's about a book – and some gold coins and a rock shed and a hundred other things."
Sadie looked on in a teary daze as she tried to follow the conversation. She too wanted to know who he was and where he was from, but she knew now that the particulars didn't matter. They would never matter. Kevin could be a creature from a distant planet and it wouldn't change a thing. He had made a permanent commitment to someone else. He wanted Sarah, not her. That's what mattered. The game was over.
"You'll have to do better than that," Sarah said.
"I will. Believe me, I will."
"When?"
"Tonight. I'll explain everything at dinner. If we leave now, we can have the Placer Room mostly to ourselves."
"OK."
Sadie watched Kevin return the book and the ring box to the drawer, grab a flower from the vase, and give that flower, a flower she had cut and collected, to another woman. She put a hand to her stomach. It was all she could do to keep from throwing up.
She wanted to scream, pound on the walls, and protest the unfairness of it all, but she didn't. In the end, she quietly withdrew to her room, shut the door, and fell onto her bed. When she heard Kevin and Sarah talk and laugh as they walked out of his room and out of the house, she did something she hadn't expected to do on this sunny afternoon. She cried. She cried hard and didn't stop crying until the day turned to night.
 



CHAPTER 63: KEVIN
 
"Let me see if I understand you correctly. You're a time traveler from the year 2013 and you got here by walking through a rock shed. Is that right?"
"That's the sum of it," Kevin said.
Sarah laughed.
"Life with you won't be boring, will it?"
"You don't believe me."
"I don't believe you," she said. "I'm not a scientist, but I know enough about physics and technology to know that time travel is impossible. You, my dear Mr. Johnson, have been reading too much H.G. Wells."
Kevin smiled but didn't say a thing. He instead scanned the room to see if the four other diners were looking his way and then reached into his vest pocket.
"What are you doing?" Sarah asked.
"I'm making your day, Miss Thompson."
Kevin pulled out his digital camera and held it in front of his face.
"Say 'cheese.'"
"Say what?"
"Just look gorgeous. It shouldn't be hard."
Sarah didn't know time travel, but she sure as hell knew how to pose for a photo. She smiled warmly as she gazed at the photographer with admiring eyes.
Kevin snapped a picture.
"That's a camera?" she asked.
"It's a camera."
Kevin pushed the display button. Satisfied with the image on the 2.8-inch LCD screen, he handed the device to his de facto fiancée.
"Recognize that hottie?"
Sarah took the camera but glanced first at Kevin. She sighed and shook her head, as if to ask, "What am I going to do with you?" When she finally examined the high-resolution color image, she did so with widening eyes.
"How did you do that?"
"I didn't. The camera did."
"Where did you get this?"
"I got it from an electronics store in Delaware. I bought it online."
"You did what?"
"We have something called the Internet. I'll tell you about that later," he said. "First, I want you to do something."
Kevin retrieved the camera, changed a volume setting to low, and switched to movie mode. When he was ready to shoot a video, he pointed the lens at Sarah.
"Say something to Mr. Camera. Tell him why you love me and want to marry me."
"I can't talk to a camera," she whispered forcefully. "There are people in this room. They might think I'm crazy."
"They might. I concede it's a risk. Just say something short and sweet, like, 'Kevin Johnson is the smartest, most awesome dude I have ever met.'"
"All right," Sarah said with a hint of exasperation. She stared into the lens. "Kevin Johnson is a smart, awesome dude or whatever you just said."
"That's perfect," he said as he lowered the camera. "This is going on YouTube."
"It's going on what?"
Kevin glanced again at the two couples seated at distant tables to make sure they were minding their own business. Then he turned to Sarah with a smile. He pushed a button and handed his favorite teacher a movie in a box.
"Take a look at that."
Sarah stared at a tiny screen and watched a replay of a flirtatious exchange.
"This is amazing," she said.
"There's more."
Kevin took the camera and returned it to picture mode. A moment later, he held the device so Sarah could see the screen and flipped through photos he had taken in 1910 and 2013. He stopped at one he knew she would like.
"That's you," she said.
"That's me in Seattle the day I graduated."
Sarah glanced at Kevin.
"There's a strange tower in the background."
"It's not strange to me. It's the Space Needle."
"I've seen photographs of Seattle, Kevin, recent photographs. There's no 'Space Needle' there."
Kevin smiled.
"Let's look at more pictures."
He pushed a button three times to get the image he wanted.
"This is my family at Snoqualmie Falls. That's my dad, of course," Kevin said as he pointed to a man in the photo. "His name is Brian. My mom is Michelle, though everyone calls her Shelly. My sister is Irene. She's Sadie's age. I call her Rena when I'm happy with her and other things when I'm not. I'm the handsome guy on the right."
Sarah displayed her amusement with the narrator and returned to the camera. She studied the image for a few seconds and then took a long look at the man at her table.
"You take after your mother."
"That's what most people say."
"She's beautiful."
Kevin chuckled.
"That's what most people say."
Kevin proceeded to two photos that amounted to his smoking gun. He put them next to each other in the camera's directory and then flipped to the first.
"Tell me what you see," he said.
Sarah examined the image.
"I see the corner of Sixth and Bank."
"That picture was taken last week."
Kevin pushed a button.
"Now what do you see?"
Sarah's face turned white.
"I see the corner of Sixth and Bank."
Kevin turned the camera off and returned it to his pocket. He took a sip of water, grabbed Sarah's hands, and gazed at her with serious eyes.
"That picture was taken on June 20, 2013. Rena is standing next to my car. She's in Spokane now, along with my parents and two hundred thousand other people who haven't been born yet. We've been staying in Wallace in a house currently occupied by Asa Johnson and his family. Asa is the owner of the shed. He's also my great-great-grandfather."
"That's impossible."
"I assure you it's very possible."
Sarah looked defeated.
"Oh, Kevin, I don't know what to believe. It's all so convincing."
"I don't expect you to believe everything now. It's a lot to take in. That's why I want to bring you along slowly. I want to show you Asa's journal, his treasure, and a few other things. Then I want to take you on a little trip."
"Do you mean what I think you mean?"
Kevin tightened his hold on her hands.
"You can't marry me until you know what you're getting into, Sarah – and to know what you're getting into, you have to see it firsthand."
Sarah put a hand to her mouth.
"Sometime Friday night, a full moon will rise in the east and turn Asa's shed into something from science fiction. We'll eat supper with the Marshalls, go on a walk at nine, and proceed directly to the Johnsons' backyard," Kevin said. "We'll step into the portal and into a time you can't possibly imagine. Whether we return to this time will be entirely up to you."
 



CHAPTER 64: KEVIN
 
Friday, July 22, 1910
 
As train stations go, the new depot of the Oregon Railroad & Navigation Company wasn't much to look it. Located along the river in industrial east Wallace, it consisted of a modest brick building for passengers and a covered platform that sat in the shadow of a more aesthetically pleasing facility operated by the Northern Pacific. But it was convenient and practical and, for travelers heading to Spokane and all points west, it was the only choice in town.
Kevin stood on the platform at half past one and looked at four people, including two friends he'd probably never see again and another he'd likely see for only a few more hours. He couldn't help but make connections between their life situations, prevailing moods, and current attire.
Andy O'Connell stood at the end of the line of four. Dressed in a gray traveling suit, the former reporter and future city editor looked very much like a man on the move. He checked his watch every minute or so as he nervously awaited his ride to a better life.
Sadie Hawkins seemed less eager to leave but just as determined to look her best. Attired in a blue sailor dress with a red tie and a white straw hat, she stood solemnly between two suitcases filled with clothes, books, and cosmetics that she didn't need but would probably learn to use.
Maude Duvalier, the not-so-merry widow in the Merry Widow hat, appeared as tightly wound as her form-fitting suit. She sat alone on a nearby bench and stared into space, something she had done since arriving at the station.
Sarah Thompson, the only visibly happy and relaxed member of the group, was also the only one who had dressed for comfort. She wore a white shirtwaist blouse and darker walking skirt, which had allowed her to move freely and comfortably on the long, hot walk from Maude's.
"Cheer up, people. Spokane's not that far away," Kevin said with a smile.
Sarah glanced at Kevin and shook her head in a way that said, "Now's not the time." 
Kevin couldn't really disagree. He had watched Andy, Maude, and Sadie go through a variety of changes in the past few days and none had been particularly pleasant.
Andy had been in full avoidance mode for nine days running. Seemingly uneager to talk to Maude frankly about a separation that was no doubt difficult for both, he had spent most of his evenings not in Maude's arms or even at Maude's but rather on a barstool at the Shooting Star.
Maude had handled the transition better. She had maintained a positive demeanor all week and went out of her way to spend more time not only with Sadie but also Kevin. She had dropped her facade only in the evening, when she retired early and occasionally cried herself to sleep. Maude's behavior, at least, had been predictable and understandable.
Sadie's had not been. She had gone from sunshine and smiles on Monday morning to something that approached a deep depression by Monday night.
Kevin at first suspected that she had learned of his pending engagement to Sarah but quickly dismissed the notion. He had not seen her in the house when he had proposed, nor had he told her about his plans. He and Sarah, in fact, had agreed to keep their new commitment to each other a secret from all others until the time they left for the future.
Even more surprising had been Sadie's announcement the next morning that she had decided to apply for the job in Spokane. She had said the time was finally right to test her mettle in the workforce and then seek the college education everyone agreed she deserved. She planned to enroll in the State Normal School in nearby Cheney at the first opportunity and pay her bills with a fund that Maude had established in May.
Sadie had been friendly but distant toward Kevin since Tuesday. Though she had joined him at meals and frequently offered to tend to his needs, she seemed to avoid him at other times. She had spent most of the last three days shopping with Maude and packing her bags. She had apparently done precisely what he had encouraged her to do. She had moved on.
Kevin was about to greet the happy camper of the group when he heard a whistle in the distance. The afternoon train to Spokane had arrived from Burke, seven miles up the canyon.
The time traveler watched in awe as the engineer stuck his head out a window, applied the locomotive's distinctive-sounding air brakes, and brought the massive vehicle and the four cars it pulled to a complete stop. He stepped back to avoid the steam that spilled from the side of the locomotive like a fast-moving fog.
"I guess this is it," he said as he walked up to Andy.
"I guess it is," Andy said.
Kevin looked at one of the most interesting people he had ever known and smiled. He would miss this guy. He would miss his sense of humor, his Irish brogue, and his attitude toward life, people, and the world at large. He would miss having a friend who had his back in a fight and could always be counted on for frank advice.
"Take care, buddy," Kevin said as he stepped forward and gave the newsman a hug. "Take care of yourself and take care of Sadie. I'll hunt you down if you don't."
Andy laughed.
"There won't be any need for that," he said. "I'll watch her like a big brother. If anyone gives her any trouble, he'll have to answer to me."
Kevin nodded.
"I'll see you soon," he lied.
Kevin stepped back and let the others say goodbye to Andy and Sadie. Sarah embraced both warmly and gave each a small paper bag filled with oatmeal cookies she had baked that morning. Maude gave Andy a light hug, as if to telegraph emotional detachment, and Sadie a firm hug, as if to telegraph just the opposite. Kevin could plainly see that Maude's relationship with Sadie would survive this difficult separation.
When Sarah and Maude finished their business, they walked halfway to the passenger depot in an apparent effort to give Kevin and Sadie privacy for the most difficult goodbye of all. They stopped, turned around, and looked one last time at Andy, who waited with Sadie's bags near the steps to the second passenger car.
Kevin looked at Sadie and took a breath. He had dreaded this moment for days, but he knew he had to go through with it and knew he had to make the most of it.
"Are you going to be all right?" he asked.
Sadie didn't respond, at least with words. She instead looked at Kevin with sad, questioning eyes – eyes that had always been windows to her innocent soul. But she couldn't hold the gaze for long. Even eye contact, at this point, was apparently a painful and pointless exercise.
"I know this is not how you wanted to part. It's not how I wanted to part," Kevin said. "I wish things could have turned out differently for us, but I can't and won't dwell on things I can't and won't change. I have to move on, Sadie, and so do you."
Sadie once again looked at Kevin and this time maintained the gaze, which slowly evolved into something resembling a hard stare. It was clear she wasn't taking this well.
"Look," Kevin said. "I don't want to part in anger. We're both better than that."
Sadie nodded but then turned away. Her struggle continued.
Seeing that words alone were not going to mend the rift, Kevin went straight to Part B of the painful goodbye. He reached into a bag and retrieved a wrapped package the size of a large book.
"I have something for you," he said.
He offered Sadie the package the moment she turned toward him.
"I don't want it," she said softly.
"Oh, yes you do."
Sadie shook her head and again turned away.
"You have to take this, Sadie, and you have to listen to me. You have to listen carefully," Kevin said in a voice that only she could hear. "This is no ordinary gift. It's something you're going to want. It's something you're going to need."
Sadie looked at him with new interest.
"Inside this box are a hundred and six double eagles. I counted every one with you in mind. I want you to remember every one. I don't care whether you use them on something sensible or something frivolous. I just want you to use them. I want you to get out of this town, seek your dreams, and live the life you deserve. Will you do that?"
Sadie nodded but didn't speak. The tears cascading down her cheeks spoke for her.
"I also want you to know that even if I never see you again, I'll never forget you. You're not just the best friend I've had in Wallace. You're the best friend I've ever had. I love you."
Kevin stepped forward and gave the best friend he'd ever had a long, meaningful hug. When they finally separated, he wiped away his own tears and gazed at her one last time.
"Now go," he said with a sigh. "Run along before I decide to join you."
 



CHAPTER 65: KEVIN
 
Kevin and Sarah left George and Bertha's right on schedule. At nine o'clock they told the elderly couple that they wanted to stretch their legs and get an hour of fresh air, even though the air hanging over Wallace, Idaho, was as heavy and smoky as it had been in years.
The time traveler did not pack a suitcase for his third trip back. He figured he had all the clothes he needed in Roger Johnson's house and Sarah would have all the clothes she needed in Irene Johnson's closet. He had taken only his hard assets, Asa's diary, Chief Joseph's knife, the digital camera, and the hand of the woman he loved.
As he led Sarah out the Marshalls' front door to the street beyond, Kevin was struck by a feeling of déjà vu. He had once stood in the same spot at the same time several months earlier, when he had stepped through the chamber of stones, walked down Garnet Street, and met a young woman who had called to him from a balcony.
He felt sadness and regret as he thought of Asa Johnson, who had died or would die this day while visiting his in-laws Spokane. He hadn't returned for another dinner, as he had planned, and he hadn't introduced Sarah to the family. He had instead tended to his own interests as he looked ahead to the day he could return to his own time.
"What if the Johnsons see us go into the shed?" Sarah asked.
"They won't. They're in Spokane right now."
"How do you know that?"
Kevin smiled sadly.
"I know it because I read it in a family history book."
He looked back at Sarah and saw that she was still trying to make sense of it all. Rather than try to explain, he tightened his grip on her hand and led her to the Johnson house and finally to the shed. Though smoke from a growing number of small fires hung over the Silver Valley like big-city smog, it was not nearly enough to blot out a shimmering moon.
"How does this work?" she asked.
"I'll show you."
Kevin released Sarah's hand as they stood in front of the chamber door and dug out two-dozen gold coins that he had kept in a separate bag. He placed them in the usual order, waited a minute, and picked them up carefully. When he reached for the door and tried to pull it open, he encountered no resistance. He was becoming an old pro at time travel.
"After you," he said.
Kevin followed Sarah into the chamber and shut the door, which brought about near total darkness. He then pulled her close and kissed her on the top of her head.
"If you only want to kiss me in the dark, Mr. Johnson, then I can think of better places," she said with obvious amusement.
Kevin laughed, wrapped her in his arms, and gave her the tender kiss she clearly wanted. He was just beginning to realize how much he was going to enjoy life with this woman.
"How long does it take?" she asked.
"It doesn't take long, usually a minute or two," he said. "I'll know it's time to open the door when I feel the air and temperature change, like right now."
Kevin lifted his nose high and inhaled.
"Do you smell smoke?"
"No."
"Neither do I. Do you know what that means?"
"No."
"It means we're no longer in 1910. It means we can get out of here."
He grabbed the knob, turned it, and slowly pushed open the door. The air was still warm, as he had expected it to be, but it was also smoke-free and decidedly humid. He had little doubt that he had arrived at the time he had departed: 4:30 p.m. on Friday, June 21, 2013.
Kevin could sense Sarah's shock the second she stepped out of the chamber and into a day that was much brighter than the one she had left. She squeezed his hand and gasped.
"What happened to the night?" she asked.
"It's gone, along with the rest of 1910."
Sarah let go of Kevin and lifted her hands to her face.
"The house is different too. The yard is different. Everything is different."
"Don't forget the year, sweetheart," he said. "Welcome to 2013."
Sarah walked to the middle of the yard, extended her arms, and slowly spun around. When she finished assessing her surroundings, she looked at Kevin with wide eyes.
"This is incredible! Can this thing take us to any year?"
Kevin nodded.
"I think so. We'll talk more about that later."
"Can we see more of the town?"
Kevin grinned. He loved her enthusiasm. She was like a kid in a time-travel candy store.
"We can see it all, but first I want to show you the house."
"OK."
Kevin reclaimed Sarah's hand, the one sporting a diamond ring, and led her around the side of the house to the front, where his shiny black 2009 Volkswagen New Beetle, the one with the cream leatherette interior, sat in the driveway like the prized possession it was.
"Do you recognize this?"
Sarah beamed.
"I may need a sedative before the night is through."
Kevin laughed.
"Come on. Let's go inside."
Kevin opened the front door that he had left unlocked and led Sarah into the kitchen, where he saw his morning mess in the sink. He checked the cell phone he had left on the table and saw that no one had called, which was no surprise. He had been gone only a few minutes.
Seeing nothing else of interest on the first floor, Kevin led Sarah to the bottom of the stairs. He stopped, pulled her close, and kissed her hard as she wrapped her arms around his neck.
He was tempted, sorely tempted, to take the show to one of several unoccupied bedrooms, but he decided to wait. There was no reason to leave his 1910 manners behind, even if he had, at least temporarily, left 1910 behind.
"My, my," Sarah said. "You're in a good mood."
"I'm always in a good mood when I'm near the future Mrs. Johnson."
Sarah smiled and put her hands on his face.
"I like the sound of that. I like the idea of being your wife."
Kevin sighed, remembered his minute-old vow to be a good boy, and kissed her again, this time more softly. He decided right there he never wanted to let her out of his sight.
"Let's go upstairs."
Sarah reddened.
"Rest easy, my dear. I just want to show you something."
Sarah laughed.
"You're a naughty young man. I'll have to keep my eye on you."
Kevin smiled and grabbed her hand.
"Come on."
He led her up the squeaky wooden stairs to the hallway on the second floor. He showed her his room, including Asa's secret chamber, and then Irene's room, including her closet of clothes.
"You're a little taller than my sister, but you should be able to find something to wear," Kevin said. He pointed to some sleeveless tops, blouses, and skirts, Rena's bounty from her two-day assault of Seattle's shopping malls. "Try on a few of these. You'd look good in any of them."
"Are you going to dress me as well, Mr. Johnson?"
Kevin chuckled.
"I'd love to, believe me, but I think you can manage."
Sarah smiled and shook her head.
"Why are we changing clothes?"
"We're changing clothes because I don't want to be besieged by autograph seekers who think we're extras from a movie and because I want us to be comfortable where we're going."
Sarah met his eyes.
"Where are we going?"
"We're going to Coeur d'Alene. We're going out on the town."
 



CHAPTER 66: KEVIN
 
Coeur d'Alene, Idaho – Friday, June 21, 2013
 
Kevin gazed at his girlfriend-fiancée-soon-to-be-wife on the other side of the booth and tried to decide what he liked better: her new look or her wide-eyed reactions to 2013. After a moment of thought, he decided he liked her appearance the best.
Sarah could not have looked more different than the woman he had dated for four months. She had let her hair down, for one thing. She had finally pulled the pins on her Gibson-girl bun and let her thick, light brown hair spill halfway down her back. The result was as dramatic as it was immediate.
Then there was her attire, which was nothing like the shirtwaist blouse and walking skirt that she had left back at the house. She had tried on several outfits and finally settled on one Irene had picked up at an outlet mall. Dressed in a white lace tank top, a blue flowered skirt, and sandals, Sarah Louise Thompson, born in 1888, looked as good as any college girl Kevin had ever seen.
"You're staring at me again," she said. "It's probably because I'm half naked."
"There's nothing wrong with that, Sarah. Trust me."
Sarah smiled and raised an eyebrow.
"You're still earning my trust, Mr. Johnson."
Kevin laughed.
Sarah glanced at two young women as they walked to a nearby table. One wore a spaghetti strap dress with a hemline that climbed higher than Mount Everest. The other wore a pink crop top and designer shorts that were shorter than even Burke's basketball team.
"Do most women dress that way?"
"It depends. If they're young, fashionable, and reasonably thin, like my sister, then, yes, they dress that way. Most women are more modest though."
Kevin looked at Sarah and watched her process the information. He could see that she was both astounded and intrigued by what she saw, which, of course, made perfect sense. She had started the day in the age of hobble skirts and was now ending it in the age of midriff tops.
"Do most people behave poorly, like at the bistro?"
Kevin laughed again. He loved her questions even if he didn't always have the answers.
"That's a tough one, Sarah. Most people don't, at least most of the time. They act that way only at wedding receptions, frat parties, and lounges of two-star hotels. I think we ran into some tourists at the last place. I'm sure the locals are better-behaved."
"I like this place much better. It's quieter. We can talk."
"People still do that. It's amazing."
"What do you call a place like this?"
"This is a chain restaurant. There are places exactly like this all over the country."
"Why would they make them the same?"
"That's a good question, one that continues to defy the world's best minds."
"You're teasing me."
"I'm teasing you."
Kevin smiled warmly, reached across the table, and grabbed her hands. He loved holding her hands, particularly the one sporting a one-carat diamond.
"How did you like driving my car?"
Sarah beamed.
"I loved it. I want to do it again."
"You'll get the chance. I promise."
Kevin laughed to himself as he recalled her first driving lesson on a Forest Service route a few miles west of Wallace. After thirty minutes of grinding the gears and dodging potholes, she had finally mastered the process of driving a twenty-first-century vehicle on a nineteenth-century road.
"Can I drive it on a paved road?"
"You can drive it anywhere. You'll have to get at least a permit before you can drive it on a real road – and maybe a few of those sedatives for your co-pilot – but otherwise you're good to go. I'll teach you how to drive."
"I like the sound of that."
Sarah looked at Kevin and then turned toward the main part of the restaurant. About fifty people dined on marinated ribs, fajitas, and mushroom burgers and drank snifter-sized daiquiris and schooners of microbrews. One ate a birthday sundae in front of singing staff.
"What are those things hanging from the ceiling, the boxes with the moving pictures?"
"Those are flat-screen televisions."
"That one right there is showing a baseball game," she said.
"That's right. That game is going on right now in Seattle."
"Right now? I don't believe you."
"You don't believe me?"
Sarah smiled and shook her head.
Kevin chuckled and placed his hands over his heart.
"I'm wounded. You actually doubt me."
"Like I said, you're a work in progress."
"OK. I'll prove it to you then. Will you take the word of our waitress?"
Sarah nodded.
"Good. I'll ask her now. She's walking this way."
"Here are your drinks," the waitress said as she placed two margaritas on the table. "Would either of you like to order anything from the menu?"
"No, thank you," Sarah said.
The waitress glanced at Kevin.
"I'm good for now," he said. "I do have a question though."
"Shoot."
"Do you see the game on the screen over there?"
Kevin pointed to a spot about ten feet away.
"Do you mean the Mariners game?"
Kevin nodded.
"That's the one. Is that game live?"
"It was the last time I checked."
"Those teams are playing right now, in Seattle?" Sarah asked.
"Those teams are playing right now, in Seattle. My boyfriend's at the game."
"Thanks," Kevin said.
The waitress walked away.
"Are you satisfied, Miss Thompson?"
Sarah frowned.
"I suppose. I just can't understand how it is possible to display something that is happening hundreds of miles away."
"Television's nothing," Kevin said. "It's been around since World War II."
Sarah stared at him incredulously.
"There was a war, a world war?"
Kevin sighed as the enormity of his task hit him.
"There have been many wars, including two big ones. The First World War started in 1914. World War II began in 1939. The good guys won both but at a huge cost. Millions of people died, including hundreds of thousands of Americans. I imagine some people we knew in Wallace died in the first war. It was pretty nasty."
Kevin looked across the table and saw the spark go out of Sarah's eyes.
"Is there anything else I should know about the past hundred years?"
"There are a lot of things you should know. The world has changed in countless ways. We've put a man on the moon and built airplanes that can carry hundreds across the ocean and invented a million products that make people's lives easier and more enjoyable. It would take me a year to tell you all the things you need to know."
"I was afraid of that."
"Why do you say that? Don't you like what you've seen?"
Sarah glanced at the TV screen and then at a nearby table, where every member of a family of four composed text messages on smartphones. She returned to Kevin just as restaurant staff prepared to celebrate another birthday.
"I like much of it. It's impressive and mesmerizing, but it's also overwhelming and, to be honest, frightening. I don't know if I could ever be comfortable in a world that moves so fast."
Kevin frowned. He knew Sarah might be overwhelmed by what she saw, but not frightened. This was cause for concern. Frightened women didn't follow their time-traveling boyfriends to frightening places. They remained in their familiar, comfortable worlds with things that made sense and families they could hope to see again. Realizing that the case for 2013 might be slipping away, Kevin decided to focus on other things.
"I know it's frightening, Sarah. The world today is frightening, unpredictable, crowded, and a lot more complicated than in 1910, but it's also beautiful and, in many ways, better."
"Give me an example."
"I'll give you one. I'll give you several. There are treatments for cancer now – and heart disease, tuberculosis, and pneumonia. There are also vaccines for whooping cough, diphtheria, influenza, and polio. Kids like Josh Miller don't die of polio anymore, sweetheart, at least not here. They have a fighting chance to live long productive lives."
"That's good."
"That's not all either. The same technology that seems so scary also allows people to operate trains and planes and ships more safely and efficiently. The car you drove today is equipped with air bags that inflate if you get into an accident. These advances save lives."
Sarah smiled softly.
"You should coach the debate team. You're very good."
Kevin took a deep breath.
"I know this whole night sounds like a sales pitch and, in a way, it is. I brought you here to sell you on 2013. I knew it wouldn't be fair to hold you to a commitment unless you really knew what you were getting into."
Sarah stared at Kevin for a long, awkward moment before acknowledging the 800-pound gorilla that had decided to join them in the booth.
"If I married you and lived in this time, would I ever be able to return to 1910? Would I ever be able to see my family again?"
Kevin sighed again. This wasn't getting easier.
"That's a question I probably can't answer to your satisfaction. I don't know if the portal will work forever or if it will continue to be reasonably reliable. I know only that I've made three trips from 2013 to 1910 and that I'd be willing to make many more with you at my side."
"You've made three trips in that thing?"
Kevin chuckled.
"I've made three roundtrips. I've actually met you twice."
"What do you mean?"
"The first time I went through the chamber I popped out on July 22, 1910."
"That's that day we left."
"That's also the day I first met you."
"I don't understand."
"You don't understand because you don't remember the meeting. I don't think that entire trip lasted an hour. All I know is that I walked down Garnet Street that night to look at an impressive mansion on the corner of Seventh. When I finally reached the house, I saw a beautiful woman who called to me from a balcony. She thought I was lost and offered to give me directions. That woman was you. I fell in love with you that night and I've never fallen out."
Sarah covered his hand with hers.
"What about today? We left Wallace that same night."
"We left in a different time stream. We left on a different July 22, 1910. I can't explain it. I don't understand the physics myself and I have two science degrees. I just know that when I finally got to know you at the school, I decided that I couldn't live without you. I'm ashamed to say that the past four months have been dedicated to bringing you back with me."
Kevin's stomach tightened when he saw Sarah frown. He wasn't certain what was swirling through her mind, but he was pretty sure it wasn't good.
"What are you thinking?" he asked.
"I'm thinking several things. I'm surprised, of course, and a little taken aback. I tend to think of love as a spontaneous thing, not something that is planned and mapped out weeks or months in advance. I'm also very flattered. I've dated exactly five men in my life and none has shown me the love and respect that you have."
"There is nothing staged about my feelings, Sarah. I love you."
Sarah met his eyes.
"I know," she said. "That's why I feel comfortable giving you an answer now. I don't know all that I'd like to know, but I know enough. I will marry you, Kevin Johnson. I will marry you today, tomorrow, or even next year. I will live in this scary, exciting world of yours for as long as you will have me."
She smiled warmly.
"Now, take me home, Mr. Johnson. The stars are out and the moon is bright. I want to see a little of both before I call it a night."
 



CHAPTER 67: KEVIN
 
Ninety minutes and fifty freeway miles later, the future Mr. and Mrs. Kevin Robert Johnson stared at the universe – or at least the part of the universe they could see from a street bench in downtown Wallace, Idaho, on a crystal clear night on the first day of summer.
"It's beautiful," Sarah said.
"What's beautiful?"
"The sky is, silly. I've never seen so many lights above. It reminds me of the night we went to the park, the night you first kissed me."
Kevin threw an arm around his fiancée, his official fiancée, and pulled her close. Except for three college-age men who loitered outside a tavern that catered to restless tourists, they had the street and, for all practical purposes, the city to themselves.
"That was a long time ago, Sarah, a hundred and three years ago to be exact. The details, frankly, are kind of sketchy. I don't remember it."
Sarah pinched his arm. She pinched it again when he didn't respond.
"OK. You win. It was the best kiss of my life."
"That's better."
"That was a nice night," Kevin said. "It really does seem like a long time ago though."
"I know."
"So much has changed, even here," she said.
Kevin felt a sense of unease as Sarah nestled into his side. He wasn't sure he was up for any more questions at eleven fifty on a Friday night.
"What do you mean?"
"Wallace is laid out differently. There used to be more streets. We used to be able to walk up Sixth directly to Garnet. Now it's blocked off. I didn't see the Marshall house either. I looked for it this afternoon when we drove out of town. Is it still around?"
Kevin paused before responding. He knew he had an obligation to give her some answers and give her the truth, but he didn't think he was obligated to give her everything now.
"No. It burned to the ground many years ago."
"That's too bad. It was such a beautiful house," she said. "Do you know what ever became of the Marshalls or anyone else we knew?"
Kevin leaned back and lifted his head. He didn't like where the conversation was going.
"I don't."
"Do you plan to find out?"
"No."
"Why not? Aren't you the least bit interested?"
"Not really."
In fact, Kevin was very interested. He had wanted to know the fates of Sadie, Andy, Maude, the Marshalls, Josie White, and others for weeks, even as he interacted with them on a regular basis, but he ultimately decided that knowledge of these fates would serve no useful purpose. If it served no useful purpose, then there was no point in seeking it out.
Kevin looked at Sarah and saw the wheels in her eyes continue to spin. He had intended to feed her curiosity but had instead deprived it of nourishment.
"What about changing things? Have you thought about going back to 1910 or any other year and changing the past? Think about what you could do, what we could do, with the knowledge of today. Think about what we could do with all of those treatments you were talking about."
"I think about it all the time. Sometimes I lay awake at night thinking about what I could do by bringing even a single medical book back to 1910."
"Then why haven't you?"
"I haven't because it's not my role to play God. It's one thing to change the lives of selected individuals. I've already done that with several people, including you. It's another thing to change the course of history. That kind of change has consequences, sometimes negative consequences. I'm just not prepared to go there right now."
"I understand."
Seeing that Sarah probably didn't understand, Kevin tried to steer her in a more positive and realistic direction. He put his arm around her, pulled her close, and kissed her on the head.
"It's not like I left everything as it was, Sarah. I brought you back. I changed two lives, the lives sitting on this bench. That's a big thing in my book, a very big thing."
"I agree," she said.
Kevin shifted his body to accommodate hers as she burrowed into his side. Five minutes later, he sat up, put his hand on hers, and lifted it from her lap.
"We've had a long day," he said. "It's time to go home."
 
At twelve thirty Kevin opened a large door and led his bride-to-be into a house that had belonged to the Johnson family for one hundred ten years. He threw his keys and his cell phone on the kitchen counter and took Sarah to the living room, where moonlight that spilled through a large paned window provided the first floor with its only illumination.
"Can I take your sweater?" he asked.
Sarah nodded. She slowly removed a V-neck button-front sweater that she had worn on the walk and handed it to Kevin, who placed it gently on the back of a recliner.
Kevin removed his windbreaker, threw it on another chair, and then returned to a woman who had seemed to grow lovelier with each passing hour, a woman with a smile on her face.
"What do you want to do now?" she asked in a mischievous voice.
"I just want to look at you."
"You've been looking at me all night. Have you not seen enough of me?"
"I haven't," Kevin said with a laugh. "I'm not sure I ever will either."
Kevin placed his hands on her face and gave her a tender kiss.
"Thank you," he said.
"Thank you for what?"
"Thank you for saying yes. Thank you for agreeing to marry me."
Sarah tilted her head and raised a brow.
"Did you really think I wouldn't?"
Kevin nodded.
"I didn't know what to think. I'm asking quite a bit of you."
Sarah threw her arms around his neck.
"You're asking the woman you love to marry you, to spend the rest of her life with you, and to presumably bear your children. That's asking what every man asks."
"You know what I mean."
"I know what you mean. I also know it doesn't make a difference. When I agreed to be your wife, I agreed to do so without conditions. I do want to see my family again. I want to see many things again, but I'm prepared to give them up if I have to. You are my future now."
Kevin shook his head.
"You don't know how long I've waited to hear you say that."
"I can guess," she said.
He leaned forward and kissed her again, first softly and tentatively and then more forcefully and purposefully. When she responded in kind, he wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her close. Within seconds the two moved as one across the living room floor toward a doorway that led to the stairs, the second floor, and a bedroom Kevin had not used in five months.
"Kevin, I don't know."
"I do."
Kevin kissed her on her lips, her cheeks, and her slender neck. He charged ahead as he had rarely done before and never with someone who loved him as much as he loved her. He found Sarah's mouth again as they moved toward the stairs. When she sighed, he repeated the greeting. When she moaned, he let his hands explore.
"Oh, Kevin."
Sarah put her hands on his face and kissed him with a force that took him aback. He could feel her hesitation recede with each step and her desire grow with each bump in the dark.
When they reached the stairs, he lowered his hands to her hips and began to lift her tank top, which he'd already pulled out of place on the breathless waltz from the living room. He worked on it slowly but steadily as they stumbled step by step to the second floor in a sweaty embrace. By the time they reached the pitch-black hallway, she was bare from the waist up.
Sarah stopped to catch her breath and grabbed each of his hands, as if to slow a train she had no intention of stopping. When she regained what was left of her composure, she sighed softly, and again threw her arms around his neck.
"I love you, Kevin. I love you more than life itself," she said, "but if I give in tonight you had better keep your word."
"What?"
"You'd better marry me."
"You promise?"
"I promise."
"Kevin?"
"I'm already standing at the altar."
 



CHAPTER 68: KEVIN
 
Wallace, Idaho – Saturday, June 22, 2013
 
Kevin stared out his bedroom window and looked at a simple structure that had turned out to be the answer to his dreams. The chamber of stones may have been a second-rate storage facility, but as a gateway to a better life it was top-notch.
"Good morning."
Kevin looked over his shoulder and saw an angel smiling in his bed.
"Good morning."
"You look rather serious, Mr. Johnson. Did the sun fail to rise?"
Kevin smiled and laughed to himself. He tried to recall if he had ever seen Sarah in a bad mood and couldn't. Getting used to sunshine every day would require an adjustment.
"No. It's out there. I was just thinking."
"Were you thinking about me?"
"Is there anyone else in the room?"
"I hope not," Sarah said with a giggle.
Kevin turned away from the window and gazed at the woman who had agreed not only to be his wife but also to be his wife in the twenty-first century, a distinction that made all the difference in the world.
"You look fetching, Mrs. Johnson."
"I'm not fetching. I'm naked. I'm not Mrs. Johnson either, but I'm looking forward to the day I can wear that title proudly," she said. "I trust I won't have long to wait."
"You won't," Kevin said. "I kind of like the idea of a June wedding."
"I do, too, so long as you're talking about June of this year."
Kevin chuckled.
"I am."
Kevin tried to reconcile images of the modern beauty hiding under his sheets with images of a teacher who wore tea gowns and her hair in a pile and couldn't do it. For all practical purposes, they were two different people.
Sarah sat up and threw a pillow behind her back.
"Is this where I make you breakfast and fetch your slippers?"
"No," Kevin said. "This is where I make you breakfast and tell you I love you."
"I like the sound of that."
"You should."
Kevin climbed back into bed and kissed Sarah softly. She had not lost her ardor overnight.
"That was nice."
"It was supposed to be nice."
Kevin studied her face and noticed a change. Sarah seemed far more relaxed and at ease not only with her surroundings but also with the idea of making a social leap that would have probably seemed unimaginable even a few weeks earlier.
"Do you feel different?" he asked.
Sarah took a breath.
"I feel alive. I never imagined that something like that could be so wonderful."
Kevin kissed her again.
"I'm glad. I kind of rushed things, but I'm in no mood to apologize. I've been dreaming of a night like last night for weeks, months even."
"Months?"
"Months."
"I have too," Sarah said. "I know proper women aren't supposed to think of such things, but I've decided that propriety belongs in 1910."
Kevin laughed.
"I agree."
"I'm glad you concur. However, now that you've had your way with me, we should probably discuss a few things."
"Had my way? You wound me," Kevin said as he put a hand over his heart. "You make last night sound so . . . one-sided. I merely showed you my affection."
"Fair enough. Now that you've showed me your affection, we should probably discuss a few things."
Kevin smiled.
"What would you like to discuss?"
"Well, we could start with children. It seems like a timely topic. I suppose you would like to have three or four strapping sons."
"That's where you're wrong."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean I want daughters."
"Daughters?"
"Daughters. Don't get me wrong. I'd welcome a son but, if I had my way, I'd prefer to have daughters – each as intelligent, kind, and beautiful as her mother. Six sounds about right."
"Six?" Sarah asked with a laugh. "You're awfully ambitious, Mr. Johnson. If I didn't know better, I'd swear you wanted to be a modern-day Jethro."
"Maybe. But that's what I want. I know. It sounds like a nightmare."
Sarah reached for his hand and kissed it.
"No. It sounds like a dream. I'd like to have daughters too."
Kevin threw his arm around his fiancée and took stock of the morning. He wasn't just having a good start to his day. He was having a good start to the rest of his life.
Deciding that he wanted to maintain the wonderful vibe as long as he could, Kevin pulled Sarah close and held her in blissful silence for fifteen minutes. He spoke only when his curiosity got the best of him.
"You said we should discuss a few things, as in plural," he said. "Is there anything else you want to talk about before I scramble some eggs?"
Sarah nodded but didn't speak. She instead pulled the sheet over her bare chest, nestled into Kevin's side, and looked at him with wary eyes. When it appeared that she would not verbalize the second thing she wanted to discuss, he broke the silence.
"Well, what is it?"
"I want to go back to 1910."
"You want to go back?"
She nodded again.
"Why?" he asked.
"I want to take care of a few things."
"What kind of things?"
"I want to send a letter to my parents, collect some personal items at the house, and tender my resignation. I'd like to go back today."
Kevin groaned as his blissful morning took a not-so-blissful turn. He knew it was time to share a tidbit about the revolving-door time machine in Roger Johnson's backyard.
"Before we go further, Sarah, I have to tell you something about the portal."
"What's that?"
"It's unreliable when sending travelers forward – very unreliable. That may pose a problem for us as a couple. I don't know if the portal will consider the next trip to 1910 to be your first one back or my fourth one there. We may arrive on July 22 or we may not. The process seems to be random."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean we may exit the chamber on January 1, April 15, or June 5. Think about how you would handle dealing with people we know on each of those dates – or any date before July 22."
"I understand."
"I'm not saying I won't ever go back. I made a promise to you, and I intend to keep it. I just think we should talk about this some more before committing to a trip."
Sarah frowned and looked away before returning to Kevin.
"I want to see my family again, but if I can't, or at least can't for a while, I want to send them a letter telling them that I won't be coming home soon. I had planned to visit my parents in June and July, but I canceled those plans when I began seeing you."
"Does your family know about me?"
Sarah nodded.
"I've mentioned you in several letters. My parents know that I'm seeing someone who is more than a casual acquaintance. They understand why I'm not coming home this summer. They would not understand if I never came home."
Kevin frowned slightly, drawing a response from Sarah. She tilted her head and met his eyes.
"Just how did you think this would work?" she asked.
"I figured we would pick a year and go from there. If we exited in February, then we would visit your folks in February. If we exited in October, then we would visit them then. They wouldn't know the difference. They would think we had spent the interim months or years living in Wallace or somewhere else."
"What about our friends and acquaintances?"
"What about them?" Kevin asked. "We said goodbye to Andy and Sadie. As for the rest, I took care of them by writing some letters."
"What letters?"
"I wrote three letters explaining that we had eloped and wouldn't return, at least to teach at the high school next year. I mailed one each to Maude, the Marshalls, and Ed Morrison."
Sarah leaned back and sighed.
"I'd still like to go back, at least once, to collect my things and put a letter in the mail."
Kevin grabbed her hand.
"There is one more thing. It's something I should have told you a long time ago."
"What?"
"There's going to be a fire, Sarah, a big one. It's going to burn half the Bitterroots and at least a third of Wallace. A lot of trees and buildings are going to go up in smoke and more than eighty people are going to die, and there's not a thing we can do about it."
"This will happen in 1910?"
Kevin nodded.
"When will it start?" Sarah asked, with alarm in her voice.
Kevin frowned. He might as well get this over with.
"It will start in July and August in a thousand places you've never heard of. It'll grow bigger and more intense and finally spin out of control on August 20 when it gets a push from the wind. The only thing anyone near it will be able to do is get out of its path, and a lot of people won't be able to do even that."
"Oh, Lord."
"That's why I was hesitant to tell you everything. There are risks to traveling back in time, risks that may not be worth taking or at least taking now."
"Did you say that the process is random?"
"I did. We have as much chance at arriving on August 20 as we do on any other date in 1910."
"That's one in 365. Those are good odds, Kevin."
Kevin sighed and then took a long look at the woman who had just talked him into doing something he didn't want to do. He knew she was right. She was usually right. In all probability, they would arrive on a date that was not only safe but also one they could manage.
"They are. If you want to go back today, then we'll go back today."
Sarah smiled softly and kissed him on the cheek.
"Thank you."
Kevin glanced at the alarm clock on the nightstand and saw that it was eight fifteen. It was time to get moving, particularly if he wanted to complete his next excursion before his family returned from Spokane.
"I should probably get started on breakfast. Do you have any requests?"
Sarah flashed a mischievous grin.
"As a matter of fact, I do."
"What?"
"I want some more of your affection."
 



CHAPTER 69: KEVIN
 
Kevin knew he had a problem before he cracked the first egg. Even if he wanted to make a quick trip back to 1910, he might not be able to. The portal was active only in the light of a solstice sun or the shadow of the fullest moon. The solstice, June 21, had come and gone. All that remained was a shadow that he had not even begun to understand.
That didn't stop him from at least trying to honor her request. After they showered, ate breakfast, and changed back into what Kevin now called their period costumes, they walked out of the house at ten after ten and proceeded directly to the chamber of stones.
"Do you think it will work?" Sarah asked.
"I hope so. If it doesn't, we'll try again tomorrow night. The moon will be full then and we won't have to worry about shadows or solstices or anything else."
Kevin spelled out MCMX in 22-carat gold and then stood back. After waiting a full minute, he picked up the double eagles, stuffed them into the pocket of his Stan Laurel suit, and grabbed the hand of his Gibson-girl fiancée.
"Here we go again," he said.
Kevin shut the door to the shed and said goodbye to the bright morning sun. A moment later, he pulled Sarah close, kissed her cheek, and waited for an outcome that was anything but certain.
He noticed a change about two minutes in, but it was anything but welcome. Though the temperature of the air remained roughly the same, the quality of the air did not. Thick smoke, the kind one might associate with a kitchen fire, began to spill through the vents and fill the shed.
"I don't like this."
"Neither do I," Sarah said.
"Let's get out."
When Kevin opened the door and led Sarah out of the chamber into what he assumed was Asa Johnson's backyard, his stomach dropped. Thick smoke filled a strangely dark sky and made breathing decidedly difficult. If this was not the day of the fire, it was definitely the day before. If his latest adventure was a game of time-travel craps, he had just rolled snake eyes.
"You're not thinking what I'm thinking, are you?" she asked.
"I am. I'm not sure we should stick around. We can always try again tomorrow."
Sarah let go of his hand, walked deeper into the yard, and examined her surroundings.
"It's still the early evening. I can tell by the temperature. When did that fire reach Wallace?"
"I think it was around nine at night, according to a book I read. I don't remember. I think we should go, Sarah. We can even try again the minute we get back. We're bound to get February or October the next time."
Sarah looked at Kevin and then took another visual inventory of the neighborhood, or what she could see of it. When she was done, she stepped forward and grabbed his hand.
"The Marshalls are just down the street. Let's see if they're home. If they're not, we'll come straight back and try another time. OK?"
Kevin didn't like the idea at all, but he couldn't think of a good counterargument. If there was a monster fire out there, then it was still at least an hour or two away. He would be able to hear it long before he saw it. He also knew the rock shed would not burn to the ground in their absence. Walking a few blocks, therefore, was an acceptable risk.
 
When they arrived at the stately home of George and Bertha Marshall ten minutes later, they found the front door unlocked. Sarah opened the door slowly and led Kevin into a small receiving room she had passed through hundreds of times.
"George? Bertha? Is anyone home?" she asked.
"Maybe you should just get your things," Kevin said. "I'll stay here."
Sarah nodded.
"I'll only be a moment."
When she walked out of the parlor and out of sight, Kevin looked around the room and saw several items of interest. The first was a clock on a mantle, a clock with a big hand on the twelve and a small hand on the six. It may have looked like midnight outside, but it was only 6 p.m.
Kevin then turned his attention to three oil paintings of Civil War battle scenes. The first portrayed Pickett's Charge at Gettysburg, the others scenes from Antietam and Cold Harbor. Even though the War Between the States was forty-five years distant, it still raged in the home of one resident of Wallace, Idaho, and presumably in his mind.
Kevin walked across the room to a framed photograph of a young man in the crisp uniform of an Army private. He didn't remember the young man's name, but he knew his story.
George and Bertha's oldest son had been part of a regiment ordered to disarm Lakota living on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in what was then the brand-new state of South Dakota. When his regiment had encountered resistance, Private Marshall and others began shooting not only at those they had come to subdue but apparently also at each other. His friendly-fire death on December 29, 1890, at the start of the Wounded Knee Massacre, had been one of the last of the American Indian wars.
Kevin was about to pick up the photo of the soldier who would never know what it was like to get married, have a family, and grow old when he heard a familiar voice.
"I think I have everything," Sarah said.
She held onto a cloth bag that appeared to contain at least two framed photographs, a quilted table runner, and a book that looked familiar.
"It looks like you made a haul. What all do you have in there?"
"I grabbed the pictures of my family, a quilt I've been working on, some stationery, stamps, and few other items."
"I've seen that book before," Kevin said.
"I'm sure you have. It belonged to Maude. She gave it to me in June."
"What is it?"
"It's a first-edition copy of Little Women, signed by Louisa May Alcott."
Kevin's eyes widened.
"Maude wanted me to have it because she knew I would take care of it and give it the reverence it deserves," she said "I imagine it's probably worth a pretty penny in 2013."
"That's an understatement. Are you ready to go?"
"I'm ready. I left a note for the Marshalls telling them that we stopped by and would contact them again once we got settled. I presume that we will at some point be able to do that."
"We will. We'll be able to come back to this time and this town, even if we can't come back to this house."
"Speaking of this house, there's something I've been meaning to ask you."
"What's that?" Kevin asked.
"You told me last night, when we sat on the bench, that the Marshall house had burned to the ground many years ago. Did you mean to say that it burned in the Great Fire?"
Kevin nodded.
"My grandfather told me that all the houses on Garnet Street except his were destroyed or damaged so badly that they had to be torn down."
"This house will burn tonight?"
"This house will go. There won't be anything left."
Sarah brought a hand to her mouth.
"We have to warn the Marshalls."
"How can we do that? They're not home. Do you want to leave another note?"
Sarah walked to a window and looked out at the street.
"No. I have a better idea. Let's go outside."
Sarah led Kevin by the hand out the front door and down the steps to Garnet Street, which had darkened even in the short time they had spent in the house. When they reached the street, she waved to a woman Kevin knew by sight but not by name.
"It's a little smoky tonight," she said to the woman as they crossed the street.
"Sarah Thompson, is that you?"
"Yes, it is."
"I'd heard that you'd eloped."
"You heard correctly," Sarah said. "Marie, this is my husband, Kevin Johnson. He is the man who filled Mr. Monroe's vacancy at the high school. Kevin, this is Marie Denton. She and her husband run the roller-skating rink."
Kevin laughed to himself as he pondered his rapid upgrade from fiancé to husband and then looked at Sarah's plainly-dressed neighbor, who appeared to be in her early twenties and at least four or five months pregnant. He extended a hand.
"It's a pleasure to meet you, ma'am."
"The pleasure's mine, Mr. Johnson."
"Where's Daniel?"
"He volunteered to help on the fire lines south of town. Things are getting pretty bad there. I don't expect to see him before tomorrow."
"Can I ask you a question, Mrs. Denton?" Kevin asked.
"I suppose that depends on the question, Mr. Johnson," she said with obvious amusement.
"What day is this?"
"It's Saturday, of course . . . Saturday, August 20."
Kevin closed his eyes for a second.
"Did I say something wrong?" Marie asked.
"No. You didn't say anything wrong," Sarah said. "We're just a little concerned about the fires and all this smoke. Do you know where I can find George and Bertha? I had hoped to catch them at home, but it appears that they're out."
"I think they're out of town for the weekend. I haven't seen them since yesterday."
Kevin sighed. At least that much was good.
"Do you know where they went?" Sarah asked.
"No."
"Can you do me a favor?"
"I'd be happy to."
"If you see the Marshalls tonight, tell them that we came to warn them. Tell them to spend the night somewhere else. Tell them to get off this street immediately. Demand that they do."
"I don't understand. Has the mayor issued a warning?"
"He hasn't, to my knowledge, but he will. Don't ask me how I know. I just do. No one on this street will be safe tonight. If you see the Marshalls, warn them. Tell them to leave as soon as possible. You should do the same.
"You don't have to worry about me. I'm staying with my sister tonight. She lives on Second Street. If I do see the Marshalls, I'll pass along your concerns."
"Please do. Their lives may depend on it."
 
The couple known as Mr. and Mrs. Kevin Johnson, at least to one person, said goodbye to Marie Denton and then proceeded west on Garnet, toward the Johnson residence.
"How much time do we have?"
Kevin kicked himself as he tried to remember details of the fire from Walt's tour and books he had read. He was pretty sure that the chaos and panic of August 20, 1910, hadn't begun until after eight o'clock, when gale-force winds had pushed the inferno to the edge of town. Walt had said there had been little to no wind between five thirty and six thirty, the calm before the storm. There was no wind now.
"We have a few hours at most," he said. "I don't want to stay another minute though. I think we should get out while we can."
"All I want to do is mail this letter to my parents. There is a mailbox on the corner of Sixth and Bank. Let me drop this off and then we can be on our way."
"OK. Let's go then."
As the two walked north on Sixth Street toward the city's commercial core, Kevin took note of several things he had never seen and heard before. The first, and perhaps most ominous, was the presence of giant embers that fell like snowflakes from a charcoal sky. The second was the deafening buzz from telephone lines that hovered over downtown Wallace like tightly stretched threads on a horizontal loom. It was at least twice as loud as usual and proof that the people of this threatened community were starting to talk.
The unusual sights didn't stop there either. As they approached the intersection with Maple, Kevin looked ahead two blocks and saw scores of soldiers march in formation toward the west end of town. Though cavalry and infantry were common throughout the rural West, all-black companies in states with fewer than seven hundred African Americans were not.
Kevin knew that these were the men of the Army's famed 25th Infantry, men who had been deployed to Wallace from Spokane's Fort George Wright. He suspected that they would play an important role in keeping the peace and taming the flames before this terrible night was done.
More unusual was a spectacle between Pearl and High, where dozens of people went into and out of two insurance offices. Even now, with the flames closing in and ashes falling from the sky, local agents wrote fire policies to anyone who walked through their doors.
Another procession greeted them as they reached Bank and dropped the letter in the box. Four wagons proceeded north on Sixth carrying what appeared to be the worldly possessions of four families, including a grand piano, a hutch, two sewing machines, and a goat.
"I'm getting nervous," Sarah said.
"I was nervous when we left Asa's shed. Let's get moving."
Kevin grabbed Sarah's hand and led her back down Sixth, this time in a southerly direction. He guessed that they would need less than fifteen minutes to reach the portal, lay down the gold, and get out of town before the wall of fire that was surely coming changed the town forever.
As they passed a group of residents waving new insurance policies, Kevin thought of Andy and Sadie. Thank God, he thought, that they were out of harm's way. He still worried about the Marshalls and Maude, whose whereabouts were unknown, and about the many children he had taught at the high school, but he knew that there was little he could do for any of them now.
Kevin picked up the pace as they approached Maple. He didn't trust the relative calm in the streets or the idea that he had even an hour to spare. He wanted to get out of Wallace and 1910 as quickly as possible, but as soon as he started to step off the curb he sensed that even his quickest step would not be quick enough.
"I see trouble," Sarah said.
Kevin took a breath as he led Sarah toward a group of rough-looking men. All appeared to be in their twenties or early thirties. Each watched his every step.
"Where do you think you're going?" the apparent leader said.
"I'm walking my fiancée home," Kevin said.
"You're not walking anyone home tonight, mister. The mayor has ordered every able-bodied man to report for firefighting duty. You're coming with us."
"I'm not going anywhere with you. Excuse me."
Kevin tightened his hold on Sarah's hand and tried to push his way through the crowd but didn't get far. One of the men grabbed his free arm and pulled him back.
"I don't think you understood, my friend," he said. "You're coming with us."
Kevin shoved the man back but knew he couldn't do more. He wasn't sure he could take on one man right now, much less eight. He turned back to Sarah when he felt her squeeze his hand.
"Go with them, Kevin. I'll be all right. We can meet up later and do what we were planning to do at another time," she said in a firm voice. "I'll be OK."
Kevin glanced again at the men. He tried to think of something that might buy him some time, an excuse that might still offer a shot at the chamber, but he couldn't do it. He glanced at Sarah, saw her nod, and realized that he had no choice but to submit.
"They need volunteers at City Hospital, ma'am," the youngest man said. "That's not too far from where we've been ordered to go."
"That settles it then," Sarah said. "I'll go to the hospital to help out. You can meet me there when you're done. Go, Kevin. I'll be all right."
"OK. I'll go. I'll meet you at the hospital," he said. "Don't even think about going anywhere else. If you're ordered to leave the city, then get on the train to Spokane. Contact Andy at the paper and stay put. I'll find you. Will you do that?"
Sarah nodded.
Kevin looked at his captors with frustration, anger, and contempt. He knew that they didn't have a legal right to force him to do anything, but he also knew that, in times like this, brute force mattered more than the law.
"Come here," he said as he pulled Sarah in. "Remember what we still have to do. Remember when we have to do it. We'll get through this."
"We will."
Kevin kissed her quickly and forcefully and let her go.
"I love you."
"I love you too," she said. "Now go. I'll see you in a bit."
Kevin then turned toward the men and joined them as they continued west on Maple. When he took one last glance at the woman he loved, he saw hope, resolve, and affection in her beautiful eyes, as well as something he didn't want to see. He saw tears.
 



CHAPTER 70: KEVIN
 
Saturday, August 20, 1910
 
The nine men wasted no time moving to where help was needed. After cutting over to High Street, two blocks north, they walked across Placer Creek to King Street, where they joined more than two hundred firefighters, soldiers, police, and civilians in a defense of the city.
Kevin didn't think much of his forced conscription, but he had to tip his hat, the one he now held in his hand, to those who had long predicted that the greatest threat to Wallace would come from the southwest. Placer Canyon was the point of least resistance between a fire the size of Connecticut and an isolated community that, for all practical purposes, was now on its own.
Even before he reached the battle lines on King Street, he could see that a bad situation was about to get worse. During the ten-minute walk over, a light breeze had turned into a stiff breeze and the stiff breeze had turned into a gale. He knew that if the wind remained this strong the rest of the night that history would repeat itself in spades.
Kevin remembered from a book he had read that one survivor of the Big Blowup had compared the sound of the wind-driven fire to the "sound of a thousand trains rushing over a thousand steel trestles." Others compared it to the "roar of Niagara Falls" or the sound of cannons. None of these accounts gave Kevin a measure of comfort.
One bright spot on the forced march to the Western Front was the Duvalier mansion. With every light off and every door closed, it appeared completely deserted. Maude had apparently had the good sense to get out of town while the getting was good. Kevin hoped she had found a safe haven and would soon return to an intact home.
When he finally reached the front lines, Kevin was directed not to a flaming forest but rather to a vacant lot, where idle men mingled with idle equipment. For more than an hour he waited for further instructions as others doused buildings with garden hoses, cleared trees near homes, created firebreaks, and set backfires in spots deemed most at risk.
Kevin knew that the measures would probably do little more than spare one neighborhood, but he also knew that they had to be tried. Unlike the dynamite charges some had set off in town in the misguided belief that man-made thunder would bring about God-made rain, firebreaks and backfires, measures solidly rooted in fire science, often worked.
The inhabitants of King Street didn't wait to see if they did. From seven to eight o'clock residents of the city's most affluent neighborhood loaded wagons, carts, and even cars with people, animals, furniture, and other belongings and moved to the east end of Wallace.
Some rode horses, including Spirit from the stable down the street, while others proceeded on bicycle or foot. One man in a chain-driven Maxwell touring car offered to take his neighbors to any place in the city for the cost of a smile.
Those who couldn't haul their belongings to presumably safe warehouses on the north and east sides of town turned to the earth. They buried sewing machines, jewelry, plates, silver, and even liquor in hastily dug trenches in several yards. One man buried a case of whiskey in front of a crew working the hoses, only to dig it back up, pop open three bottles, and share his cache with those protecting his house.
Kevin enjoyed watching the more humorous of these acts, but he didn't enjoy twiddling his thumbs while others went about the serious work of defending a community. He wanted to work or be allowed to leave and get out of town before things got worse. It wasn't long before he got his wish. At eight fifteen the Great Fire of 1910 showed its face to the residents of Wallace.
Kevin couldn't see much of the fire at first. He couldn't see much of anything through the smoke that continued to choke the Silver Valley. That changed when the winds died for a few minutes, allowing a nearly unobstructed view of a monster.
The blaze first appeared not as a giant wall but rather as a thin ribbon of gold that crowned the ridges to the southwest. Set against the backdrop of black mountains and a black sky, the line took on the appearance of a corona during a total solar eclipse.
Even a distant line, however, was sufficient to inspire action. Within seconds important men with important jobs began shouting orders to those on the front and those in reserve. One of these men slapped Kevin on the shoulders and led him to four small houses on the south end of King Street, where more hoses, buckets, and opportunities to help waited.
"Grab a hose, son, and do what you can," he said.
Kevin did as instructed. He wasn't sure what one man, or even several men, could do against a fire that big, but he figured it wasn't his job to ask. He grabbed a flimsy garden hose and began throwing water on a residence that was no more than a cabin. The owners of the home, an elderly blacksmith and his wife, had apparently left town on the morning train to Spokane.
Kevin gave the house a thorough rinse, from its highly flammable shingle roof to its cedar sides to its freshly painted doors and windows. He vowed that if he did nothing else in the effort to save King Street, he would prevent the couple's home from turning into a pyre.
He waged a successful battle for more than fifteen minutes, fighting everything from falling water pressure to falling fire. Embers the size of softballs dropped from the sky with increasing regularity, forcing him to look upward as well as outward. When ashes landed on his shirt and started to burn a hole in his sleeve, he turned the water on himself.
What he couldn't put out was the fear in the ranks, which seemed to grow by the minute. All along the fire lines, men ran back and forth, shouting orders and moving equipment, as the odds that the entire town might go up in smoke went from remote to possible to likely.
The sights and sounds in the distance were no more comforting. The fire moved through Placer Canyon like a multi-headed beast, consuming everything in its path and leaving acrid waste and scorched destruction in its wake. When Kevin heard trees snap, crackle, and fall, he thought not of the many news videos he had seen of wildfires but rather of the climactic scene in The Langoliers, a miniseries based on the Stephen King novella, where toothy creatures mowed down a forest in minutes.
Kevin fought the good fight until the wind became a deciding factor. He doused the roof one more time, dropped the hose, and turned off the water, which still flowed in ample amounts. He wanted to continue but knew he was no match for the southerly gales that had steadily turned his streams into mist and rendered even his most creative firefighting efforts ineffective.
When he turned around, he saw that others too had surrendered to the wind. Men who moments earlier had held hoses and cut trees now walked toward the command center at King and Bank. Others loaded equipment and supplies on wagons. If a retreat wasn't imminent, it was likely. The blaze that had raced through the canyon in thirty minutes had finally arrived and now threatened to destroy a town that was rapidly running out of options.
The Palouse winds, of course, had been a problem all day, pushing a tsunami of fire from the Clearwater to the Coeur d'Alene and creating chaos even in town. In the last two hours, gusts had snapped trees like twigs, overturned wagons, and knocked even the largest men clean off their feet. If the firebreaks and backfires didn't stop the fire's advance, nothing would now.
Kevin left his waterlogged house and fetched his jacket and hat, extravagances he was not quite ready to discard. As he headed north on King, with the wind at his back, he thought about how the night had started, how it had gone, and how it might end. Would history repeat itself? Or had the presence of a time traveler somehow changed the course of events?
He continued to ponder the possibilities as he walked several blocks to the main assembly at King and Bank. As he drew closer to the group, he noticed that many men seemed embroiled in a lively discussion. Many looked and pointed his way. He didn't know what the fuss was about until he heard the words "south" and "wind" and "homes." He detected an edge in their voices.
Then Kevin noticed something else. The wind at his back had become the wind at his side. When he turned around he saw the reason for the fuss. Flames once bound for King Street now raced across the south hill toward the unprotected east end of town.
Kevin arrived at the intersection just as the mayor consulted with his advisors. Recognizing a new and greater threat to his city, the mayor, standing in the middle of the assembly, ordered a complete evacuation. Within minutes, available men were divided into three large groups.
This time Kevin went willingly. As much as he wanted to grab Sarah and bolt, he knew he couldn't do it. He was in the thick of things now and had a moral obligation to lend a hand. So he joined the first group to leave and headed toward the downtown core at break-neck speed.
He wasn't sure what he would find when he got there, but he knew what he would do when he did. He would get people to safety and put them on trains. That was all that mattered when a city was burning. His long night was about to get longer.
 



CHAPTER 71: SARAH
 
When Sarah entered City Hospital at six forty, she walked into a crowded lobby and a sea of activity. More than a dozen volunteers tended to those waiting for medical treatment.
Most brought water, food, and wet towels to firefighters and others who had suffered the ravages of fatigue. Two pacified crying children. Still more moved a few bedridden patients from their rooms to vehicles that would take them to the relative safety of Osburn, five miles to the west. Though no one seemed to believe that the fire would reach the hospital, no one appeared eager to take any chances.
Sarah assisted where needed. She moved critical supplies from wagons outside to cabinets inside, filled out forms, answered phone calls, and eventually treated the patients in waiting, whose numbers increased from twenty at seven o'clock to more than fifty at eight.
Many came in to escape the suffocating smoke, including a few of the hundred or so miners who had been recruited to build a firebreak around the vulnerable back side of the hospital. A few came in to escape, period.
Sarah found one such man at eight fifty. With a dirty face, a defeated expression, and vacant eyes, he looked like he needed not only a wet towel and water but also a hug.
"How are you doing?" Sarah asked as she handed him a towel.
"I'm better now," the man said. "Thank you."
Sarah looked at the new arrival and couldn't tell whether he was a forest ranger or one of the hundreds of unskilled men who had joined the firefighting cause in search of wages and meals. She suspected the latter. The man looked lost and overwhelmed but thankfully not injured.
None of the men who had walked into the hospital, in fact, appeared to have serious injuries. Even better, none had serious burns. That suited Sarah just fine. If she made it through the night without seeing a serious burn, she would count herself among the luckiest people in town.
Sarah had once dreamed of becoming a nurse. As a girl, she had often read magazine articles detailing the heroics of women who wanted to follow in the footsteps of Florence Nightingale. She could think of nothing more rewarding and exciting than helping to save the lives of others.
Her enthusiasm for the noble profession dimmed, however, when she read about nurses who treated patients with serious burns. It was one thing to dress bloody wounds and change bedpans. It was another to watch someone's skin fall off.
"Where did you come from?" Sarah asked the man.
"I was with a crew on Bad Tom Mountain. We got out when we could."
"How bad is it out there?"
"It's the worst, ma'am. It's the worst."
"Drink some water then. It will do wonders on a day like this."
Sarah gave the firefighter a glass of water and watched him gulp it down. When she was convinced that he wouldn't die of heatstroke before the nurses made their rounds, she moved on to a second man and then a third. She didn't mind the work and, in fact, felt good about donating her time on a night when many Wallace residents would be asked to do the same.
She didn't feel good about sending Kevin into harm's way. She worried about his safety and longed for the moment that they could escape 1910 and again enjoy the wonders of his scary, exciting, and now strangely comforting world.
Sarah was about to get more towels when she saw Marie Denton walk through the doors carrying a stack of blankets. She watched her give the blankets to a nurse at the reception desk and then called out to her when she headed toward the exit.
"What are you doing here?" Sarah asked.
"I could ask you the same question."
"We ran into a group of men who decided to enforce the call for able-bodied men while we were walking on Sixth Street. They didn't give Kevin a choice. He's helping the firefighters," Sarah said. "When I learned that the hospital needed help, too, I came right over. What about you? Why are you here?"
"I come here all the time," Marie said. "I usually bring cake and cookies. Tonight I brought blankets. From the looks of this place, I may have to get more."
"People have been coming in all night. Fortunately, most don't require serious treatment."
"That's good. I'm starting to get worried about what I'm seeing on the street."
"What do you mean?" Sarah asked.
"People are panicking. That's what. I'm not sure what's going on, but something is different. I saw about fifty people walk down Sixth Street with suitcases and bags. I think they were going to the train station."
"Have the fires reached town?"
"I don't think so, but it's hard to tell. It's so dark out there that you can't see ten feet in front of you. There are embers falling from the sky, though, and I can hear trees crackling. If it's not here, then it's really close."
Sarah didn't like the sound of that at all. For the first time since she walked to the hospital at First and Cedar, she believed that her evening would not end with a quick and happy reunion.
"Have you seen any of the firefighters?"
"I have. A large group of them ran toward the east end of town. I think they were ordered there, but I don't know why," Marie said. "I also saw the Marshalls."
Sarah dropped a towel.
"You saw what?"
"I saw the Marshalls. They arrived just as I left. I gave them your message, but they refused to leave. They wouldn't even consider it. They said they were tired and ready for bed."
Sarah closed her eyes and balled her fists as anger took hold. She couldn't believe they could so cavalierly disregard her warning in light of what was happening around them.
"Did you notice anything that might suggest the fire is getting closer to that part of town?"
Marie shook her head.
"The smoke and wind are awful, but I didn't see any flames. Why do you ask?"
Sarah paced back and forth as she tried to reconcile her promise to Kevin with an obligation she felt to save the lives of two people who had provided her a home. Life could be so unfair.
"Things are going to get bad really fast. That's why. Wait here."
Sarah walked to the desk and grabbed the phone the second it was available. She dialed the Marshalls' three-digit number but didn't get an answer. When she called the operator, she was told that some of the lines were down.
Sarah started to dial the Marshalls' number again when she saw a man burst through the front doors and ask for a doctor. She put the receiver on the hook when he rushed to the desk.
"Get ready for more patients," he told a nurse. "The fire has reached town. It's jumped the south hill. It's hit the east side. It's on Garnet Street now!"
 



CHAPTER 72: KEVIN
 
When the leaders of the first group from King Street reached their destination at Seventh and Bank, they divided their charges into two groups. Those asked to help the firefighters went south. Those asked to help residents get to the trains stayed put.
Kevin joined the latter group. While he had no qualms about picking up another hose, he wanted to do something that was immediately gratifying. Helping women and children get on a train as their city burned to a crisp had more appeal than shooting a squirt gun at a fire.
Told to wait until the masses hit the streets, Kevin made the most of his short reprieve. He leaned on a streetlight and thought about two men who had gained even more of his respect over the course of the evening.
Though Grandpa Roger and Walking Walt may have added spin to stories that didn't need it, they hadn't embellished a thing in describing this night. They had nailed every detail from the sun-blocking smoke to the falling embers to the shifting winds. Walt had even correctly recalled the time the mayor had declared a state of emergency.
Kevin made a mental note to give Walt a big tip the next time he saw him or, better yet, buy him a drink. They would have much to talk about.
The time traveler thought about what the inferno had presumably already done to isolated towns like Taft and Grand Forks and to firefighters in the area, including Ed Pulaski's men, who were probably just now emerging from the safety of a tunnel, and the doomed Lost Crew near Avery. All twenty-eight men in that unit had died, at least the first time around.
Then Kevin thought about what the fire might still do, would still do, to Wallace itself. He remembered that the fire on the east side of the city had started late and not on the perimeter, as many had expected, but rather in the middle of town.
The horrifying particulars came to him the moment he glanced at his watch and then at the Wallace Standard building a half block away. Like the Chicago fire of 1871, the Wallace fire of 1910 had had its own catalyst, its own Mrs. O'Leary's cow, and that cow was on its way.
Kevin looked at the dark sky just as an ember the size of a campfire log drifted over the newspaper building and landed on a pile of greasy rags, used cans of solvent, and scraps of newsprint. The combustible mix exploded, right on schedule at nine fifteen, igniting the building and everything around it. Within minutes, half the block was in flames.
Kevin rushed to an exit and helped reporters, editors, pressmen, and others escape to the street as the fire spread to a nearby hotel, hardware store, and cigar factory. He thought again of Roger Johnson, who had described this scene to a T, and of Andy O'Connell, who had made the wisest decision of his life in July. Kevin hoped that he was safe and sound in Spokane and didn't do anything stupid like grab the first train to Wallace.
He escorted a shaken linotype operator to the corner of Seventh and Hotel Street, where soldiers and police had established a presence and guided the wounded and the weary toward the center of town and relative safety. After releasing the man to an Army medic, Kevin started across the street but didn't make it three steps before he heard several more explosions.
The blaze that had started outside the Standard building had spread to a railroad siding in front of the Sunset Brewing Company, setting off boxcars filled with malt, sugar, and grits like a string of giant firecrackers. From there the fire moved to the loading platform and then the rest of the four-story brick building.
What followed was a scene from science fiction. The flames that raced from side-to-side and floor-to-floor set off a cacophony of pops, fizzles, and booms that both shocked and amazed. Within minutes two thousand barrels of beer flowed out of windows, doors, and vents and onto the street, creating a river of foam two feet deep and two blocks long.
People and animals that couldn't go around the stream went through it. One man waded through the beer with a boy on his back. Another drove a horse and buggy blindly through an intersection, nearly striking a woman who had slipped in the muck. A half-block away, a large dog pushed through the foam like it was plowing through snow. All moved in the same direction with the same purpose: to escape with their lives.
Kevin looked on in horror as building after building went up in flames. The fire played no favorites, consuming whorehouses, warehouses, shops, offices, and homes. Firefighters rushed to save the new county courthouse, wedged between Hotel and Bank streets, and formed a line from Cedar to Pearl. In less than thirty minutes, Seventh Street became the new line in the sand. The second defense of Wallace, Idaho, was under way.
Even burning buildings, however, couldn't compete with the spectacle on Sixth Street, where hundreds of residents raced toward bridges like passengers racing toward the dry end of the Titanic. The shifting winds had done more than send an inferno to another part of town. They had triggered a massive exodus that one historian would later call "controlled chaos."
Kevin retreated to Sixth and Bank, a block from the fire, and looked for people he knew. He saw a few of his students and their families but not many others. Most of the refugees traveled in groups. Many carried suitcases, bags, birdcages, and bottles of soda and beer.
Concerned that ashes and dead animals had polluted a reservoir and a flume, the mayor had declared the city's drinking water unsafe. He had issued an order temporarily rescinding a law that prohibited the sale of alcohol on Sundays, clearing the way for Wallace's many saloons to stay open past midnight. Most saloon owners happily complied.
Though the mayor, Kevin remembered, would not declare martial law until midnight, he had already secured much of the town by ordering police, firemen, deputized volunteers, and units of the 25th Infantry to strategic locations around the city. Those closest to the fire lines often doubled as auxiliary firefighters. When the flames moved along Seventh Street, several soldiers traded their rifles for buckets and doused wooden window frames in buildings at greatest risk.
Kevin stood on the corner and pondered his next move. He had come here to help others and still wanted to help others, but now he wondered whether he could help anyone. He felt small and useless, like a riot cop watching order slowly slip away.
Once again, he considered running. With his handlers nowhere in sight, he had the chance to exit for good. He knew he could live with that decision. This wasn't his time. This wasn't his fight. He was an interloper in a human drama that had already played once. If anything, he had an obligation to let history run its course. He could leave this place with Sarah in tow and leave it in less than thirty minutes.
Then the moral compass that had brought him this far pointed north again – north toward the trains. When Kevin walked across Sixth Street, he saw two toddlers cry for their mother. No one came for the girls. No one seemed to care. For all practical purposes, they were alone in the world with no one to hear their cries but a time traveler who didn't belong.
Kevin hesitated for a moment and then acted. He scooped the girls in his arms and carried them a block to a policeman who said he knew their parents.
When he was certain the toddlers were safe, he glanced across the street and saw another crisis in the making. A frail woman struggled to manage three small children and a large suitcase as she slowly worked her way toward the depots.
Kevin grabbed the suitcase and the hand of one of the boys and accompanied the family to its destination. He knew there were a hundred better ways to spend a Saturday night but none came readily to mind. This was his calling on August 20, 1910, and maybe his calling in life. It was time to set aside his own interests, at least for a night, and do what he knew was right.
 



CHAPTER 73: KEVIN
 
The control in the "controlled chaos" ended where the road hit the rails. When many residents crossed the bridge and reached the tracks, they bolted for open railcars like they were the last available lifeboats on a sinking ship. The parallels to the Titanic tragedy, still twenty months off, were just beginning.
Kevin couldn't blame people for running. The blaze had gotten worse. The fire to the south had become the fire to the west, east, and north and now laid siege to a city that was running out of options and defensible real estate.
Flames from the east, in fact, had already jumped the river and started bringing down each of the Oregon Railroad and Navigation Company depots, forcing refugees out of the buildings and off of a flammable railway platform. Those wishing to board the train now had to do so from open, uneven ground fifty to a hundred yards away.
Kevin saw another problem as well: many of the passenger cars waiting to carry residents to safety were not passenger cars at all, but rather boxcars and flatcars. People all along the length of the train fought each other for limited coach space, with the strongest and meanest winning most of the time.
Some of the strongest and meanest included businessmen who had left their chivalry on the south side of the river and bullied their way into cars specifically designated for women, children, and the sick. When Kevin saw one man knock a pregnant woman to the ground in a race to reach a coach, he tackled him from behind and pushed his face into the dirt.
Driven by moral outrage, Kevin kicked the man in the side twice – once for the woman and once for her child – and then looked for someone else to hit. He really wanted to find Preston Pierce throwing babies off the train but instead found a few women behaving as badly as the men. He wondered what it was about trauma and tragedy that brought out the worst in people.
Some who weren't pushed or pulled from the train were isolated and ostracized, such as a shabbily dressed woman who held a toddler in an otherwise empty boxcar. When Kevin asked a man why she sat alone in a perfectly good car, he got a perfectly good answer.
"The child is sick," he said. "He has scarlet fever."
Kevin shook his head when he heard that. No matter how many people he tried to help, he wouldn't be able to help everyone. Some problems defied compassionate solutions.
When he saw the ranks of the pushers and pullers begin to thin, he walked toward the back of the train. If nothing else, he could make sure that everyone who wanted to get on the train got on the train. He picked up his step at the halfway point but stopped when he heard a familiar voice. It was the voice of his favorite student, a student in a flatcar.
"Hi, Mr. Johnson," Josie White said.
Kevin drew closer and saw that Josie was not alone. She sat between her sister and her mother in the back of the car. Her father, a boarding house manager named James White, stood a few feet away. He kept a close eye on a group of rough-looking men in the front.
"Hi, Josie. What are you doing in a flatcar? You should all be in a coach."
"You'd better ask my dad."
"They threw us off, Mr. Johnson. I offered to send them alone and the ruffians refused us all. I've never been so appalled in my life."
"I know what you mean. I got a taste of it back there. Are you sure you'll be all right? I can see if I can find you some blankets."
"I appreciate the offer, sir, but you won't find as much as a scrap for a baby tonight. The vultures are out. I feel ashamed to be riding a train with the likes of them."
"Don't be ashamed, Mr. White. You're doing the right thing. You have a responsibility to take care of your family and you're doing it. That's more than a lot of people out here."
Kevin took a moment to scan the length of the train and saw that most people had found an open car, even if it wasn't a car of their choice. He returned to the Whites just as Laura White, wife and mother, began to speak.
"Josie tells us you're coming back to the school next year. Is that true?"
Kevin sighed. He should have known he'd have to answer a question like this sooner or later. He thought of a creative reply but decided to go with the truth. He didn't want to lie to anyone anymore, much less a family like this.
"I'm afraid it's not true, ma'am."
Kevin watched Josie frown.
"Why is that?"
"I've decided to marry Sarah Thompson and return to my hometown in Oregon. That's why. I feel bad about leaving, but I think it's the right thing to do now."
"I understand. Congratulations on your engagement. I think very highly of Miss Thompson."
"I do too," Kevin said.
James and Laura White laughed.
"Will you be leaving soon?" Laura asked.
"Yes," Kevin said. "We may leave as soon as tomorrow, if we can ever get out of this town."
Josie stood up and walked slowly to the edge of the flatcar, where James White maintained a constant watch for rogues and ne'er-do-wells. She grabbed her father's hand and looked at Kevin thoughtfully.
"Mr. Johnson, will you write to us from your new home?" she asked.
Kevin smiled and laughed to himself. This was the price of inspiring a student. He didn't want to make a promise he couldn't keep, but he was fairly sure he'd be able to keep this one."
"I'll tell you what, Josie. I'll do my best to write. I may not get to it until next year, but I'll try to put something in the mail."
"Thank you. I'd like that."
"I do have one condition though."
"What's that?"
"I insist that you stay in school and stay active in science. Even if you never go to college, stay active. Read as much as you can and apply all that you learn. You have a wonderful mind, Josie. Use it. Use it and you'll have a wonderful life. I promise."
"I will," she said with a sweet smile. "I will."
Kevin started to say goodbye but didn't get the chance. The engineer blew the whistle and released the brake, putting the relief train into motion and creating a commotion that no voice could overcome. He watched James White pull his daughter away from the unsupported edge and lead her to the safety of the back of the car.
Knowing that he wouldn't be able to even shout over the deafening noise, made worse by the sound of the wind and the crackling fires, Kevin instead waved to the family and gave Josie a big thumbs-up. He smiled when the president of the Shoshone County High School Science Club returned the gesture. It was the last time he ever saw the brightest student he would ever teach.
 
Kevin followed the train about fifty yards and then stopped as it neared a bend. He knew that some passengers would have a chilly ride to Wardner, Harrison, and even Spokane, but he knew they would be safe. When the train disappeared from sight, he turned to other things.
He thought of Sarah, of course, as he had done all night. He hadn't seen her on the train and, frankly, hadn't expected to. It was not her style to leave others in need, and he had little doubt that there were many in need at City Hospital.
The question was whether to seek her now or continue to help others. He found his answer when he assessed the rest of the town.
When he looked to the west, Kevin saw the bright lights of houses, businesses, and the hospital. The medical facility had not only withstood the threat of fire but had also retained its ability to function. He knew from a simple glance that the doctors, nurses, and volunteers would continue to work through the night helping the sick and the wounded get through the greatest calamity in the region's history.
When he looked to the south and the east, he saw other lights. The fires that had destroyed several downtown blocks now moved without mercy on what remained of the city's industrial core. Though Kevin knew that most of the damage had been done, he also knew that the flames weren't finished. Most fires did not go quickly and quietly. They lingered. They caused trouble until man or nature put them out with overwhelming force.
Kevin collected his jacket, which he had put on a post, and walked toward Seventh Street. When he reached the headquarters of the city's eastern defense, he looked for work and found it quickly. A fireman directed him to the courthouse, where officials and others chopped away burning windows and doorframes to keep the new building from going up.
He later sprayed buildings with hoses, carried fire equipment from place to place, and brought bottled beer to those who had fought the fires for two hours but had no access to safe drinking water. He did all that and more until midnight, when the flames finally subsided, the mayor declared martial law, and the city of Wallace got a much-needed reprieve.
At twelve thirty Kevin met up with other firefighters at Seventh and Pearl and helped them lead about thirty people to nearby hotels and boarding houses. Though he knew from Walking Walt that the Great Fire of 1910 had killed only two Wallace residents, he also knew that it had left hundreds homeless, including these late arrivals.
When he finished guiding the last of the refugees to shelter, Kevin rejoined the conscripts, whom he now called friends, and shook more than twenty hands. Several men invited him to join them for a beer at the Shooting Star, which had sustained only superficial damage and continued to operate well into the Sabbath.
Kevin politely refused the invitation. As much as he wanted to celebrate the saving of a town, or at least two thirds of it, he simply wasn't up for a drink – or anything but rest.
So he pondered his options, which boiled down to breaking into Maude's house and reclaiming his room, going to the hospital, or finding the first available bed. He quickly dismissed the first option and slowly dismissed the second. Figuring that Sarah was most likely fast asleep on a hospital cot, he decided to put off their reunion a few more hours.
Kevin took one last look at the dying fires to the east and then walked groggily to the five-story Samuels Hotel at Seventh and Cedar. Once inside, he proceeded to the lobby and fell face first on a sofa. He had done his part for God and country. At one in the morning, it was time for sleep.
 



CHAPTER 74: KEVIN
 
Sunday, August 21, 1910
 
Kevin joined the living when an old woman poked him with her cane and asked him to get up. She apparently had little sympathy for a man who had stayed up half the night trying to save her town. She wanted a soft place to sit, and she wanted it now.
"OK. OK. Give me a minute."
Kevin sat upright, rubbed his eyes, and stared at the woman. She looked older than God and meaner than a rattlesnake but apparently had no interest in causing him trouble. When he slid over to one side of the sofa, she claimed the other and leaned her cane on a nearby table.
"Thank you," she said.
"You're welcome. Do you know what time it is?" he asked.
"I believe it's nine."
Kevin looked at a clock near the hotel's front desk and saw that she was right. It was nine o'clock – or at least nine o'clock if you rounded up to the nearest minute.
"Do you know if the fires are out?"
"They are," she said.
"Are you all right?"
"I am."
"Do you need anything?"
"I don't."
Kevin smiled wearily and gazed at the woman, who wore her gray hair in a tightly stretched bun and stared blankly at a wall through thick granny glasses. He saw he wasn't going to have a meaningful conversation with this one.
"OK. I just thought I'd ask."
Kevin got up from the sofa, stretched his legs, and walked around the large lobby, mostly to get his bearings and remind himself that he was still alive. When his head and body seemed back in working order, he ran a hand through his hair, grabbed his jacket and his hat, and approached the desk, where a harried clerk checked off names on some kind of list.
"Can I help you?" the clerk asked.
"I just have a question. Do you know if the west side sustained any damage?"
"I'm not aware of anything significant."
"I'm particularly interested in City Hospital."
"It's still in one piece, as far as I know."
"That's good. Thanks for the information."
Kevin had been too tired to think about anything when he had collapsed on the sofa, but now he was as focused as ever on doing something he probably should have done last night. It was time to walk to the corner of Cedar, head six blocks west, and carry off the woman who would be his bride. He put his hat on his head and stepped out the door onto Seventh Street.
The scene outside blew him away. He saw the courthouse and a furniture store but little else. The east end of Wallace was a smoldering ruin.
He remembered from a brochure he had read that the fire had done its damage in less than two hours, destroying 150 homes and numerous businesses, including the iron works, a hardware store, a general mercantile, and a hotel between nine and eleven. Even from a distance, he could see that the brochure writer got it right. If anything, the devastation looked worse.
Kevin could also see a host of contradictions. A few brick buildings lay in fragments while many more vulnerable landmarks, such as trees, telephone poles, overhead wires, and even an oil tank, remained largely intact. When he reached the grounds of the courthouse, he saw a melted beer bottle sitting atop a barely tinged insurance policy.
If there was a silver lining to all of the property damage, it was that many property owners had managed to buy fire insurance while the buying was good. He knew from what he had read that residents would rebuild the town in just a few years.
Kevin returned to Seventh and Cedar and commenced the short walk to the hospital. As he moved past the hotel and a bank that shared the same block, he saw a sheet of paper blow across the street and stop at his feet. The flier advertised a play.
The flier triggered a flood of memories of an April night, a night he had gone to dinner and a show with Sarah, Andy, and Sadie. He remembered the joy on Sadie's face when she had shared her knowledge of British battleships and the joy on Sarah's face when he had kissed her for the first time under a comet-streaked sky.
Kevin realized then just how important his time-traveling trips had been. They had been more than thrilling adventures that had given him a front-row seat to history. They had been life-changing experiences. Because of the things he had done here and the friendships he had formed, he had discovered his personal and professional potential. Better yet, he had found love.
Kevin thought about the life he'd had for twenty-two years, the life he'd had in Wallace in 1910, and the life he wanted to lead. He knew there would be challenges ahead, starting with how he would introduce his turn-of-the-last-century fiancée to his information-age family. He could just imagine the howls if and when he told them the truth.
He knew also that some of these challenges might last months or even years. He wasn't just bringing a girl home to Mother; he was bringing a human being into another century. On many occasions he had tried to imagine how Sarah would adjust to the constantly changing advances, norms, and expectations of the new millennium. Would she adapt quickly? He didn't know.
What he did know is that he could not imagine this life, or any life, without Sarah at his side. She had become the center of his universe, and at 9:30 a.m. on August 21, 1910, the center of that universe was just two blocks away.
 



CHAPTER 75: KEVIN
 
Kevin breathed a sigh of relief as he approached City Hospital. The place had not been touched. Neither had the grounds around it nor the trees behind it. Had the fire continued to race down Placer Creek, it would have destroyed the building and many of the people inside. Perhaps it had a conscience, after all.
That's not to say that the hospital didn't look different. It did. Discarded bandages, bottles, and other debris littered the walkway leading to the front door. They reminded visitors that even a facility that had avoided the flames had endured a difficult night.
Kevin walked through a nearly empty lobby, said hello to a man he knew, and continued to the reception desk. A nurse who didn't look a day over eighteen greeted him as he approached.
"Good morning. How can I help you?"
"I'm looking for a woman who volunteered here last night," Kevin said. "She would have come in around six thirty or seven. Her name is Sarah Thompson."
"That name doesn't sound familiar, Mr. . . ."
"Johnson. Kevin Johnson. I'm Miss Thompson's fiancé. We parted company last night and agreed to meet here."
"I just started this morning and don't know many people," the nurse said. "Let me see if the other nurses know anything."
The nurse left her station and retreated down one of two hallways that provided access to the rest of the facility. She returned five minutes later with an older woman Kevin knew by face but not by name. The woman looked like she had seen a ghost.
"Are you Mr. Johnson?" the older nurse asked.
"I am. Like I told your colleague, I'm looking for Sarah Thompson. She volunteered here last night while I went out and chased fires. I'm supposed to meet her here."
Kevin feared something was wrong the second the older woman lowered her eyes. He knew something was wrong when he saw her try to hold back tears.
"Miss Thompson did volunteer here last night, but she's no longer a volunteer," the woman said. "She's a patient."
"She's a what?"
"She's a patient. She's being treated in Room 15."
Kevin had not panicked once in several hours of fighting fires and saving lives Saturday night, but he panicked now. He threw his hands on the desk and glanced around the reception area for any sign that might direct him to Room 15.
"She's down this hallway," the older nurse said. "I'll take you."
Kevin prayed hard as the nurse led him thirty feet to an open door. He didn't know whether the prayers would do any good, but he feared he would need them. Nurses didn't hold back tears over cuts and scrapes or even broken legs.
When he stepped into the room, he saw the scene he had feared. Sarah lay in a bed, eyes closed, as four people sat in chairs and maintained a vigil. They included the Marshalls, Marie Denton, and Dr. Carson Payne, who Kevin had met at Josh Miller's funeral. The women looked at Kevin with tear-filled eyes. The men simply looked away.
"What's going on here?" Kevin asked in a forceful, angry voice.
"You'd better take a seat," the doctor said.
Kevin ignored the others in the room and raced to an empty chair at Sarah's side. He saw her turn her head as he sat down.
"Kevin, is that you?"
"It's me, honey. I'm here."
He grabbed her hand and squeezed it gently but felt no response. He could sense weakness that he had never seen nor felt.
"How are you feeling?" he asked.
Sarah shook her head feebly as she struggled to breathe. She opened her eyes slightly only after Kevin applied more pressure to her fingers.
"I'm so sorry," she whispered.
Kevin kissed her hand and then lowered it to the bed as he wrestled with several emotions, including fear, sadness, frustration, and rage. He yielded to the last two when he scanned the room and saw several people who owed him some answers.
"You stay with Sarah," he barked at Bertha Marshall. "I want the rest of you outside."
Payne opened the door and held it open as Kevin, Marie, and George Marshall walked through. He then closed the door and met the others in a nearby waiting area.
Kevin didn't wait a second before going on the offensive.
"When I left Sarah last night she was strong and healthy. She walked to this building to volunteer her time. Now she's in a bed gasping for air. What happened?"
"She tried to save us from the fire," George said as he struggled to maintain eye contact.
"She did what?"
"She ran into my house to save Bertha and me, but we had already escaped out the back door. I didn't even know she was in the house until I heard a scream. I pulled her out with the help of a neighbor."
"What was she even doing there?" Kevin asked Marie. "She asked you to warn them."
"I did," Marie hissed. She glared at George before returning to Kevin. "I did. They wouldn't listen. They went to bed instead."
Kevin threw a hand to his head and spun around as confusion joined the mix.
"Let me get this straight, old man. Marie here warned you not to go into your house, but you did anyway?"
George nodded and lowered his head.
"You people are insane!" Kevin screamed.
"Calm down, young man," the doctor said.
"Calm down yourself! I allowed her to come here because I thought she'd be safe."
Payne looked at the others and pointed with his head toward the room.
"Why don't you two return to the patient?" he asked.
George and Marie complied without a word.
"OK. Let's hear it," Kevin said as he tried to control his anger. "What's wrong with Sarah? Why is she barely conscious?"
"She took some smoke, son, a lot of smoke. She's suffering from respiratory failure. Fluid is building in her lungs."
"What are you going to do about it?"
"There's not anything I can do."
"The hell there's not. Give her some oxygen, damn it!"
"I don't have it," the physician said firmly.
Kevin turned away as the truth set in. He wasn't talking to a doctor in a major medical center in 2013. He was talking to a doctor in a small rural hospital in 1910 – a doctor who didn't have access to the even the most basic tools of modern respiratory therapy.
"Then let me take her to a place that does."
"I will not let you move this patient, Mr. Johnson. I will remain firm on that."
Kevin walked to the far side of the corridor and punched the wall. This had become a nightmare of unimaginable proportions. He knew the doctor was right. Even if he were able to get Sarah to 2013, he might have to drive her as far as Spokane to find the treatment she needed – treatment that might not work in any event. When he looked again at Payne, he broke down.
"Please tell me she's not going to die. I can handle anything else. Just tell me she's going to walk out of here. Just promise me that."
The physician embraced Kevin as he fell into his arms and succumbed to sobs. A moment later, he stepped back and put his hands on the younger man's shoulders.
"I can't promise you anything," he said. "I know only that time appears to be growing short. Go to her, son. Go to her now and don't waste a minute. I'll clear the room."
Payne led Kevin into Room 15 and motioned for the others to leave. When the three walked out, he closed the door and left the couple to themselves.
Kevin returned to his chair and retrieved Sarah's hand. She seemed weaker now and far less alert. When she subtly squeezed his hand, he kissed her on the cheek.
"I'm back, sweetheart, I'm back, and I'm not leaving."
"Kevin, are you OK?"
Kevin looked at his fiancée through eyes that could barely function. Tears that had started in the hallway now flowed freely. He couldn't imagine what he had done to deserve this day.
"I'm fine, Sarah. Please rest. Please save your energy."
Kevin placed his head next to hers and noticed a change. The breaths he could hear were shorter, harsher, and far more labored. He attempted to straighten her pillow but stopped when he heard her cry out.
"It hurts," she said. "It hurts."
Kevin slammed his free hand against the side of the bed and cursed. He could not believe that fate could be so incredibly cruel. He stared at the ceiling for a moment, said another prayer, and tried to pull himself together. When he returned to Sarah, he saw she had worsened.
"Can I get you anything, sweetheart? Just name it."
"No," she said in a barely audible voice. "Just stay. Just stay."
"I'm here. I'm not leaving."
Sarah clutched her chest as her breathing became even more labored. For more than a minute, she moved her hand over her body in a desperate attempt to find comfort. When the pain apparently subsided, she turned toward Kevin and opened her eyes as far as she could.
"Kevin?"
"Yes, Sarah. I'm here."
"Make me a promise."
"Don't talk, honey. Save your strength. Please!"
"Be happy," she said.
She opened her eyes a little wider.
"I love you."
Kevin stared at the most beautiful human being he had ever known and watched her eyelids flutter to a close. When he saw her head drop and settle into the pillow, he put his hands on her shoulders and shook her gently.
"Sarah? Sarah? Wake up, honey. Wake up," he said as his head began to swim. "Don't die on me. Please don't."
Kevin rested his head on her chest and started to sob.
"You can't die," he said in a barely audible voice. "You can't. We have babies to make and a life to live. We have so much to do. We have so much . . ."
Kevin squeezed a corner of the bed and tried to wish away the pain, which now came at him from every angle and crushed him like a python. When he could stand it no more, he shut his eyes and forced himself to think of other things – the comet, the circus, even the stupid pig on Bertha Marshall's Easter table – but the other things eventually led to the same sad place. They all reminded him of the dead woman in his arms – a woman who would never bear him a daughter or ever again bring a smile to his face.
He released Sarah a few minutes later and fell into his chair. He wanted to yell, scream, and throw things at the wall but found he could do little more than sit motionless and stare into space. The paralysis of grief had already set in, stripping him bare of emotion when he needed it most.
Kevin didn't fight the feeling or lack thereof. Indeed, he embraced it. For a moment, he set aside his crippling pain and drifted to a place where people didn't feel or love or die. He tuned out a world that seemed hell-bent on driving him under and withdrew into himself. The moment was like an oasis in a desert of despair but, like most such things, it didn't last.
Minutes after one hospital event sent him into the numbing daze, another brought him out of it. Kevin turned his head sharply when he heard a piercing sound in an adjacent room: the primal scream of a newborn baby. Strong, violent, and relentless, it was at once beautiful, jarring, and insulting. How dare new life intrude so quickly on death!
When he mustered the strength to get to his feet, Kevin returned to the bed and tied up loose ends. He grabbed Sarah's hands, brought them together, and straightened her sheets and pillow. He knew the actions were unnecessary, entirely unnecessary, but he did them anyway. They seemed strangely appropriate, a fitting tribute to a woman who cared about order.
Kevin gazed at Sarah and noticed that she was as beautiful in death as she had been in life. When he studied the contours of her soft, colorless face, he saw a woman at peace. He hadn't the slightest doubt that she had moved on to a better place.
A moment later he kissed her gently on the lips and stepped away from the bed. He moved toward the door but stopped and abruptly changed direction when he heard an irregular tapping sound. He walked toward the room's sole window. When he reached the glass, he saw something he hadn't seen since the end of March. He saw rain – sweet, bitter rain.
It appeared that Walking Walt had been right about that too. He had told Kevin at the end of his tour that a cold front, bringing days of drenching precipitation, had moved over the area mere hours after the fire had done its damage. The guide had not understated the irony.
Kevin looked out the window, which offered an unobstructed view of the south end of town. Even from six blocks away, he could see what the fire had done and what it had not done. He could see burned buildings and trees next to those that hadn't been touched.
Kevin lowered his eyes. He understood now that life really was nothing more than a game of chance – a game with winners, losers, and survivors who continued to play on borrowed time.
He stared at the landscape one more time and then returned to Sarah as he pondered the hours and days ahead. Like the critically damaged city of Wallace, Idaho, he would get back on his feet and start anew, but he would do it older and sadder and without the love of his life. He would return to the future and return to it soon, but he would return to that future alone.
 



CHAPTER 76: KEVIN
 
Monday, August 22, 1910
 
The largest conflagration in U.S. history had destroyed many things in and around Wallace, Idaho, but it hadn't destroyed the cemetery. Even fires that leveled forests could do only so much to low-cut lawns, marble markers, and concrete headstones. The graveyard a half-mile north of town had sustained only minor damage in the form of a singed perimeter.
Kevin thought about the fire as he walked from the cemetery to the city and Asa Johnson's house. Only three people had perished in Wallace proper: a man who had died trying to save his bird, another who had succumbed in a hotel, and a young woman who'd had no business entering a burning house on Garnet Street – a woman who had not died the first time 1910 had played out.
Kevin knew he'd have to deal with the guilt sooner or later. Guilt consumed and destroyed as surely as fire and lasted longer. Though it could often be applied in constructive ways, it was a generally worthless human condition. It deprived those who felt it of the means to move in more constructive directions. It deprived them of the will to live.
He had little doubt he could have prevented Sarah's death. He could have stopped or delayed her trip to 1910 at many points and hastened her return to 2013 at several others. He could have done a dozen things to keep her from harm's way, but he hadn't done any of them. As a result, a vibrant woman had died and a lonely man was forced to trudge on.
Kevin had not allowed grief or guilt to keep him from his obligations and responsibilities. Within hours of Sarah's death, he had consulted several people, including a minister, a funeral director, and a high school principal to make sure she would have the send-off she deserved.
He had insisted only that the funeral service and graveside ceremony take place the next day. Kevin had done that for himself. He hadn't wanted to spend even one additional minute in a time and place he desperately wanted to leave.
Nearly sixty friends, colleagues, and students had attended both observances. Some had discreetly inquired about Kevin's leading role in the events. Though many knew he had dated Sarah for months, few knew about the fictional elopement or the very real engagement.
Kevin had fired a preemptive strike against future gossip and speculation by making a not-so-difficult decision at the funeral home. He had instructed the director to engrave SARAH THOMPSON JOHNSON and LOVING WIFE on the headstone. If anyone in Wallace wanted to question the validity of the marriage, they could take it up with God.
The time traveler had also taken care of another matter. After getting an address from Principal Ed Morrison, he had written a long letter to Mr. and Mrs. Noah Thompson of Clinton, Indiana, and placed it in Monday's mail along with most, but not all, of Sarah's possessions. He had told the couple how he had met their daughter and come to love her and informed them of the impact that she'd had not only on her students and peers but also much of the community.
Kevin had kept the copy of Little Women, not because of its value to book collectors in 2013 but rather because of its value to him. Sarah had told him that she had wanted to keep it in the Johnson family as an heirloom, one that could be passed down to the eldest daughter. He had decided at the hospital when he had collected her belongings that he could do at least that.
He reached Garnet Street at five after five and saw pretty much what he had expected to see. Everything on the east end of the street, including the Marshall and Denton homes, was gone. Most everything else lay in ruins. Only Asa Johnson's house had escaped serious damage.
Kevin imagined how different this moment might be had Sarah lived in a house even one street down. He imagined holding her hand and leading her to the Johnson estate, the shed, and a wonderful new life but quickly moved onto other things. He had nothing to gain by dwelling on what-ifs and missed opportunities. He had to deal with the world as it was and not as he wanted it to be.
Kevin was reasonably certain that the gods who guarded the chamber would grant him passage. He knew enough about the portal to know that the shadow of the fullest moon extended at least forty-eight hours in each direction. If he acted before midnight, he would be fine.
He stepped onto Asa's property five minutes later and took a long look at a house he would see again on the flip side. Somehow it seemed different. It was darker, for one thing, and decidedly emptier. The home for four Johnsons was now a home for three Johnsons and would one day be a home for no Johnsons at all. Such was the way with time. Things changed.
Kevin walked around the side of the house and approached the chamber of stones wearing a dark suit he had purchased that morning for the funeral. He had left the Stan Laurel suit and the Stan Laurel hat in a closet at the church. Paying a replacement fee at the Coeur d'Alene costume shop was the least of his concerns.
When Kevin finally got to the rock shed, he reached into the pockets of his jacket and pulled out two handfuls of double eagles. He wondered how many of the coins had been placed on the ground in his seven previous trips. Some? Most? All? In the end, he decided that it didn't matter. Coins were coins. Even if some had the power to send him through time, none had the power to bring back the dead. That's what mattered now. That's what would always matter.
He spelled MMXIII with two-dozen pieces and then stepped away from the shed. After a minute of obligatory reverence to the powers that be, he dropped to a knee to collect the gold but didn't pick up even one piece before he heard footsteps on the crunchy lawn.
Kevin stood up, turned around, and saw his once-and-future great-great-grandmother. Wearing a simple black dress, she was the last person he had expected to see just weeks after her husband's death and hours after a fire had all but destroyed her street.
"You came back," he said.
Celia nodded but didn't say a word. She instead stared blankly and sadly at a man who had no reason to be standing on her property, a man who had just placed nearly five hundred dollars in gold in front of an empty shed.
"I'm sorry about Asa," Kevin said. "I'm sorry about a lot of things."
He waited for a reply but waited in vain. She had no more ability to act or speak than he'd had at the hospital in the wake of Sarah's death. Celia Johnson was a tragic figure, frozen in time, staring at a man she had known as a friend but who now probably appeared as strange and mysterious as the circumstances that had brought him to her home.
Kevin didn't know what he could do, but he did know what he could not do. He could not take the gold that had once belonged to Asa and now belonged to Celia. He collected the coins from the ground, brushed them clean, and carried them to the woman on the lawn.
"Take these," he said. "Take them and use them."
Kevin held onto her hands and gazed at Celia until she finally lifted her head and met his eyes. He saw shock, fear, and confusion in her soft eyes but strangely no tears. He suspected that she had already shed her tears and had long since moved on to the business of living.
He didn't even consider explaining what he was doing or why he was here. He could see in her eyes that she already knew. When he looked at Celia, he saw a woman who probably had learned a great many things in the past few weeks and had little interest in learning more.
Convinced that she would not speak and probably could not speak, he gave her a gentle hug and then stepped back to give her some space. When he looked at her face a final time, he saw the outlines of a sad smile. He saw that he had finally gotten through.
"I must go now," he said as he turned to the shed. "I must go to the place I belong. Take care, Celia. Take care of your boys. I'm counting on it."
Kevin walked to the shed, opened the door, and stepped inside. When he opened the door five minutes later, he saw a greener lawn, a grayer house, and a world he had always known. He walked into the residence, placed Little Women on a table, and ascended the stairs.
When he got to his room, he changed out of his suit and crawled into a bed that was as rumpled as the one he had left. He would make the bed, of course, just as he would shower and vacuum and get ready for a family returning with gifts, stories, smiles, and questions. He would do these and other things and whatever it took to move on to wherever he was going, but he wouldn't do a thing until he indulged his memories one last time.
He turned to his left, picked up a pillow, and brought it to his nose. He could still smell her. He could smell her hair, her perfume, her passion, and even her breath. He could smell and even feel every ounce of a woman who had never left the room.
What he couldn't do was see her. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't picture her face, much less the sweet smile he had come to love. When he stared at the pillow, he saw a pillow – not a girlfriend or a fiancée or a colleague or even a farm girl from Indiana, but a pillow.
When he realized that she was gone, really gone, he put the pillow back, stared into space, and did what he should have done at the church, the cemetery, and every place he had been for the past two days. He did the only thing left to a man who had nothing but dreams of a life that would never be. He cried.
 



CHAPTER 77: KEVIN
 
Unionville, Oregon – Friday, August 23, 2013
 
Kevin stared at the screen on his digital camera as he flipped back and forth between two photographs. The woman in the first photo wore a tea dress and pompadour hair. The one in the second wore a tank top and free-flowing hair. Each had a dazzling smile. Kevin thought of both women as he sat in the nondescript waiting room of Dr. Nelson Abernathy, clinical psychologist, grief counselor, and licensed time waster.
He didn't hate the good doctor. He just didn't like him. It was easy to dislike someone who thought most of the world's problems were caused by unsatisfactory relationships with the world's mothers. Kevin may have had more problems than a celebrity in rehab but an unsatisfactory relationship with his mother was not one of them.
When he walked into the therapist's office five minutes later, he sat on a sofa he had warmed at least once a week for the past eight weeks. Abernathy was waiting with a notepad in hand.
"Make yourself comfortable," he said. "How are you?"
"I'm the same as always."
The counselor scribbled a few lines on his pad and turned to Kevin.
"Your mother tells me you'll be leaving for graduate school next month."
"That's the plan."
"Are you looking forward to it?"
"I am. I think it's just what I need."
"How do you feel about New Mexico?"
"It's perfect. It's a thousand miles away."
Abernathy cocked his head.
"You know you can't solve your problems by moving to another state."
"I know. It's a nice idea though. Don't you think? It might even make a great travel slogan. Come to Albuquerque and leave your grief behind."
"Kevin, if you want to get better, you have to take this seriously. You have to work through your pain, not avoid it. You have to accept that Sarah is gone and begin to move on."
"I know, Dr. Abernathy, but I kind of like the denial phase. It's been a pretty decent sedative the past few weeks. When I'm ready for anger, though, I'll let you know."
The therapist sighed and shook his head. He repeated the gestures several times over the next forty minutes as the two endured yet another pointless exchange.
Kevin couldn't blame Abernathy for failing him. He didn't have the facts. He didn't have the slightest understanding of what he was going through. On the advice of his mother, who did have the facts, Kevin had told the counselor that he had recently lost his college sweetheart – not his time-traveling fiancée, the one born in Grover Cleveland's first term, but "Sarah," the sorority girl he had dated at the university in Seattle for three years.
Telling his family about Sarah and his four trips to 1910 had been difficult enough. He had approached his mother first. He had figured that if she believed that her older self had traveled in time thirty-one years to 1979, then she might believe that her son had traveled 103 years to 1910. He had bolstered his case with the photos of Sarah and the copy of Little Women. A classic valued at twenty-five grand was not something he could pick up in a Wallace bookstore.
Once he'd convinced his mother, he'd had little difficulty swaying his father and sister. Rena, in fact, had been so moved by his stories of love, learning, and destruction that she had offered to interview him for her school's newspaper. Kevin had politely declined.
Kevin had not declined Rena's request to see Asa Johnson's diary, diamonds, and gold. He had turned over the balance of great-great-granddad's treasure to his parents and sister hours after they had returned from Spokane but not before he had tried one more time to return to the past.
After searching his soul for hours, Kevin had decided that he wouldn't be able to rest until he had at least tried to reset history and bring Sarah back like he had planned. So he had returned to the chamber and arranged his coins in an MCMIX.
He had figured that by returning to 1909, he would be able to meet Sarah when she arrived on the train, court her throughout the school year, and hopefully win her over before the first wildfire blackened northern Idaho. He hadn't figured on failing, at least not for a reason that had become apparent after he had returned to Oregon.
When Kevin had tried to access the portal that last time, he hadn't used "godless gold," the Liberty Head double eagles minted between 1849 and 1866 without the motto "In God We Trust." He had instead used the only coins left to him, coins that bore the motto and therefore had no value to a time traveler. When James May had advised Asa Johnson to use "godless gold," he hadn't been bashing the love of money. He'd been providing literal instructions.
Kevin knew he still had the ability to go back, even now, two months after leaving Wallace and three weeks after a San Francisco couple had bought Grandpa Roger's property. He knew he had enough in his savings account alone to buy two-dozen mid-century double eagles from coin shops and give the chamber of stones one more spin. What he didn't know is whether one more spin would be worth it.
Even if he were able to return to 1909 or 1910 and again fill the teaching vacancy left by Lawrence Monroe, he would never be able to recapture the magic of the first few encounters with Sarah. He would never be able to recreate the walks or dates or even the tension with Sadie that had made the spring and summer so memorable and exciting. He would have to meet and court a new Sarah Thompson, knowing that the outcome might be much different.
Maybe it was time, he thought, to let her go. He had no right to alter the past or mess with another life simply because he was lonely. He had a moral obligation to live in his time, even if it meant passing up a chance to find the happiness he so desperately wanted.
Kevin thought about his obligations as Abernathy talked endlessly about the five stages of grief and the need for patients to take responsibility for their own mental health and welfare. He didn't know what he would do in the next few years or even the next few weeks, but he did know one thing: he'd had enough of the psychobabble.
"Kevin? Are you listening?"
"I'm listening."
"Something tells me that your mind is elsewhere," Abernathy said.
"Trust me, Doc. It is."
The therapist sighed and shook his head, right on schedule. This time, however, he didn't proceed to a new round of idiotic questions. He instead put his notepad on his desk and moved his chair closer to Kevin's.
"This may be our last session before you leave for school, so let's try something different," Abernathy said. "Let's focus on someone other than Sarah."
"I already told you my mother's not to blame."
The counselor smiled.
"I'm not talking about your mother. I'm talking about someone you may not have even met."
Kevin sat up in his chair. The counselor had his attention.
"You're twenty-two now, correct?" Abernathy asked.
"Correct."
"I assume that you don't want to remain miserable for another fifty years."
"You're good."
"I assume also that you'd eventually like to date another woman, fall in love, get married, and perhaps start a family. Am I right?"
"You're earning your pay today. What are you getting at?"
"What I'm getting at, Kevin, is simple. I want you to describe that woman."
"What do you mean?"
"Tell me what she's like. Describe her in detail. Tell me everything."
"Why does it matter? I'm not looking for a hypothetical woman."
"No, you're not. You're looking for a real person who fits a description, a person who might someday walk into your life. Describe her."
"OK. If you must know, I'll tell you. The woman I'd like to meet someday would be a hell of a lot like the one that just died on me. She'd be smart, kind, pretty, and have a personality that could light up a stadium. She'd also be affectionate and patient, the kind of woman who'd make a great mother. That's important. I want a woman who wants kids and likes kids. If you know someone like that in this area code, feel free to give me her number."
Abernathy smiled.
"What?" Kevin asked.
"I think we just made some progress."
 



CHAPTER 78: KEVIN
 
Kevin shook his head as he entered his childhood home near the top of Unionville's North Hill. If progress in grief counseling now meant getting your patients to describe the woman of their dreams, then he was most certainly in the wrong business.
He waved weakly to his mother and sister in the living room and then did a beeline for the basement family room, which served as his man cave. With shag carpet and lime green walls, it wasn't the most attractive room on the planet, but it was big, functional, and quiet. When he wanted to escape from the world, he knew where to go.
Kevin sat down on an old couch and stared at a 52-inch flat-screen television, the one thing in the room that couldn't be found on That '70s Show. When he finally convinced himself that watching a documentary on wombats beat staring at a blank screen and thinking about the girl he had left behind, he reached for the remote. He got halfway to the end table when he heard a familiar voice.
"How did your session go, honey?" Shelly Johnson said as she entered the forbidden lair.
"It went the same as last week and the week before and the week before that," Kevin replied. "Dr. Abernathy has earned his Masters in redundancy. Don't make me go again."
Shelly sat down next to her son.
"I won't. If you're not getting anything out of it, then there's no point in going."
"You've got that right. Do you know what he had me do today?"
"No. What?"
"He had me describe the perfect woman – not a supermodel or an SEC cheerleader or something like that but rather the woman I want to marry someday. He charges a hundred bucks an hour for that."
"What did you do?"
"I indulged him for once. I answered his question."
"What did you say? What kind of woman do you want?"
"Well, Mom, I think that's pretty obvious. I want someone like Sarah. I want someone who's beautiful inside and out, just like every other freaking male on the planet. The problem is that that kind of woman is hard to find and usually out of my league in any case."
"Are you sure about that?"
Kevin looked at his mother like she had just dropped in from another solar system. Did she even know her son, the one who had been striking out with attractive girls his entire life?
"Yeah, I'm sure about that."
"That's a very pessimistic attitude, Kevin."
"Well, I think it's pretty justified, don't you?"
Shelly put a hand on his knee and stared at him softly.
"No. I don't."
"Why not? You know my track record."
"I also know that there's someone out there for everyone."
"That's clichéd crap and you know it."
"I know nothing of the sort."
"I'm sorry, Mom, but I can't have this conversation now. Contrary to what you and the shrink seem to think, I'm still hurting."
"Of course you're hurting. You'll probably hurt for some time, but you'll get through this."
"I'll get through this? I'll get through this? Are you kidding? I just lost the perfect woman. I watched her die slowly and painfully. I watched the life go out of her eyes while I sat next to her doing nothing. You don't forget things like that."
"I know you don't, Kevin, but you will move on. You will find someone just as special. I know it."
"I appreciate the pep talk, Mom, but it's pretty clear you don't get it. I had my shot at love and lost it. I lost it big time. I will never find love like that again."
Kevin grimaced as moisture formed in his eyes. He knew his mother meant well, but he also knew she was wrong. He would never again find someone like Sarah. When the tears started to flow, he turned away.
Shelly slid closer to her son and kissed him on the head.
"Never say 'never,' honey," she said in a soft voice. "Never is an awfully long time."
Kevin watched her get up from the sofa, walk across the room, and start up the stairs. He felt bad about snapping at his biggest supporter but couldn't bring himself to apologize just yet. She had reopened a nasty wound and put him in a particularly foul mood.
He wiped away the tears with his forearm, looked at the TV screen, and saw his reflection. What a mess he was. He was glad his college friends couldn't see him now. When he saw a box of tissues on the mantle above the television, he decided to get off the couch and dry his face. He didn't take even two steps before he heard a voice from the past.
"Kevin?"
He closed his eyes. It can't be.
"Your mom said I could see you now."
Kevin turned around and saw a sight that he would remember the rest of his life. Sadie stood at the foot of the stairs, not in a maid uniform or a gown that flowed past her ankles but rather in a skimpy pink tennis dress that had Rena's stamp all over it.
Her hair too was different. Though it still fell well past her shoulders, it had been cut, curled, and braided, most likely in the past hour. It perfectly complemented a wonderfully made-up face and liquid brown eyes that needed no enhancement.
Irene Johnson grinned like a Cheshire cat in the shadows behind Sadie when Kevin looked her way. Little sister had had a busy afternoon. She disappeared up the stairs with her smiling mother when Kevin returned his attention to the main attraction.
"Sadie?"
"It's me."
The simple confirmation was all Kevin needed to move toward the stairs. He rushed forward and met Sadie halfway with a powerful embrace that practically knocked her off her feet. For more than a minute he smothered her with hugs and kisses, including numbers 107, 108, and 109 on the hit parade. Just the sight and smell of her sent his anger, frustration, and scorching grief into permanent retreat.
When he finally let up and allowed her to breathe, he looked at her face and saw that she too had dissolved into tears. For a moment, he set aside his troubles and wallowed in pure joy.
"How? How?" he asked as he shook his head.
"I was in the house – just outside your bedroom door – when you proposed to Sarah. I heard everything. I heard every word. Then I read Mr. Johnson's diary. I knew it wasn't right to pry, but I was sad and confused. I needed some answers and thought I could find them there."
Sadie looked at him with eyes that betrayed love, awe, and even fear.
"I'm so sorry about Sarah. I cried for a week when I heard about her. I feel guilty for even being here, but I couldn't stay away. I couldn't. I love you so much."
Kevin smiled, hugged her again, and buried his face in her hair. He realized now that her answers didn't matter. He didn't care about how, where, why, or when. He cared only about who he held in his arms.
 



CHAPTER 79: KEVIN
 
Joseph, Oregon – Sunday, August 25, 2013
 
The vacation house Lloyd Johnson had built in 1960 and son Roger had expanded two decades later overlooked one of the grandest vistas in the Pacific Northwest. From the cedar deck alone, one could see not only Wallowa Lake and pristine forests but also many of the mountains that made up America's Little Switzerland.
When Kevin carried two mugs of coffee from the kitchen to the sliding door, however, he cared only about the view from the glass. Sadie Hawkins, gazing reflectively over the deck's railing in a white terry-cloth bathrobe, had never looked more beautiful.
"I hope you still like plain coffee," he said as he opened the door and stepped onto the deck.
"Is there any other kind?"
Kevin laughed.
"Oh, Sadie, we do have a lot to talk about. Let's sit."
When she sat on one side of a small table near a corner of the deck, Kevin gave Sadie her coffee and settled in on the other side. He tightened the belt of his own bathrobe and took his first sip of a hot drink that brought welcome warmth on a sunny but chilly summer morning.
"Did you know that Chief Joseph was born in this valley?"
Sadie nodded.
"My father told me when I was a girl. I'd always wondered what it looked like. Now I know. It's beautiful."
Kevin gazed at the woman who shared his table and tried to reconcile her appearance with every memory he had of her. Even now, he found it difficult to do.
He had taken Sadie to the family retreat on Saturday with his parents' blessing. Shelly, in particular, had wanted him to have the opportunity to rediscover a woman he clearly and deeply loved. She was not one to let personal morality interfere with her son's happiness.
Shelly had offered just one suggestion. She had advised Kevin to move slowly. She had said that people rarely made good decisions in haste and warned that the worst thing he could do would be to use Sadie to fill the gaping hole in his heart.
Kevin knew she was right. He knew he should take his time, act prudently, and make decisions based on his long-term interests. He also knew that was the last thing he wanted to do. When they had arrived at the vacation house around five, he had wanted to do nothing but take her into a bedroom and shower her with affection that had been pent-up far too long.
Sadie had been even more eager to get to the house. Long gone was the girl who had once worried about appearances and propriety. She was a woman who had traveled alone more than a hundred years through time to be with one person. She wasn't about to let the social mores of any time deny or even delay the fulfillment of that singular goal.
Kevin reached across the table and grabbed her hand.
"I missed you. Even when I was with Sarah, I thought about you. I hoped that you were safe and happy and doing the things I'd asked you to do."
"I never wanted to leave, but I understood why I had to," Sadie said. "You picked someone else."
"I did. There was a reason too. Sarah and I had more in common. We had similar backgrounds and interests. We were the same age. We saw the world the same way. That didn't mean I didn't love you. I think I've loved you since the day I read that perfumed letter. You've always had a way of making me crazy with even the smallest gestures."
Sadie smiled.
"I looked up 'gaga' in the dictionary, by the way. I never realized I made you overexcited and irrational. I may have to think about that awhile."
"You do that," Kevin said with a chuckle. "In the meantime, I want to know the story of how you got here."
Sadie looked at Kevin and then looked away as she started to get misty.
"I was with Andy at the paper when we got word that a teacher had died in the fire. When we learned that it was Sarah, I cried. I cried like I had never cried before. I felt so guilty. I had wanted her to go away so that I could be with you, but I never wished any harm to her. You have to believe that. She was my friend too."
"I know."
Sadie took a moment to dry her eyes. When she finally returned to Kevin, she looked at him more thoughtfully but also more tentatively. It was clear she wanted to know more about Sarah but didn't know how or when to ask.
"It must have been awful at the hospital."
"It was."
"Was anyone there besides you?"
"The Marshalls were there. So were a neighbor and the doctor. Otherwise, it was just me."
"Did you have a chance to notify her family?"
"Can we talk about something else?"
Sadie nodded.
"We can. I'm sorry."
"There's no need to apologize, Sadie. You're curious. That's natural. It's just that Sarah's still a sore subject. The only reason I might seem even remotely normal now is because you're here. You're just what I needed," he said. "You're just what I need, period."
"Thank you."
Kevin sipped his coffee.
"Let's get back to your story. What happened after you heard the news?"
"When I'd heard that Sarah had died, I wrote to Maude and asked her what had happened to you. She didn't know much because she had gone to Coeur d'Alene that weekend to visit friends. She knew only that you hadn't been injured in the fire and had apparently left town on August 22 – after Sarah's graveside ceremony. No one knew where you had gone, but I had a pretty good idea. I remembered what I had read in Mr. Johnson's book."
"Did you tell anyone about the diary?"
Sadie shook her head.
"No. Not at first. I was afraid people would laugh at me if I told them what I thought. Then I finally spoke to Andy. I thought he would laugh, too, but he didn't. He knew I was right. He said you had once told him that you were a time traveler from 2013. He encouraged me to find you."
"So what happened next?"
Sadie met his eyes.
"I got on a train. On September 18, the day of the full moon, I returned to Wallace. I went to the rock shed on Garnet Street and put your gold coins in front of it, just like I was supposed to."
"You must have been scared," Kevin said.
"I was terrified. I didn't know where that thing would send me. I knew only that I had to try to find you. I so wanted to find you."
Kevin kissed her hand and smiled.
"So how did you find me? I was long gone by then."
"When I opened the drawer of your nightstand to look at the book, I saw a card from a man named Joel Smith. I didn't know then if the information on the card was important, but I wrote it down anyway and kept it. When I got to this time, I found a telephone I could use and called Mr. Smith."
"You called him? Just like that?"
Sadie nodded.
"I got right through too. I didn't even have to speak to an operator."
Kevin smiled.
"What did you tell him?"
"I told him that I was your friend and that I wanted to find you. He asked if I was a stalker, and I said I didn't think so."
Kevin bit his lip as he tried to stifle a laugh. He had the only woman in the world completely untainted by the cynicism of the modern age. He knew right then that he would never let her go.
"So he just gave you my home address?"
Sadie nodded again.
"He thought it over for a minute and finally gave it to me. He said he didn't usually give out the addresses of students but said he had to make an exception in your case."
"Did he give you a reason?"
"He did. He said Kevin Johnson is a guy who needs a lucky break."
Sadie met Kevin's eyes.
"I guess that's me."
Kevin grabbed both of her hands and smiled as he thought about the twists and turns of fate. He leaned across the table and gave her a long, soft kiss.
"Yeah, you are. You most certainly are."
 



CHAPTER 80: KEVIN
 
Wallace, Idaho – Sunday, August 20, 2017
 
Kevin didn't even try to resist the siren song. The moment he drove over Lookout Pass, he glanced at Sadie and asked where she wanted to go first – not where she wanted to go but rather where she wanted to go first. He could see from her eyes that she, too, had already settled on the general destination.
"Let's just go to the cemetery," she said.
"Are you sure you don't want to stop for lunch?"
"I'm sure. Let's pay our respects and leave. I don't want to stay long."
"OK."
Kevin wasn't particularly fond of the graveyard either, but he knew it was the one place they had to go. If you wanted to commune with ghosts, then you went to where they were plentiful.
He knew as well as anyone, of course, that you didn't need to visit a cemetery to see ghosts in this part of the country. They haunted every town, tree, and trail from St. Regis, Montana, to St. Maries, Idaho, and many points beyond. They haunted the death sites of the eighty-seven people who had perished in the fire and the homes and businesses of those who had survived it.
Kevin hadn't returned to Wallace since June 29, 2013, the day his parents had turned Roger Johnson's property over to a real estate agent. He had no interest in returning to a town that reminded him of a painful past, even if the town also reminded him of a pleasant present. Four years after laying Sarah and the fire to rest, he saw no good reason to dig them up.
Kevin knew full well, however, that you couldn't solve a problem by avoiding it. You solved it by addressing it head on. If he could exorcise a few demons by visiting a cemetery in Wallace, then why not give it a whirl?
He brushed cookie crumbs off a shirt he had bought on Friday in Glacier National Park and shifted down as he approached a town that looked smaller and quieter than the one he had left. Though Wallace was the "Center of the Universe," according to a manhole cover on Sixth and Bank, it wasn't the booming community it had been at the time of the fire.
That didn't mean it wasn't important. It was important as hell to the people in the car, but it was now a part of their past – a past they had come to bury. Taking Sadie's words to heart, Kevin pulled off Interstate 90 at Exit 62 and drove directly to the cemetery on the north side of town. If they stopped for lunch in the next hour, it would be in Kellogg or Coeur d'Alene.
The tour of graves began in the old part of the cemetery, a section reserved for residents who had died before 1925. Sadie had asked to go there first, not because it was convenient or shaded but rather because it seemed like an appropriate place to start. Given the significance of at least two graves in the section, he couldn't argue otherwise.
Kevin stared at the markers embedded in the lawn and thought about the people buried beneath them. He wondered whether Henry and Claire Hawkins, nineteenth-century pioneers, would have liked the man who had married their daughter. He wondered whether he would have liked them. He decided he probably would have. If children were a reflection of their parents, then Mr. and Mrs. Hawkins would have probably been all right.
Kevin had waited just two months to propose marriage, popping the question on October 31, 2013, at a costume party in Albuquerque. He had put off the matter until the time was right and finally decided that the right time was shortly after Sadie, dressed as a pint-sized Pocahontas, politely lectured a physics professor, a U.S. Navy veteran, on the dimensions and capabilities of pre-World War I battleships. Kevin had dropped to a knee in Superman attire and asked Sadie to be his wife before more than forty vampires, werewolves, zombies, and mummies.
Sadie had responded with hugs, kisses, and an unqualified yes. She'd been more than ready to legitimize their "sinful arrangement," even if it meant getting married in a Las Vegas chapel in November and not in a Unionville church in June. She had told Kevin that she didn't want to answer questions about her past from guests at the kind of wedding the Johnsons had wanted.
Kevin had supported not only that request but also her interest in continuing her education. He had encouraged her to get her GED at the first opportunity, test out in as many courses as possible, and enroll in an online college that she had found particularly appealing.
Sadie had proved to be as proficient in digital-age accounting as she had been in abacus-era figuring. She had earned a bachelor's degree in three years and landed more than a dozen job offers before accepting one from a firm that had allowed her to work mostly from home.
Sadie had considered that requirement non-negotiable. She had wanted to work, yes, but she had also wanted to manage the day-to-day affairs of her most important client: the now 32-month-old firecracker she called her daughter. She considered producing, nurturing, and educating the child her greatest achievement.
Born on December 10, 2014, Sarah Louise Johnson looked like her mother and acted like her father, or at least the way her father had acted as a toddler. She had already discovered the joy of problem solving, whether pushing chairs toward counters to grab plates full of cookies or slapping pull-up diapers on Max, the family's year-old Dachshund.
There was never a debate about what to name the girl. Sadie had insisted from the start that the first daughter be named after the woman who still held a place in Kevin's heart. She had wanted to honor her friend in a way that was both symbolic and substantive. She had told Kevin that she would not compete with the memory of a former rival but would instead embrace it.
Kevin thought about that rival as he guided his family to a headstone he had purchased but never seen. The artisan who had created the marker had carved not only Sarah's "married" name in the marble but also a rose and an apple – enduring symbols of a beautiful educator who would never be forgotten, at least by those who had loved her and were still around to cherish her memory.
The family stared at the grave for a moment and then did what they could to make the site more appealing. Kevin wiped the stone with a wet cloth and removed dirt and debris that had accumulated in the recesses. Sadie and Sarah cleared leaves that had gathered near the base.
Then Sadie did something else. She handed Sarah to Kevin and walked about twenty yards to the car. When she returned, she carried a vase of fresh flowers that Kevin had purchased for her on a whim as they had left West Glacier and begun the twelve-hour drive home. She placed the vase in front of the stone, pulled out a single daisy, and returned to her family.
Sadie gazed at the marker another moment before turning to face Sarah and dropping to a knee. She looked her pig-tailed daughter in the eyes, put the flower in her hands, and asked the toddler to gently place the daisy on the grave of her namesake.
Sarah did as instructed and more. She walked to the three-foot-high stone, touched it with both hands, and gave it a hug and a kiss, drawing even more moisture from her parents' eyes.
From the old graves the Johnsons moved to the new, or at least what qualified as new in a cemetery that had ceased accommodating the dead in 1982. Of particular interest were the resting places of Maude Parker Duvalier, Preston Pierce, Josephine White Remington, and her husband Thomas. All stood within a short stretch of each other in a section by the main cemetery road. Kevin knew the fates of all of them, thanks to research he had done in the fall of 2013.
Maude had died on September 2, 1945 – the day World War II had come to an end on the deck of the USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay. She had never remarried but had remained active in local affairs, serving on several public boards and once running for mayor. She had also become a philanthropist of the first order, funding scholarships for girls and donating Marcus Duvalier's books, maps, and periodicals to a Carnegie library that had opened in Wallace in 1911.
To Kevin's knowledge, Maude had never again associated with Andrew O'Connell, who had left Spokane in 1914 for the greener pastures of Portland, Oregon. He had risen to managing editor of the city's largest daily newspaper and won more than a dozen awards for excellence in journalism before dying on the job in 1950. He had left behind a wife and three children.
Preston Pierce had lived a less exemplary life. After getting married and divorced three times in fifteen years, he had become embroiled in a 1929 banking scandal and served four years in prison for fraud and embezzlement. He had died wifeless, childless, and nearly broke in 1947.
Kevin paid closest attention to one of the last headstones workers had erected before the county had closed the cemetery to future interments. The woman under the stone had done more than exceed his expectations. Josie White had lived a life worthy of emulation in any age.
After graduating first in the Shoshone County High School Class of 1913, Josie had matriculated to the University of Idaho and then to the University of California at Berkeley, where she became one of the first American women to earn a doctorate in chemistry. She went on to teach at four universities, write more than a hundred academic papers, and assist in the development of sulfa drugs in the 1930s.
Throughout her illustrious career, however, she had never forgotten her roots. According to her obituary, she had returned to Wallace nearly every year for commencements, parades, and civic ceremonies before retiring to her hometown in 1960. Four children, ten grandchildren, three great-grandchildren, and scores of friends and colleagues had attended her funeral in 1980.
One man who hadn't was a time traveler who hadn't yet been born. Kevin hadn't learned about Josie's success until reading about her in the microfilm room of the university library in Albuquerque. He had taken special note of a commencement speech in 1948, where Josie had singled out a science teacher named Kevin Johnson as her greatest academic influence.
Realizing that his true calling was not higher education but public education, Kevin had dropped out of graduate school at the end of his first semester, entered an alternative teacher certification program, and eventually found a job as a science instructor at a high school in Bend, Oregon. He planned to begin his third full year at the school on Monday.
When he was done reminiscing among the dead, Kevin escorted his family to a shiny black Volkswagen Beetle that had held up surprisingly well over the years. He had come to value the vehicle as much as anything he might find in a Fourth of July parade.
Kevin buckled his smiling daughter in her safety seat, handed her a small teddy bear, and rubbed noses with her until she broke into giggles. He returned to the driver's seat, gave his dispirited wife two much-needed kisses, and turned on the ignition.
A few minutes later, he found the on-ramp, rejoined America's longest freeway, and started toward Kellogg, Spokane, and home. He took a moment to look at the sky and the distant hills and noticed that they were blue and green – not black, not gray, but blue and green, the colors of renewal.
Kevin smiled. He knew that even if the sky were gray tomorrow, it would remain blue in his mind. His last mental snapshot of Wallace, Idaho, would not be of fire, smoke, and death but rather of sunshine, giggles, and kisses. That, he concluded, was progress.
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