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CHAPTER 1: CHUCK
 
San Francisco, California – Tuesday, March 15, 2016
 
Charles Townsend lifted the small, framed photo from the corner of his desk and studied the boy with the bat. Justin had been eleven then, a young man just discovering the joys of baseball, teamwork, and competitive sports.
He noted his son's posture and concentration as he brought the aluminum bat around to meet a fastball. Even then, Justin had demonstrated the form that would serve him well through nine years of Little League and high-school ball.
Chuck knew that this particular swing had led to a home run – Justin's first – in the district finals. The ball had flown cleanly over the fence in deep centerfield and landed noisily in an empty metal garbage can two hundred fifty feet away.
He knew this because his wife – his now deceased ex-wife – had explained the home run in great detail. She had been there when Justin Townsend had hit the Shot Heard 'Round Mission Viejo – and he, predictably, had not. The life moment was just one of many he'd missed in more than sixteen years as a decidedly distant dad.
Chuck placed the photo next to other belongings in his Big Box of Regrets and then stared out his office window at the buildings and the bay beyond. He loved the view from the eighteenth floor of one of the city's oldest high-rises, but like so many things he loved about his job, it was one he would have to give up.
He turned away from the window and put more items into the box, including three awards for investigative reporting. He was particularly proud of the most recent honor, which he had earned as part of a team that had uncovered waste and fraud in several social services.
Chuck's hard-hitting series in the spring of 2015 had forced the resignation of three municipal officials and prompted calls for reform. It had raised awareness and pushed leaders in the right directions, but it had not provided him with job insurance in the digital age.
When the newspaper's publisher had decided in October to restructure his product as an online publication, he decided to do so with fifty fewer reporters and editors. In the end, even lavish praise and prestigious awards couldn't keep Chuck from the unemployment lines.
Chuck let the irony linger in his mind for a moment and then returned to the box. He started to put the lid on the container and what was left of his journalistic career when he heard a familiar voice from the side.
"It's so unfair."
Chuck swiveled in his chair and looked up at the friendliest face in the building. At twenty-three, Jamie Cantrell was the youngest and newest reporter on the staff but one the higher-ups had decided to retain. Working for peanuts had its privileges.
"Oh, hi, Jamie," Chuck said. "What's unfair?"
The wiry brunette, Olive Oyl's twin, stood in the doorway of the tiny office. She folded her arms and shook her head.
"This whole thing is unfair – the cuts, the reassignments, the layoffs, all of it," Jamie said. "If anyone should be packing a box, it should be me. I just started here. You've been here forever. You're the heart and soul of this place."
Chuck laughed.
"Didn't they teach you in journalism school that hearts and souls are expensive?"
Jamie looked at him thoughtfully.
"They taught me a lot of things, including the fact the world is a cruel and unjust place," she said. "I have no business being here now."
"Oh, yes, you do," Chuck said. "You're bright and talented and, most of all, adaptable. You're just what a twenty-first-century newspaper needs."
"If you say so."
"I say so."
Jamie smiled sadly and shook her head.
"Thanks for the vote of confidence. Thanks also for taking me under your wing and showing me how journalism works in practice. Not a lot of people would have done that."
"It was my pleasure. I only wish I could stick around and see you light the world on fire. You have a lot to offer this dying profession, Jamie. Don't squander it."
"I won't."
Chuck nodded.
"I know you won't."
"So what's next for you?" Jamie asked. "What are your plans?"
"Long-term or short-term?"
"Both."
Chuck fixed his gaze on Jamie.
"My long-term objective, of course, is to find another job – hopefully in the Bay Area and hopefully at a salary that will allow me to remain in the Bay Area."
"How about your immediate plans?" Jamie asked.
Chuck smiled and laughed.
"That's an easy one. I plan to drive to L.A. on Friday, meet up with my son after his last final, and then blow my severance on a cruise to Puerto Vallarta."
"Oh, how fun."
"I hope it'll be fun, but I'm not sure it will be," Chuck said.
"Why wouldn't it?" Jamie asked.
"Because I expect to spend most of my time trying to talk Justin out of dropping out of college."
"Isn't he the one who wants to be a doctor?"
"He's the one who wanted to be a doctor," Chuck said. "He called yesterday to tell me that he needed a break – a big one. My mission next week is to set him straight and convince him that two failures in the family are one too many."
 



CHAPTER 2: CHUCK
 
Los Angeles, California – Sunday, March 20, 2016
 
From a motorist's standpoint, the trip from Westwood to San Pedro was practically perfect. Chuck encountered no delays, Sig-Alerts, or traffic issues as he moved south on Interstate 405. The first part of the thirty-mile drive, the bane of many commuters, was surprisingly pleasant.
It was also frustratingly quiet. Despite Chuck's best efforts to get his usually talkative son to open up, he had come up short on this sunny Sunday.
Justin had mentioned things like "stress" on Friday night and "relationship fatigue" a few times on Saturday, but he hadn't offered much in the way of elaboration. He had decided to leave school, after the second quarter of his junior year, for reasons he kept to himself.
Chuck wasn't about to give up though. If twenty-three years as a reporter had taught him anything, it was that persistence paid off. So when he left the 405 and merged onto the 110, or Harbor Freeway, he turned again toward the person in the passenger seat of his Honda Civic.
"Is this about something I've said or done – or haven't done?" Chuck asked. "Because if it is, I'd understand."
Chuck looked for an answer but didn't find one. He instead found someone who clearly had no interest in a conversation, a young man who continued to stare blankly at the urban landscape.
The newsman returned his eyes to the road and berated himself for asking the question. Here he was again thinking about himself. He knew if Justin's decision to leave school did have anything to do with him, he'd never say so. The kid had too much class. He would never dump that much guilt on anyone, much less his father.
Chuck wondered how a boy with a hundred reasons to be bitter had turned out to be so pleasant. But he didn't wonder for long. He knew the answer. Justin had had a great mother, just as Charles Townsend had once had a great wife.
He took a moment to think about the life he'd had in the late nineties, when he'd tried to support a wife and a young son on a reporter's salary in Northern California. Chuck had long considered that time to be a low point in his life.
From an economic standpoint, it was rock bottom. For years the family struggled as Chuck went from job to job and town to town in search of something better.
From the perspective of two decades, however, Chuck could see that that time was a blessing in disguise. He'd had it all – or at least all that mattered. He'd had a kind, patient spouse and an amazing son who achieved something new and notable almost every day.
For a while, Megan put up with the downsides of that life. She never complained about the late hours or the tight budgets or the shoddy apartments with the running toilets. Indeed, she had once told Chuck that she had everything she needed. As the years passed, however, she realized that she didn't have the one thing she wanted most – a fully engaged husband and father.
When she began to measure their weekly time together in minutes rather than in hours, she realized it was time to go. So she left Chuck a note and her wedding ring on the twenty-fifth day of the new millennium and returned to her hometown of Mission Viejo with five-year-old Justin. She had asked for nothing but the freedom to raise their son in a more nurturing environment.
Chuck did not contest the divorce. Instead, he let Megan return to her parents and give Justin the kind of time and support he needed and craved. He jumped back into his work and parented the way he parented best – through emails, phone calls, and birthday cards that always seemed to arrive a few days late.
The arrangement worked well – at least for the career-driven reporter – until one rainy day in September 2013 when a text-messaging teenager drove his pickup into Megan's hybrid sedan as she entered an intersection. Megan's parents, who rode in the passenger seats, died instantly. The teen suffered minor cuts and walked away. Megan sustained mortal injuries. She lived just long enough to say goodbye to her college-bound son and plead that he live out his dreams.
Chuck looked away for a few seconds as he remembered the awkward reunion with Justin at the triple funeral and the weeks that followed, when Justin attempted to set aside his grief and get on with the business of earning a college degree.
He pondered the significance of that dark time as he returned his attention to the road and then to the touch-screen video display in his car's dash. An early seventies song, "Cat's in the Cradle" by Harry Chapin, began to stream through the speakers. Talk about timing, he thought. He continued the journey in silence until reaching San Pedro.
Chuck exited the freeway and drove eastward toward the waterfront. When he reached a red light at Harbor Boulevard, near the entrance to the World Cruise Center, he again turned toward his son and repeated his question using different words.
"Justin? Is this about me?"
Justin shook his head as he stared out the windshield.
"No, Dad. It's not about you. It's about a lot of things, but it's not about you."
"Care to elaborate?"
"Not now."
"Justin?"
The young man looked at his father.
"We'll talk on the boat."
 



CHAPTER 3: CHUCK
 
Off Baja California, Mexico – Monday, March 21, 2016
 
Chuck took in the sights and sounds from his table on the terraced sun deck, smiled, and shook his head. He couldn't believe how much cruise ships had changed in twenty-four years – or how much they had remained the same.
The ship he remembered boarding as a college junior in 1992 didn't have water slides or elevated hot tubs or a three-bedroom suite that overlooked the boat's biggest pool. It did have a full complement of screaming children, seniors in sun hats, and beautiful women, who paraded to and from a poolside bar in a variety of skimpy outfits.
"What's wrong?" Justin asked from across the table.
"Nothing's wrong," Chuck said. "I was just thinking about how some things have changed since I took a cruise in college and others have not."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean the ships are bigger and fancier, but the people who board them are pretty much the same. They all seem to be having a good time, though, which is all that matters."
"Yeah. I guess it is," Justin said. He returned to his umbrella drink, a multi-colored concoction with a long, forgettable name.
"Are you ever going to tell me what this is all about?" Chuck asked.
"You mean dropping out of school?"
"Yes. I mean dropping out of school. I also mean your general demeanor. You don't look happy, Justin. You look lost. You used to have a zest for life that I admired and envied. I don't see that anymore."
Justin smiled sadly.
"It's because I don't have it anymore. I haven't had it for a long time."
Chuck placed his can of beer on the table and looked at his son.
"What's going on? This can't be just about school."
"It's not," Justin said. "It's about accepting things as they are. It's about admitting that I'm just not as fired up about life as I used to be."
"I don't understand."
"You don't, but Caitlin did. Do you know how she broke up with me?"
"No. You haven't told me."
"Well, Dad, I'll tell you. She did it all at the breakfast table. She got out of bed one morning about two weeks ago, kissed me as I was studying for a test, and told me that she was leaving – not leaving for a class or her job or a day at the beach, but leaving. She said we had 'run our course' and walked out of the apartment. She didn't even come back to collect her belongings. She sent a friend to do that."
"I'm sorry, Justin."
Justin gazed wistfully at a thirtyish couple and their two children as they splashed and played in the pool. A moment later, he looked back at his father.
"You know what the worst part was?"
"What?" Chuck asked.
"She was right. We had run our course. Things hadn't been right with us for weeks."
"OK. I get that much. You're depressed. Your social life took a hit. What I don't understand is why you are dropping out of school in the middle of your junior year. Why quit now?"
"I need a break. That's why," Justin said. "I need to think about where I want to go in life before I commit any more time or money to school."
"Don't you want to be a surgeon?"
"I don't know. I thought I did. Mom thought it was my calling, but I'm not so sure. When I look at doctors today, at least the ones who work for health-care organizations, I see a bunch of managed robots. I see people who put up with a lot for relatively little and don't have the time or latitude to develop meaningful relationships with their patients."
"The world's changed, Justin. Medicine's changed with it. What you want exists only in small towns and TV shows from the fifties."
"I know," Justin said. "That's why I have to take a break. I don't want to train to be a surgeon if my heart's not in it. I don't want to train to be anything unless I really believe in what I'm doing. I'll figure it out. I always do. I just need a few months to sort out my life and find a new purpose, that's all."
Chuck smiled and shook his head. His son had clearly inherited more from his mother than wavy blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He had picked up her good sense too.
"What?" Justin asked.
Chuck laughed.
"Here all this time I thought you were quitting school to do something crazy like join a religious cult or follow a pretty exchange student back to Latvia."
"My life's not that exciting, Dad. But it is complicated now."
"I know it is, Justin. If you need time to sort things out, then take it. I want you to be happy. There's more to life than a career. I'm afraid I found that out a little too late."
Justin sighed.
"It doesn't matter. You're here now, and I'm glad to have you here. Maybe we can put our heads together and solve all of our problems. How's your job search going?"
"It's not going at all," Chuck said. "I've decided to take a page from your playbook and see what's out there before jumping back into journalism."
"You don't want to report anymore?"
"I don't know. That's all I've done for twenty-three years. Maybe it's time to see what else I can do. I've never really considered other possibilities until now."
"Do you plan to stay in San Francisco?" Justin asked.
Chuck nodded.
"I'd like to stay. I've developed an affinity for fog and high rent. But unemployment checks won't pay the bills. If I don't find a job soon, I'll have to live in a shelter."
"You can always come down here. In case you haven't heard, I need a roommate."
Chuck laughed.
"I may just take you up on that."
Justin let his eyes wander as a couple of bikini-clad college girls casually strolled past the table. He returned his attention to Chuck in time to see him smile and shake his head.
"Now what?" Justin asked.
"It's nothing. I'm just enjoying watching my son be twenty-one."
"It's not a crime to girl watch."
Chuck laughed again.
"No, it's not. Not in a place like this, anyway."
"What do you want to do tonight?" Justin asked.
"Let's go ashore. Let's walk around Cabo and find some trouble."
Justin shook his head.
"We can't do that tonight. We won't even arrive there until noon tomorrow, at least according to the itinerary."
"Then let's find something to do on the boat," Chuck said. "Do you have any suggestions? There must be more to this ship than buffets, pools, and pick-up bars."
"There is."
Chuck turned around to face the person behind the voice. She sat at an adjacent table.
"I beg your pardon?" Chuck said.
"You don't need to beg for anything aboard this ship, Mister …"
"Townsend. Chuck Townsend. And you are?"
"Claire LeBoutillier," the woman said.
Chuck shaded his eyes with a hand and gave the eavesdropper a closer inspection. Wearing a white pantsuit, a wide-brimmed hat, huge sunglasses, and more jewelry than a gypsy fortune-teller, the elderly woman looked like a Love Boat extra – an extra who probably knew more about cruise ships and cruises than the crew itself.
"Have you been listening to our conversation?" Chuck asked.
"Of course. I hope you don't mind. At my age, you do what you can for amusement."
"Well, Ms. LeBoutillier, I hope we've amused you."
"You have. You've inspired me as well. It's refreshing to see two young men handle adversity as well as you seem to have."
Chuck laughed to himself at the reference. It had been a long time since anyone had called him a young man.
"Thank you," Chuck said. "I think we'll handle our problems just fine."
"I'm sure you will. As for the matter at hand, there is more to this ship than buffets, pools, and bars. There is a free lecture series that runs every night this week."
"What are the lectures about?"
"The topics vary," Claire said. "There's a lecture on investing on Tuesday and another on sex after sixty on Thursday. I'm looking forward to that one."
Chuck laughed.
"I'll bet you are. How about this evening? What's on tap tonight?"
"Why, time travel, of course. Professor Geoffrey Bell will talk about blasts to the past. He's considered quite an expert on the subject."
Chuck studied Claire's face for a moment – to make sure she wasn't putting him on – and then slowly redirected his attention to his son. He appeared lost in his thoughts as he stared blankly toward the back of the boat.
"What do you think, Justin? Shall we educate ourselves on time travel?"
Justin nodded slightly and then turned to face his father.
"Why not? After a month like this, I could use a little escape."
 



CHAPTER 4: CHUCK
 
As lecture halls go, the Morris Auditorium on Deck 12 of the Pacific Star 2 was small. With fewer than 150 seats, narrow aisles, and a low ceiling, it was smaller than the theaters in most shopping-mall multiplexes. In this case, however, small was good. Chuck had no difficulty hearing the wit and wisdom of a college professor who believed that time travel was possible.
Chuck studied the lecturer as he sat between Justin and his new best friend Claire LeBoutillier in the middle of the second row. With unruly blond hair, wild eyes, and the enthusiasm of a kid on Christmas morning, Geoffrey Bell looked more like Gene Wilder's Willy Wonka than a serious fifty-two-year-old academic with a doctorate in physics from Oxford. But he was as persuasive and compelling as any speaker Chuck had ever heard.
"Just out of curiosity, how many of you have seen Back to the Future?" Bell asked as he walked across a small stage. "Let's see a show of hands."
More then eighty percent of the hundred or so people in attendance raised a hand. Most of those who didn't appeared to be under twenty years of age.
"That's what I thought," Bell said. "Let me ask another question. How many of you believe it is possible to travel back in time in a DeLorean?"
Two college girls in the front row raised their hands, prompting widespread laughter. Chuck didn't know whether the ladies were optimists, attention seekers, or failures of public education, but he suspected that they were just the foils the professor was looking for.
Bell smiled.
"It's nice to see that Hollywood can still sway the undecided," Bell said. "I like that. The world needs more open minds. Even so, I can hardly fault those of you who didn't raise a hand. You are right to be skeptical. People don't just hop into fast cars and drive to the 1950s."
Chuck settled into his cushioned seat.
"That's not to say that time travel is solely the product of fiction," Bell continued. "Though it is true that scientists demonstrated years ago that a single photon cannot travel faster than the speed of light – thus 'proving' that time travel is impossible – it is also true that our understanding of physics and the world around us is still very limited. There are powers that we are only now beginning to grasp, including supernatural powers that may someday do for modern science what electricity did for previous generations."
Chuck glanced at Justin and then at Claire and saw that Bell had made at least two fans. Both smiled and nodded whenever the lecturer extended his arms or raised his voice.
Chuck found Bell no less engaging, but he didn't buy into his message. As a reporter, Charles Townsend put his faith in facts and science – not conjecture. He guessed that the professor would probably end his fifty-minute talk with a pitch for a book.
He guessed wrong. When Bell finished his program twenty minutes later, he fielded about a dozen questions and then asked two assistants to distribute 5-by-7-inch note cards and pencils to members of the audience. The cards did not tout a book but instead asked three questions that seemed better suited for a college midterm than a cruise-ship lecture.
"As you can see, I have a few questions of my own this evening," Bell said. "I ask only for your thorough and honest replies. Participation, of course, is voluntary. You can drop the cards in the box by the door on your way out. Thank you again for attending tonight's lecture. I look forward to seeing all of you during the remainder of the cruise. Have a pleasant evening."
Bell stepped away from the podium and acknowledged strong applause with a slight bow. A moment later, he walked toward a door near one edge of the stage and exited the auditorium.
Over the course of the next two minutes, most in the audience followed suit. Claire was no exception. She stood up, turned to face the Townsends, and extended a hand.
"It's been a pleasure, gentlemen. Perhaps I'll see you at one of the other lectures."
Chuck and Justin rose from their seats and shook Claire's hand.
"Count on it," Chuck said. "This was a real treat. Thanks for letting us know about it."
"You're very welcome," Claire said.
She smiled at her new friends and took her leave. When she reached the end of the line waiting to exit the room, Chuck and Justin returned to their seats.
"Are you going to fill out your card?" Justin asked.
"Why not? Five minutes won't kill me," Chuck said. "I don't know why the professor needs this information, but if I can help him by scribbling on a note card, I'll do it. He's worth it."
Chuck retrieved a golf pencil from his pocket and then took a closer look at the form in his hand. The top part requested his name, occupation, and phone number. The bottom part contained three questions. He started with the first.
 
Do you believe that time travel is possible?
 
Chuck found the question surprisingly difficult to answer. While he didn't believe that time travel was possible in 2016, he conceded that it might be possible in the future. He remembered that space travel, too, was once considered impossible and that mankind had gone from Jules Verne to the moon in just one short century. He wrote down his response, went back to enter his name and contact information, and proceeded to Question 2.
 
If you had the opportunity to travel back to the 1900s and return safely to the present day, would you do it?
 
The reporter read the question twice and looked away as he thought it over. This was easy to answer. Hell, yes, he would do it. Who wouldn't? To travel back in time and return safely to the present day would be the adventure of a lifetime. Chuck didn't understand why Bell had singled out the twentieth century, but he figured he probably had a reason. Most academics had a method to their madness and Chuck guessed that Professor Geoffrey Bell, time-travel expert and cruise-ship lecturer, was no exception. He scribbled a few lines and moved on to the last question.
 
If you answered "yes" to Question 2, why would you do it?
 
Chuck scratched his head. The answer to the question seemed obvious. Like most people, he would travel through time for the sheer experience. He would do it to gain knowledge of the past and live life as only the world's oldest surviving inhabitants had lived it.
The more he thought about the question, however, the more he thought that his answer was incomplete. Traveling to the past, right now, with his life at a crossroads, would be like traveling to Tahiti or Alaska or even a remote stretch of the Sierras. The experience would give him a chance to take a much-needed breather, gain perspective, and perhaps move forward in a happier and more productive direction.
Chuck answered the question on the back of the form and then glanced at Justin just as a small smile formed on his face. He could see that he, too, was having fun with the exercise. He returned to his card and added a final comment.
 
"I enjoyed your lecture immensely, Professor Bell. You almost made a believer out of this hardened old skeptic."
 
Chuck turned again toward his son. When he saw that Justin was finished, he got up from his seat and scanned the auditorium. Only five people remained. Apparently the majority had better things to do than fill out questionnaires on a cruise ship. Go figure.
"Are you ready to go?" Chuck asked.
"Yeah. I think so," Justin replied. "What do you want to do now?"
Chuck put a hand on Justin's shoulder and smiled.
"Let's check out the buffet. All this talk about time travel has made me hungry."
 



CHAPTER 5: JUSTIN
 
Los Angeles, California – Tuesday, March 29, 2016
 
The apartment felt emptier now – not empty, just emptier. Gone were the posters, plants, and knickknacks that had given the previously coed domain a decidedly feminine touch. Caitlin's friend Molly had undoubtedly completed what she had started when the Townsends cruised the Mexican Riviera.
Justin didn't mind. The last thing he needed or wanted was a reminder of a once-satisfying relationship that had officially "run its course."
Besides, he had a new-and-improved father now – one who seemed to be fully engaged and, as of March 15, had all the time in the world. Despite all the hurt and frustration of the past, Justin considered himself lucky to have at least one person in his corner as he tried to find new meaning to his mixed-up life.
"Did you ever find your phone?" Justin asked.
"No. I had it last night. I know I left it here somewhere," Chuck said. "I'd have you call my number, but I'm not sure the phone would ring. I drained its battery on the cruise."
"We'll find it."
Justin sat down on his sofa, a thinly upholstered "college couch" he and Caitlin had picked up in August, and took a minute to rest. He laughed to himself as he surveyed an apartment in transition. Books, clothes, and unopened mail littered one end of the room. Unboxed dishes, mugs, and utensils begged for attention at the other.
What a mess.
Justin knew he didn't have to move – at least not right away. As a lifeguard at a local pool, he had the means to stay where he was through the end of May. What he didn't have was the desire.
He wanted to make a clean break with the past and knew he could do so by withdrawing from college, leaving Los Angeles, and following his new-and-improved dad to the Bay Area. When an opportunity arose to get out of his apartment lease on April 30, he jumped on it.
"I found it!" Chuck said as he pulled a cell phone from underneath a pile of clothes. "I was right though. The battery is dead."
"It's no big deal. You can use my phone if you need to make a call," Justin said. "Have you figured out what we're going to do when we get up north?"
"I have. We're going to find jobs. In fact, I may already have one. When you went to visit your advisor, I emailed a former colleague who was just named managing editor of the Blaze. That's a suburban daily based in Marin County. I wrote that I needed a job. He replied that he needed a general assignment reporter. He wants to visit in person a week from Friday, but I think the job is mine for the asking."
"That's great. Does your friend need a mixed up biology major?"
"No. But a new aquatics center in San Francisco needs a dozen lifeguards. I have no doubt that it would snap you up if you applied."
"Sounds like you had a busy morning."
"I did. I decided when we got off the ship that I didn't want to waste another day moping about my problems. So I went online and looked for solutions," Chuck said. He stopped loading books in a box and stared at his son. "I want this arrangement to work, Justin, and I know it won't unless each of us has something productive to do."
"Thanks," Justin said. "Thanks for looking out for me."
"You're welcome."
"Thanks for the other stuff too. Thanks for being a dad this past week. It's been nice having someone to talk to."
Chuck sighed and nodded.
"I feel the same way. Now let's get your things packed and get out of here. What do you want me to do next?"
Justin scanned the room and pointed to several framed pictures that sat atop a small table. They included everything from family portraits to photographs of his baseball teams.
"Why don't you pack those pictures? You can put them in that box by the door."
"Will do," Chuck said.
Justin watched his father start on the photos and then turned his attention to the stuff he should have donated to friends. Who hauled around things like spatulas and dollar-store dishes? He ultimately decided that he did – at least this time – and got off the couch.
Justin didn't make it five feet toward the kitchenware before he glanced back at his dad and saw something that made him stop. Chuck had picked up a portrait of Megan Townsend.
For several seconds, Chuck studied the photograph like it was a priceless artifact – an artifact he knew intimately through years of research but had never actually held in his hands. He ran his fingertip across the picture's protective glass, took a deep breath, and turned away.
"Do you miss her?" Justin asked.
"Of course I miss her."
Justin zeroed in on his father and waited for Chuck to meet his gaze. When he did, he continued a conversation he had wanted to have on the cruise.
"Then why didn't you do more to win her back? She loved you, Dad. That's why she never remarried. She didn't want to settle for the sake of me or anyone else."
"She told you that?"
Justin nodded.
"She told me that several times."
Chuck placed the photo of Megan in a box and looked away again. He stared blankly out an open window at the outside world and perhaps a place that only he could see.
"Your mother was the first woman I fell in love with – and the last," Chuck said. "I cried the day she left. I cried because I knew what I was losing and because I knew I would never change. I failed her, just like I failed you."
Justin paused for a moment to consider the words. He had never heard his dad talk about the day Megan Townsend had walked out of his life. Then again, he had never heard his dad talk about much of anything except politics, work, and baseball.
Justin walked across the room, placed a hand on Chuck's shoulder, and took a long look at the man who continued to stare out the window. Even in the subdued light of the late afternoon, he could see changes he had never noticed before.
When Justin looked at his father, he saw a man who had aged ten years in the last five – a man with hints of gray in his thick brown hair and wrinkles around his soft blue eyes. He saw not a distant and aloof reporter who cared only about his career but rather a man consumed by guilt and regret. He saw someone that, frankly, he didn't recognize.
"It's all right, Dad. We still have a future," Justin said. "Let's honor Mom's memory by making it a good one."
Chuck lifted his head, turned toward his son, and smiled sadly.
"I don't deserve you."
Justin chuckled.
"You probably don't, but you're stuck with me," Justin said. He patted Chuck's shoulder. "Let's finish up and get something to eat. There's a decent Thai place around the block."
"Sounds good to me."
Justin lifted his hand, turned around, and walked back toward the kitchenware. He glanced at a wall clock, noted the hands on the twelve and the four, and started to ask a question about the lifeguard openings when he heard his cell phone ring.
Justin picked up the phone. He didn't recognize the caller's number but answered anyway.
When the caller identified himself, Justin took a step back. He listened with great interest as the man explained the purpose of the call. To say Justin was both surprised and flattered was the understatement of the year.
"Yes, he's still in L.A. He's here with me now," Justin said. "We're cleaning out my apartment. We're planning to move to San Francisco tomorrow."
Justin listened to the caller as he continued his business. When Chuck inquired about the caller's identity, he pressed the mute button and lowered the phone.
"I'll tell you in a second," Justin said.
He returned to the caller.
"Do you want to talk to my dad?" Justin asked.
The caller declined.
"Are you sure?"
The caller said he was sure.
"OK."
Justin glanced at Chuck, shrugged his shoulders, and let the caller finish what he had to say. When asked to answer a question, he responded, "We can be there at nine."
The caller expressed his approval and offered a pleasantry. When the conversation ended, Justin placed his phone on top of a box, turned to face his father, and grinned.
"Who was that?" Chuck asked.
"That, Dad, was Professor Bell. He read the comment cards we filled out on the cruise. He likes what we wrote and wants to speak to us. He wants to see us in his office tomorrow."
 



CHAPTER 6: CHUCK
 
Wednesday, March 30, 2016
 
The first thing Chuck noticed was the professor's gallery of movie stills. More than a dozen photographs from time-travel flicks like Back to the Future, Somewhere in Time, and Bill & Ted's Excellent Adventure occupied the lion's share of an otherwise unadorned wall in the small academic office. A few of the stills bore signatures.
Chuck laughed to himself as he tried to reconcile the images with a memorable part of the professor's lecture on the cruise. He gave Justin a knowing smile and then turned to the man who had asked to meet the Townsends at the rival university on the other side of Los Angeles.
"I thought you didn't care for Hollywood takes on time travel," Chuck said. "At least that's the impression I got on the ship."
"Then you got the wrong impression," Geoffrey Bell said as he sat at his desk. He took a sip of coffee and stared at Chuck, who sat next to Justin in front of the desk. "I find the motion-picture industry's portrayals of time travel to be imaginative and generally entertaining. What I don't find them to be is terribly realistic."
"Realistic? I gathered from your lecture that time travel was still the stuff of science fiction. Don't tell me I got that wrong too."
"As a matter of fact, you did," Bell said.
Chuck and Justin sat up in their chairs.
"You'll have to explain that, Professor."
"I will, Mr. Townsend. But before I do, let me explain why I contacted you."
"I'm listening."
"Put simply, I found your replies to my questions to be intriguing. You and Justin treated the exercise seriously and offered a refreshing mix of skepticism, enthusiasm, and candor."
"Thank you," Chuck said. "That still doesn't explain why you requested our presence this morning. If you had wanted to talk more about time travel, you could have just called us again."
"You're right," Bell said. "If I had wanted merely to shoot the breeze on theories, movies, and popular perceptions, I could have picked up the phone. I could have sent you an email. I didn't because I wanted to do more than discuss your responses to my queries. I wanted to offer you and your son the opportunity of a lifetime."
"The opportunity of a lifetime?"
"That's correct."
Chuck raised an eyebrow.
"Why do I suspect you're about to peddle an investment scheme?"
The professor smiled.
"Because you're a skeptical, cynical reporter who believes that everyone is selling something or trying to rip off their fellow man," Bell said. "Am I right?"
Chuck laughed.
"You're right."
"I thought so."
"So is my hunch correct?" Chuck asked. "Is your 'opportunity' an investment scheme?"
"In fact, it is. Only in this 'scheme,' I would do most of the investing. I would invest my faith, trust, and some of my fortune in two men I barely know in hopes of gaining knowledge that may someday prove useful."
"You have my attention, Professor. What's this about?"
"It's about a secret – a secret I have guarded closely for twenty years. It's also about a man and his work and my efforts to honor that work by bringing people I believe I can trust into a very tight circle."
"Continue."
"More than a century ago, my great-grandfather – a respected scientist named Percival Bell – did something that today would turn the world of physics on its head."
"What was that?"
"He discovered a way to move quickly, effortlessly, and safely though time."
"He traveled through time?" Chuck asked.
"He did."
"You're full of it."
"I've done so myself many times, sir. I have experienced firsthand what many of the world's best minds say is physically – and even theoretically – impossible."
"You have proof of this, of course," Chuck said.
"Define proof," Bell said. "Can I offer a video that proves I've done as I've claimed? No. I cannot. What I can offer is the past itself. I can offer you the opportunity to visit times that exist only in history books and remain there for an extended stay. I can offer you the chance to do what few people have ever done and return to the present day as if you had never been gone."
"You're not joking, are you?" Justin asked.
Bell smiled warmly.
"I wouldn't joke about something like this."
Chuck took a moment to ponder all that he had heard. He still thought the professor was full of it, but not as full of it as he had first thought. He decided to play along.
"Suppose we take you up on this 'opportunity,'" Chuck said. "What's the catch? What are the drawbacks and restrictions?"
Bell widened his smile.
"I thought you'd never ask. There are, in fact, several matters to consider, including two that might give you some pause. I would insist, among other things, that you commit at least three months and three thousand dollars to this experience."
"So it is all about money."
"Hardly," Bell snapped. "I am independently wealthy, Mr. Townsend. I have enough money in one bank account alone to fund a hundred trips to the past. I ask for your time and money because I want a serious commitment from you. I want to know that my efforts are not being wasted on someone who takes this opportunity lightly."
"This could still be a scam," Chuck said.
"You're right," Bell said. "It could be. But ask yourself a question. Would a highly respected professor of physics with a fortune estimated at sixty million dollars risk ridicule, condemnation, and jail for a mere three thousand? I doubt it."
Chuck conceded Bell's point with a sigh and then exchanged glances with his son. He could see that Justin bought the professor's every word and wanted to hear him out.
"OK, Professor," Chuck said. "Let's assume that everything you've just told us is true and that your operation is legit. What do we do next?"
Bell did not answer the question immediately. He instead opened the top drawer in his desk, retrieved a sheet of paper, and placed it atop his desk.
"You make a decision, Mr. Townsend."
Bell pushed the sheet toward his visitors.
"Go ahead. Take a look."
"What's this?" Chuck asked.
"That, sir, is what's playing at the Time Travel Theater," Bell said. "I would like you to choose one of these performances and commit to the experience of a lifetime. Your choices are limited to what you see."
Chuck grabbed the sheet and held it so that he and Justin could view its content. The sheet was blank except for nine four-digit numbers that had been typed in a row near the top. The numbers were years ranging from 1900 to 1984.
"Why these years?" Chuck asked. "Why such a limited range? Why not 1066 or 1492 or 1776? I can imagine far more interesting years than the ones you've listed."
"I can too," Bell said. "But I can't offer you the opportunity to travel beyond 1900 or to most years from the past century. There are limits that even I cannot change. If you decide to participate in this grand adventure, you will have to do so at one of the appointed times."
Chuck scanned the paper again.
"I don't see any other information on this sheet. Is that your way of saying we could go where we wanted and do what we wanted?"
"No. It's my way of saying that we would discuss those particulars before you left," Bell said. "No matter where you went, however, I would insist that you remain within the United States, visit one or two places of my choosing, and keep a detailed written record of your travels."
"I see," Chuck said. "Do you mind if I ask you a rather blunt question?"
"I don't mind at all. That's why you're here."
"Why us? Of all the people you could have asked to take this trip, why ask us? Why not pick a historian or another scientist or even someone you've known and trusted for many years?"
"I selected you, Mr. Townsend, because I thought you would be perfect for the job. You are a thoughtful, ethical, capable journalist – a trained observer of people, places, and things. I want such a person to record the past and bring it back to me."
"OK. Why add Justin? You could have picked just me."
"You're right. I could have. I didn't because I knew you probably wouldn't travel without him and because he could offer a different, more youthful perspective on any experiences you might have. I also know from the information you provided on your cards that each of you is at a transitional point in your life. You are currently unemployed. Justin just withdrew from college. You have few ties and even fewer restrictions. Simply put, you are ideal candidates."
Chuck nodded and then looked away in the direction of the movie stills. As incredible as it seemed, he had a chance to do the impossible. He had a chance to escape to another time. A moment later, he looked at Justin.
"What do you think?"
"I'm interested," Justin said. "I'm really interested, but I want to think it over."
"I agree."
Chuck turned to face Bell.
"How much time can we take to consider your offer?"
The professor smiled.
"You can take as much as you need," Bell said. "But if you wish to travel at the next opportunity – on April 18 – you must report to me by Monday. I will need time to prepare your journey – and you will need time to get your affairs in order."
Chuck felt his stomach drop.
"What do you mean by 'get our affairs in order'?"
"What I mean, sir, is that while I can provide you with the means to travel to the past and return to the present, I cannot guarantee your safety during your time away. Should you, for whatever reason, be unwilling or unable to return to 2016, I would have to explain your disappearance to the authorities and others. I would prefer not to do that."
"I understand," Chuck said.
Bell brought his hands together again and leaned forward.
"In short, you will have to treat this matter with the utmost seriousness. Should you decide to take this trip, you will have to approach it not as though you will return in a matter of seconds but rather as though you will not return at all."
 



CHAPTER 7: CHUCK
 
Monday, April 4, 2016
 
Chuck stared out the apartment window, which overlooked a busy arterial near the eastern edge of the campus, and rehashed the arguments in his head one last time.
The pros were obvious. Chuck had an opportunity to do what few others had apparently ever done and travel to the past. He had a chance to participate in history and return home in time for dinner. Who in his right mind would pass up that?
The cons, however, were no less clear. He would have to give up three grand, the job at the Blaze, and conceivably a whole lot more. Bell had not sugarcoated the risks of time travel. If Chuck and Justin ran into any kind of trouble, they could be trapped in the past forever.
"You're still having doubts, aren't you?" Justin asked.
"I'm having a lot, son. I keep going back and forth."
"What's holding you back?"
Chuck turned away from the window and glanced at several forms Bell had given him at the meeting in his office. The documents requested everything from background information and clothing sizes to recent photographs and a release of liability should the time travelers sustain any physical injuries, financial losses, or personal hardships.
"I guess you could call it a general sense of unease," Chuck said. "Something about this just doesn't add up."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean I'm still trying to figure out Professor Bell's motivation in asking us to participate in this 'adventure.' If he really holds the key to time travel, why on earth share it with strangers? Why not just keep the secret under wraps or share it only with a small group of people he knows and trusts? Bringing us in makes no sense unless …"
"Unless what?" Justin asked.
"Unless we're guinea pigs in an experiment that has serious downsides – downsides the professor doesn't plan to share with us."
"You're getting paranoid, Dad."
"Am I? What do you know about this guy?"
"I know a lot, actually," Justin said. "Last week I called a few friends who have taken his classes. Every one said he's a stand-up guy. Two have been to his house for dinner. From all accounts, Professor Bell is as normal and honest a person as you can find in this town."
"That still doesn't explain why he picked us."
"He picked us because we're ideal candidates. He even told us that. Think about it. You don't have a job. I just quit school. We have time, money, and no ties to this world except a few uncles and cousins and Grandma. Why wouldn't he pick us?"
Chuck nodded and then returned to the window. He knew Justin was right. They were ideal candidates for a trip like this. If they traveled to the past and never came back, only a smattering of friends and relatives would even notice. One person who wouldn't notice was an eighty-year-old woman in the advanced stages of Alzheimer's disease.
Chuck thought about his mother as he watched cars zip by on the street below. He had not seen her at the facility in San Jose since March 10 and not seen her as the person he once knew in years. He didn't feel right about possibly leaving her forever, but he also knew it didn't matter. She was in a different place now, a place he could never visit.
Chuck turned away from the window a second time and gazed at his only child. He couldn't help but admire the person he had become or, more accurately, remained.
If anyone had a right to be cynical and distrusting of people making promises, it was Justin Townsend. He had faced enough rejection, disappointment, and tragedy to fill a lifetime, but he had never lost his faith in humanity. He had never lost his faith in his father.
"So you really want to do this?" Chuck asked.
"Yes. I do," Justin said. "I know there are risks, but I'm willing to take them. I need a change, Dad. I need to clear my head, gain perspective, and maybe find a new purpose. Going to the past may help me do that. I want to accept the professor's offer. I want to go."
Chuck smiled as he studied his son's earnest face. He had to hand it to the kid. He didn't let doubts get in the way of a dream.
"All right. If you want to go, then we'll go. I'll fill out these forms, write out a check, and give the good professor a call," Chuck said. "In the meantime, do what you have to do to 'get your affairs in order.'"
"I will."
Justin walked slowly across the box-littered room. When he reached his father, he stopped, tilted his head, and looked at Chuck closely.
"Dad?"
"Yeah?"
"Are you still OK with the year? We can pick another if you want."
Chuck shook his head.
"No. There's no need. I'm OK with the year. You made a compelling case for it yesterday. If we're going to travel to the past, then we should go all out."
Justin nodded.
"We're going to have fun, Dad."
"I'm sure we will," Chuck said. "I know we will."
Chuck glanced at his son and smiled. Then he gave him a closer inspection and laughed. Wearing khaki shorts, Vans, and a Dodgers jersey, Justin looked like a Southern California boy on loan from Central Casting.
"What's so funny?" Justin asked.
"Your outfit."
"What's wrong with my outfit?"
"There's nothing wrong with your outfit – if you wear it around here. But if you wear it where we're going, you might turn some heads."
Justin chuckled.
"You think so?"
"Yes. I think so," Chuck said. He smiled again and put a hand on Justin's shoulder. "Now let's go call the professor. We obviously have a lot to work out before we have all that fun. Nineteen hundred's going to require a whole lot of thinking."
 



CHAPTER 8: CHUCK
 
Monday, April 18, 2016
 
The Painted Lady in the West Adams district was something of a rarity in the City of Angels, where newer was better and progress was measured in steel and glass. It was a vivid reminder of the choices people had made in building the nation's second-largest metropolis.
Unlike San Franciscans, who had saved and restored most of the thousands of Victorian and Edwardian mansions built before 1915, residents of Los Angeles had rushed to tear them down. Most of those that remained occupied isolated pockets of the city that developers had ignored or passed up in favor of greener pastures.
Chuck admired the blue, green, and gold house with the gables, bay windows, and ornate trim as he drove his Civic into a small brick driveway. He still didn't know what to make of Professor Geoffrey Bell, but he had to admit that the man had style.
"Are you sure this is the place?" Justin asked.
"This is the address he gave me," Chuck said.
Chuck turned off the ignition and collected his thoughts for a moment as Justin exited the car. This was it, he thought. They were really going to do it.
Chuck pulled the keys from the ignition, turned around, and hastily gathered a few papers he had placed on the back seat. He folded the papers, stuffed them in a Number 10 envelope, and stepped out of the Honda into the warm California sun. He tucked the envelope in a back pocket, walked around the back of the vehicle, and joined Justin on the edge of the driveway.
"Are you ready?" Chuck asked.
"I'm ready."
Father and son took one last look at the impressive residence and then climbed a dozen or so brick steps to a small porch and a massive front door. The door looked like it had been made out of solid oak, if not carved out of the tree itself.
Chuck knocked twice, looked at his son's face for signs of second thoughts, and then waited patiently for a person who said, "Just a minute," to greet them. A moment later, an attractive middle-aged woman with red hair and a warm smile opened the door.
"Good morning, ma'am. We're the Townsends," Chuck said. "We've come to see Professor Bell."
"He's been expecting you," the woman said. "Please come in."
Chuck followed the woman and Justin through a narrow hallway and into a parlor that looked like an exhibit at the Smithsonian. When the woman stopped to retrieve a dust cloth from the parquet floor, Chuck took a few seconds to assess his surroundings.
To his left, he saw chaise lounges, mahogany end tables, and Tiffany lamps in mint condition. To his right, he saw striped wallpaper, oil paintings, and a grandfather clock large enough to hold a linebacker. Opulence filled the entire room.
"I apologize for the delay," the woman said as she turned to face the visitors. "I had to put Lucy, our cat, in another room. I didn't want her to run out of the house when I opened the door."
"I understand," Chuck said.
"I'm Jeanette Bell. You must be Charles."
"I am. It's nice to meet you."
Chuck shook her hand and then motioned toward his right.
"This is my son, Justin."
"I gathered that. My husband told me that you had a college-age son. He didn't say he looked like Heath Ledger," Jeanette said. She turned to face Justin. "I'll bet you're a hit with the ladies in Westwood."
Justin blushed and laughed.
"I haven't been lately."
Chuck smiled.
Jeanette flashed Chuck a puzzled look.
"Did I miss something?"
"His girlfriend just walked out on him," Chuck said.
Jeanette frowned and looked at Justin empathetically.
"I'm sorry to hear that, Justin. I promise you'll be treated better here. Welcome to the Bell residence. It's a pleasure to meet you."
"You too," Justin said as he took her hand.
Jeanette stepped back and addressed both of her guests.
"My husband is in his den, preparing your things. Would either of you care for something to drink before I take you in?"
"No, thank you," Chuck said a second ahead of his son.
"Very well. Then please follow me."
Jeanette turned away and led the Townsends down another hallway toward an open door that provided access to the den. The room featured a bookshelf wall, an Empire-style settee, and a massive hardwood desk that stood in front of a picture window. Sitting at the desk, with his back to the window, was Professor Bell.
"Our visitors have arrived, Geoffrey," Jeanette said.
"I see that," Bell said. "Thank you, dear. We'll meet you in the basement."
Chuck gave Justin a sidelong glance.
The basement?
Jeanette smiled at the Townsends and took her leave.
"Please take a seat, gentlemen," Bell said as he returned to his guests. "I will speak to you as soon as I complete this paperwork. I need just a few more minutes."
"Take your time," Chuck said.
The visitors sat on the settee, which faced the wall of books, and waited for Bell to finish his business. Several sheets of paper littered the top of the desk, including two that looked a lot like birth certificates.
Chuck inspected the room again and saw a few things he had missed the first time, including two leather suitcases that stood near the door and a pair of three-piece suits that hung in a shallow open closet. Underwear, socks, shoes, and derby hats lay atop a nearby table. All could have come from Theodore Roosevelt's wardrobe. The professor had taken care of the basics.
A moment later, Bell assembled the scattered papers, placed them in a manila envelope, and got up from his chair. He walked around his desk to the middle of the den, turned to face the Townsends, and handed the envelope to Chuck.
"I believe everything is in order," Bell said.
Chuck opened the unsealed envelope and pulled out a few of the sheets.
"What are these?"
"Those, Mr. Townsend, are documents you may need on your travels. The ones you will use first are two train tickets to El Paso. I chose El Paso because that is where you will change trains should you decide to travel to the Midwest or the East. I have also included birth certificates, character references, college degrees from one of this state's finest universities, and twenty fifty-dollar bills."
"You manufactured fake documents?"
"I created the birth certificates, references, and your degrees from official stationery and forms. The banknotes are authentic. They were issued in 1896."
"I can do the math, Professor. You didn't do all this with the check I sent you."
"No. I did not," Bell said. "I gladly invested some of my own money in this enterprise because I want you to spend more than a few days in 1900. I also want you to experience life to the fullest and succeed at everything you do."
"That's very generous of you. I suppose all this comes at a price. I assume there are at least a few rules you want us to follow."
"There are several, in fact. I will explain them later. In the meantime, I would like you to change into the clothing I have provided. Your suits, as you can see, are in the closet. The rest is on the table. You can leave your present attire in the box next to the settee, along with the keys to your vehicle, your wallets, and any documents or belongings that might be anachronistic in 1900. I will look after them in your absence."
"Is there anything else?" Chuck asked.
"Yes," Bell said. "When you are done, bring the suitcases with you. Each contains extra clothing and other important items. We will meet in the parlor at eleven and go from there."
With that Geoffrey Bell, professor of physics, cruise-ship lecturer, and time-travel agent, walked out of the room and out of sight. He left his guests with Victorian clothing, bogus documents, and twenty-first-century anxiety.
 



CHAPTER 9: CHUCK
 
Thirty minutes later, Chuck followed Bell and Justin down a steep, medieval-looking stone staircase. He braced himself for the Tower of London.
When he entered the basement, however, he found not a dark dungeon but rather a brightly lit space that seemed almost heavenly. The thirty-by-forty-foot room featured white walls, a white ceiling, plush white carpeting, and no furniture, save two large white leather couches and a glass-and-brass coffee table.
Jeanette Bell placed a tea set on the table and then sat on one of the couches. The teapot, tray, plates, and cups, like nearly everything else in the room, were white.
"Is this the purification chamber?" Chuck asked jokingly.
The professor laughed.
"In a way, it is. It's where I want you to rid yourself of any lingering doubts, concerns, and fears you may have about this journey," Bell said. "Please take a seat. We have much to discuss."
Chuck and Justin walked to the unoccupied sofa, set their suitcases on the floor, and sat down. Each placed his hat in his lap.
Bell took a seat on the other couch next to his wife, who smiled at Justin like a mother might smile at a son. The matron of the house had clearly taken a shining to the boy.
"As you can see, I made some tea," Jeanette said. "Would you care for some, Charles?"
"I would. Thank you."
"Would you like some as well, Justin?"
"Yes, please."
Chuck couldn't help but admire how the Bells carried themselves. Polite, articulate, and refined, they seemed more like a duke and a duchess from Downton Abbey than a down-to-earth couple from downtown L.A. Chuck suspected that they had picked up more than a few things from the Brits during the five years Professor Bell had taught at Oxford and Cambridge.
Jeanette poured tea for four. When she was done, she returned to her seat on the sofa, folded her hands on her lap, and smiled at the reporter and the boy she no doubt wanted to adopt.
"Thank you, dear," Bell said as he looked at his wife.
The professor took a sip of his tea and then directed his attention to the men on the facing couch. He seemed relaxed and in good spirits.
"Now that we're all settled, let's get down to business," Bell said. "I'm sure you still have a lot of questions for me. Perhaps we should start by getting them out of the way."
Chuck shrugged.
"I'm good with that, though, to tell you the truth, I don't have many questions. The materials you sent us pretty much spelled out what this is about. I am curious about one thing though."
"What's that?" Bell asked.
"Where is your time machine?"
Bell smiled at his wife and then at Chuck.
"Why, Mr. Townsend, it's right through that door," Bell said as he pointed to a barrier on the far side of the room. The white, nondescript door almost blended into the wall.
"That's it?"
"That's it. Beyond that exit is a short tunnel made of limestone. The tunnel leads to another door, the backyard, and today, anyway, the year 1900."
Chuck tilted his head and stared at Bell.
"So the tunnel is a time portal?"
"Indeed, it is. Percival Bell created it when he built this house in 1899. He made this place his home and laboratory shortly after making his incredible discovery."
"I sense a story coming on," Chuck said.
"You sense correctly," Bell said. "My great-grandfather was a man of forty when he participated in a scientific expedition through the Sierra Nevada in the summer of 1898. Though he had joined the group primarily to gain knowledge of Cretaceous rock formations, he soon gained knowledge of something far more interesting. On the third day of the journey, Percival entered a limestone cave and discovered hundreds of mysterious symbols carved on a wall. With the help of his brother, an anthropologist, he was able to determine that the writing on the wall was a formula – a formula for time travel."
"I'm afraid you've lost me, Professor. What does a formula in a limestone cave have to do with a time tunnel in Los Angeles?"
Bell stared at Chuck.
"It has everything to do with it. Using the formula, limestone bricks, and gypsum crystals he found in the cave, Percival was able to construct a chamber much like the one in the mountains. He was able to create an environment that allowed him to defy the laws of physics."
"I see," Chuck said. "There's still something I don't understand though."
"What's that?"
"How do you manage this time machine of yours? How do you control it so that it does not send you to 1850 or 300 BC or the day the Earth was formed?"
"I do it by synchronizing crystals in the tunnel with reusable ones I carry and by observing astronomical tables. Yes, Mr. Townsend, the sun, the moon, and the stars are part of the mix."
Chuck nodded.
"That explains a lot, but it doesn't explain why we can't travel to, say, the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries or even to more years in the twentieth."
Bell smiled.
"No, it does not," Bell said. "There are two reasons why you can't travel to the distant past. The first is because the tunnel did not exist, at least in its finished form, before January 7, 1900. The second is because the maximum range of my 'time machine' is 116 years. I discovered that limitation just recently. I believe the stars are to blame, but that's only a guess."
"OK. I get that part. But why did you limit our travel options to nine years?"
"I did so to ensure your safety," Bell said. "I selected those nine years because I knew with absolute certainty that this home was not occupied during those years. I suspect that even you would not want to mingle with the owner of a Doberman or a shotgun."
"You're right. I wouldn't," Chuck said. "But if you wanted to make sure we did not encounter a homeowner, then why did you list 1900 as a travel year? You just said that Percival Bell built this house in 1899. Did he not live in his own home?"
"He did, but only for a short time. He lived here with his wife and two children until March 22, 1900, when he died of a stroke."
"What happened then?" Chuck asked.
"My great-grandmother returned to her native Boston. She left three weeks after Percival's funeral and never came back. She sold this place, through an agent, in December."
"Are you telling me that Percival had access to his tunnel for only a few months?"
"That's exactly what I'm telling you," Bell said. "He traveled to the past just three times – on February 10, February 26, and March 15, 1900. In each instance, he was able to go back to January 1900 and return safely to the present day. He documented his work in a journal – a journal that was given to me after my father died twenty years ago."
"I assume from what you've said that this home did not remain in the Bell family."
"It did not. Five different families occupied this house between 1901 and 2000, when Jeanette and I purchased it. It wasn't until then that we were able to access the tunnel, test the formula, and prove that Percival Bell was not a madman."
"I take it you've done this a lot," Chuck said.
Bell fixed his gaze.
"I have traveled to the past fifteen times, Jeanette twelve. We've seen this house, this country, and this world as they existed before we were even born. We've done it all."
"So now you want to see the past through the eyes of others. Is that it?" Chuck asked.
"You catch on quickly."
Chuck sighed.
"This is all starting to make sense now."
"I had hoped that it would," Bell said.
"Thank you again for giving us this opportunity, Professor. We won't let you down."
"Ditto," Justin added.
"That's comforting to hear," Bell said. "Because as much as I want you two to enjoy yourselves in 1900, I want you to take your responsibilities seriously. When you walk out of that tunnel, you will walk into Wednesday, April 18, 1900, and a Los Angeles that has not existed for more than a century. Please respect your surroundings and everyone you meet. Be constantly mindful that you are guests of another time and place and that everything you say or do could profoundly impact the lives of others."
"We will," Chuck said.
Bell sipped his tea.
"Do you still have the documents and assets I gave you upstairs?"
Chuck nodded.
"I put most of them in my suitcase. The cash and the train tickets are right here," Chuck said as he patted his vest pocket.
"That's good," Bell said. "Please hold on to them. You may need every one to thrive and even survive. When you get settled, open a bank account that will allow you to draw funds wherever you go. A thousand dollars will take you far in 1900 but only if you have access to them."
"Sounds like you want us to stay a while."
"What I want is for you to honor your commitment of three months."
"We can do that," Chuck said. "Is there anywhere in particular you want us to go or anything special you want us to do?"
"Yes. I would like you to at least pay a visit to Chicago. I would like you to record your observations in the journal I put in your suitcase and experience the city to the fullest. I have read that no place in America captured the nation's optimism and spirit in 1900 like the Windy City. See if that is true. Bring me back a souvenir."
Chuck laughed.
"I will," Chuck said.
Bell turned serious.
"Make sure that souvenir is something you pick up in a store and not in a dance hall," Bell said. "I know you'll make new friends. Just don't forget your responsibilities. When you leave the past, you must leave your friends behind. Am I clear?"
"You're crystal clear," Chuck said.
Bell laughed.
"Did I say something funny?"
"In fact, you did. Your reference to crystal was a nice segue into our last order of business."
"I'm not sure I follow."
"You will in a moment."
Bell opened the jacket of his form-fitting suit, retrieved three items, and placed them on the coffee table. The items included a skeleton key and two transparent stones.
"These, gentlemen, are literally your keys back to the here and now," the professor said. "The skeleton key opens the door between the chamber and the outside world. The lock on the door is the same one Percival Bell installed in 1900."
"What about the rocks?" Chuck asked.
"The rocks, as you call them, are even more important. They were among the many things I inherited from my father. They are the means by which you will activate the portal and travel from one time to the next."
"I don't understand."
"Then let me explain," Bell said. "The white crystal is the rarer and more valuable of the two. With it in your possession, you will be able to walk through the tunnel, spend even years in the past, and return to this room as if you had been gone mere seconds."
"What about the blue crystal?"
"That is your backup, Mr. Townsend – one I hope you don't have to use."
"Please elaborate," Chuck said.
"The blue crystal is far less powerful. With it in your possession, you will still be able to return to 2016 but not this day and certainly not this moment. If you spend four months in the past, you will return on August 18, 2016, and not April 18. Mrs. Bell and I will almost certainly not be sitting here drinking tea but rather worrying about what happened to you. Time will not stand still. It will march on without you."
"I see," Chuck said.
"There's more," Bell said. "The power within the blue crystal will eventually expire. I can't tell you when. I can tell you only that I have never been able activate the chamber using a blue crystal alone after 153 days. Remember September 18, 1900, gentlemen. Should you lose the white crystal, you will have only until that date to utilize the backup. Should you lose both stones, you may be stuck in the past forever."
Chuck felt a knot form in his stomach as he digested the comment. Returning to the present didn't just mean returning to Los Angeles. It meant protecting two pretty rocks at all costs. All of a sudden, the adventure of a lifetime seemed more like a suicide mission.
"Why don't you just give us two white crystals? Or a whole bag of blue ones?"
"I won't because I can't," Bell said. "I have just six white crystals and twelve blue ones in my possession, with little prospect of obtaining more. Percival Bell did not document the location of the limestone cave containing these remarkable gems. Should you and Justin fail to return after six months, I will have no alternative but to utilize a spare and come looking for you. Trust me when I say I'd rather not do that."
"I understand. We'll take good care of them."
"Please do. I suggest that each of you carry a crystal when you are traveling and that you store the stones in separate places when you are not. I cannot stress this enough."
"I think we get it," Chuck said.
"Do you have any more questions about any part of your journey?"
"I don't."
Bell turned to face the collegian.
"Do you have any questions, Justin?"
The young man shook his head.
"I think you've covered everything," Justin said.
"Then I believe that concludes our business," Bell said.
The professor gave the skeleton key and the white crystal to Chuck and the blue crystal to Justin. He nodded when the recipients put the valuables in the pockets of their suit jackets.
Chuck sighed and glanced at the man on the facing sofa.
"Is this where we part company?"
"It is," Bell said. "Let me show you out."
Bell stood up, helped Jeanette to her feet, and waited as the Townsends got up from their sofa. When the visitors retrieved their bags, the professor guided them toward the far side of the room. Jeanette followed closely behind.
When the four reached the mysterious white door, Bell opened the door and stepped out of the way. He put an arm around his wife's waist and smiled at his guests.
"That, gentlemen, is your portal to the past."
Chuck stepped forward and stuck his head through the doorway. He saw a narrow, brick-lined passage about fifteen feet long, eight feet high, and five feet wide. A single strip of glowing white and blue stones, embedded in the bricks overhead, provided the only illumination. A plain, windowless door stood at the other end of the chamber.
"That's it?" Chuck asked.
The professor laughed.
"I'm afraid you'll have to read a book or watch a movie if you want bells and whistles or flux capacitors," Bell said. "The only fancy feature of this time machine is the string of crystals overhead. Each of the stones has been synchronized with the glowing ones in your pockets."
"What do you mean by 'glowing'?" Chuck asked. "They aren't glowing."
"Look again."
Chuck and Justin exchanged puzzled glances and then reached slowly into their pockets. Each pulled out a crystal that emitted a soft but steady light.
"I guess the time-travel gods are smiling on us," Chuck said.
"They are today," Bell said. "The portable crystals and the ones in the chamber light up only when they have been properly synchronized and placed in close proximity to each other."
Chuck examined his glowing rock for a few seconds and then returned it to his pocket. When he saw Justin do the same, he nodded to no one in particular and looked again at Bell.
"So all we have to do now is walk through that door?" Chuck asked.
"That's all."
Jeanette gave the Townsends a warm smile.
"There is one more thing," Bell said. "Unless you want to walk to the Southern Pacific depot, you'll need to board a trolley. You can catch one three blocks north of here on Adams. I placed a bag of nickels, dimes, and quarters in each of your bags. Please use the coins sparingly until you have the chance to break the banknotes at the train station or at a financial institution. Most merchants in 1900 aren't used to giving change from a fifty-dollar bill."
"I understand," Chuck said.
Bell pulled his hand from Jeanette's waist and offered it to the reporter.
"Good luck, Mr. Townsend."
Chuck took the hand.
"Thank you."
Chuck shook Jeanette's hand, exchanged pleasantries, and stepped through the doorway. He waited for Justin to say goodbye to the Bells and then led him into a tunnel that seemed darker and more ominous from the inside. He took a breath and continued to the far door.
Chuck felt his stomach drop when the professor shut the interior door. For an uncomfortably long moment, he felt fearful, claustrophobic, and regretful. He wondered whether he had done the right thing by agreeing to participate in this nutty experiment.
The doubts passed quickly. Chuck's spirits soared the second he opened the exterior door and stepped out of the chamber and into blinding sunlight. He waited for Justin to join him and then started up the first of twenty brick steps that led to a large backyard and the world beyond.
A moment later, Chuck walked from the top step to the center of the yard and surveyed his surroundings. He needed only a few seconds to realize that Professor Geoffrey Bell's not-so-fancy time machine was the real deal and that he had, in fact, traveled to another era.
No matter where Chuck turned, he saw something that looked different. The Bell mansion, freshly painted, bore the markings of a new home. All of the neighboring houses looked as though they had been built in the 1880s instead of the 1980s. The streets were wide, unpaved, and lined with utility poles. The landscaping was minimal and primitive.
Chuck gazed at his son when he reached the top of the steps. He watched with interest when Justin dropped his suitcase, walked around the yard, and conducted his own visual assessment.
"Take a good look, Justin. You may never see L.A. like this again."
Chuck smiled as he watched his son's face brighten.
"I can't believe it," Justin said. "We did it! We actually traveled through time."
Chuck laughed.
"Either that or we drank some very funky tea."
Chuck warmed when he saw Justin extend his arms, spin around, and take a deep breath. He was clearly enjoying the moment.
"Can you smell the difference?" Justin asked.
"Yeah. I can."
Chuck could too. He had detected a change the second he'd opened the door. He had picked up the sweet scent of citrus and the odor of horses and not the stifling stench of chemicals and petroleum. This was Los Angeles, all right, but it was the Los Angeles of another time.
Chuck laughed when he saw his son run around the yard. Justin was like a kid at Disneyland. He had grown up in the Southland and had known nothing but traffic, noise, and smog. Seeing, smelling, and hearing it like this had to be nirvana for his senses.
"This is amazing," Justin said.
Chuck couldn't disagree. He had a hard time believing that crystals and limestone could send a person to the past, but he couldn't deny the proof around him. He had not consumed funky tea or fallen into a dream. He had instead done something that was supposed to be impossible.
The reporter laughed again when he saw his giddy son approach.
"Are you ready to go?" Chuck asked.
"I will be in a minute. I just need more time to take this in."
"Then take more time, but not too much," Chuck said. He put a hand on Justin's shoulder and smiled. "We have a whole new world to explore."
 



CHAPTER 10: JUSTIN
 
Wednesday, April 18, 1900
 
Instead of rushing to the train station, the Townsends took their time. They hopped the first trolley they saw and rode through Los Angeles for more than two hours before jumping off on Broadway near the corner of Fifth to inspect the city on foot.
Justin watched his father crane his neck to get a better look at the tops of nearby buildings. With large awnings, iron-framed windows, and ornate brick facades, the four- to six-story structures seemed as out of place in tear-it-down-and-build-it-up L.A. as the colorful Victorian mansion they had left.
"Shouldn't we start walking toward the station?" Justin asked. "According to the schedule the professor gave us, the last train east leaves at three thirty."
"We'll get there," Chuck said. "I just want to spend a little more time exploring the town. It's not every day you see L.A. like this."
Justin couldn't disagree. The Los Angeles he knew was nothing like the one in front of him. The city he knew was glitzy, noisy, and covered wall-to-wall in asphalt, steel, and glass. The one in front of him looked like a movie set in Burbank.
People riding horses and bicycles shared the wide, dusty streets with electric streetcars and automobiles with wire-spoke wheels and hard rubber tires. On the sidewalks, men with pocket watches and handlebar mustaches walked with women in frilly dresses and feathered hats.
Justin watched a man help a woman out of a buggy and then slowly returned his attention to his father. He watched Chuck intently as he studied an imposing building across the street.
"What's so special about that one?" Justin asked.
"I think that's the Examiner building – or at least it will be," Chuck said. "William Randolph Hearst didn't start the paper until 1903, but I'm almost certain he started it here. I could work in a place like that."
Justin smiled as his father commented on yet another structure. Chuck Townsend, amateur historian, had been a nonstop tour guide since the two had left the Bell estate.
"Hey, Dad, check it out," Justin said. He pointed to THE 5-CENT STORE sign atop a nearby building. "Want to see what we can get for a nickel?"
Chuck laughed.
"Maybe later. We'll have lots of opportunities to shop for bargains. Let's walk over to the next street and work our way toward the depot. I want to see a few things before we leave."
"OK."
Justin followed Chuck around the block to Spring Street, where more old buildings, vintage vehicles, and people in Victorian attire awaited. For another forty minutes, they wandered around and got their fill of a city that hadn't existed, at least in their time, for more than a century.
Though Justin was eager to see the rest of the country, he understood why his father wanted to linger in Los Angeles. There was a lot to see. No matter where he turned, he could see a city in transition and a society on the move.
Justin marveled at the sight of not only the imposing structures around him but also the simpler things, such as a telephone pay station on Spring Street. For a princely sum of fifty cents a minute, he could call a friend in San Francisco. For half that price, he could get a haircut and a shave at countless establishments with red-and-white-striped poles out front.
When Chuck finally got his fill of Old Los Angeles, he put a hand on his son's shoulder, nodded, and said, "Let's go." Thirty minutes and ten blocks later, the two walked up to one of the most awe-inspiring buildings Justin had ever seen.
"What the hell is that?" Justin asked.
"That, son, is the Arcade Depot."
"It looks like a hangar for the Spruce Goose."
Justin took a moment to take stock of his surroundings. Everything about the station was impressive, from the gargantuan palm tree that guarded the entrance to a wooden train shed that was nearly two football fields long. Turrets on the corners of the Romanesque structure gave the gray-and-red building a fortress-like look.
"Do you like it?" Chuck asked.
"I love it. I never knew this place existed."
"That's because it was torn down in 1914. This property has had several makeovers."
"How do you know all this?" Justin asked.
"I did some homework while you were saving lives at the pool last week," Chuck said. He smiled. "You didn't think I was going to lead you blindly into the past, did you?"
Justin sighed.
"No. I guess not."
"Come on," Chuck said. "Let's go in."
Justin lifted his tightly packed suitcase and followed his father into the station, where he found more impressive sights. The first appeared from above. Dozens of massive skylights, suspended from an arched ceiling ninety feet overhead, allowed daylight to flood the cavernous shed and brighten an otherwise dreary space. The ceiling conjured images of 2016 and more than a few airport terminals and shopping malls.
The sight ahead, on the other hand, conjured images of the past and Old West movies. Two shiny black locomotives, complete with cowcatchers and coupling rods, belched steam out their sides as they prepared to pull strings of wooden passenger cars in opposite directions.
Justin shook his head when the bearded engineer of the northbound train blew his deafening whistle, waved to onlookers through an open window, and slowly pulled out of the station. He was watching history in real time.
"This is insane, Dad. This is all just insane."
Chuck laughed.
"Yeah. I suppose it is."
Justin watched closely as passengers moved along the platform and began slowly boarding the southbound train, which, for all practical purposes, was an eastbound train that would soon take them to other large cities brimming with activity on the cusp of a new century.
Justin didn't know which of these places they would visit first or call their temporary home, but he didn't much care. He knew his father wouldn't squander this incredible opportunity by taking him to some rural backwater.
Chuck Townsend would look at this trip as more than an adventure. He would view it as the reporting assignment of a lifetime and look for answers in cities like Chicago, New York, and St. Louis – and not Carrizozo, North Platte, or Paducah.
"I see a lot of people are getting on," Justin said. "Should we join them?"
"We might as well. We're not accomplishing much standing here."
Chuck reached into his vest pocket and pulled out two train tickets. He gave one to Justin, picked up his suitcase, and scanned a string of eight passenger cars, which stretched more than half the distance of the impossibly long shed.
"Which car do we board?"
"I don't think it matters," Chuck said. He pointed to a nearby coach. "Let's try that one over there. We can ask the porter to set us straight if we get it wrong."
Justin picked up his bag and followed his father toward the end of the car, where a middle-aged black man cheerfully helped passengers board the train. Just the sight of the attendant in the visor cap, bow tie, and crisp blue jacket was enough to remind Justin that this was a very different time.
"Is this the right car?" Chuck asked as he showed the porter his ticket.
"It is today, sir. Please watch your step."
Justin watched his father nod at the porter and then step into the car. He started to do the same but stopped when he reached the porter. He wanted to take one last look around the station.
This was real, he reminded himself. It was as real as his ticket. The sights and sounds around him were not part of a theme park or a movie set. They were part of a distinct historical period that had already played out once and would play out again with eager new participants.
A few minutes later, Justin followed a second porter and Chuck through the plush, crowded coach to a private compartment in back. He expected a dorm room. He got a hotel suite.
Justin smiled and shook his head. Professor Bell had done more than provide two tickets to El Paso. He had ensured that the Townsends would travel in comfort and style.
Justin removed his jacket, hung it on a hook, and placed his suitcase on the floor. He plopped in one of two lounge chairs, rubbed its upholstered side, and glanced at his father.
"He thought of everything, didn't he?" Justin asked.
Chuck laughed.
"He sure did."
Justin looked out a large window as the Sunset Limited started to move. He gazed intently at twenty or so smartly dressed men, women, and children as they smiled and waved at departing passengers. He wondered what they were thinking and what they had planned for the day.
It didn't matter, he finally decided. Like the other people he had seen since emerging from Professor Bell's magic tunnel, they would soon be in his figurative rear-view mirror. He would never meet them or talk to them or influence their lives in any way, shape, or form. Whether that was true with the people he would meet in the days to come remained to be seen.
 



CHAPTER 11: CHUCK
 
Doña Ana County, New Mexico Territory – Friday, April 20, 1900
 
Chuck stared blankly out the window of his private compartment as the train pulled slowly out of another whistle stop. He had taken notes on many of the places the first day but stopped when it became clear that most of the towns on the Southern Pacific's Sunset route were variations on the same theme – desolate, dusty, and wooden.
The people in the towns, however, more than made up for the endless blur of depots, telegraph poles, and rickety buildings with false fronts. Chuck smiled and shook his head when he thought of the scene in Yuma, where a company of U.S. Cavalry followed the train out of town, and in Cochise, where men wearing thick mustaches, sombreros, and bandoliers waited for the train next to women and girls in long, restrictive dresses and plumed hats.
Chuck couldn't deny that 1900 was an interesting year. Even from the back of a Pullman sleeping car, he could see that he and Justin had made the right selection from Professor Bell's time-travel menu. Turn-of-the-last-century America was not just a different kind of place. It was a treat for the senses – one the reporter wanted to enjoy for as long as he could.
There was never a doubt that the Townsends would spend as much time as possible in the past. What was the point of going to Disneyland, Justin had argued, if you didn't spend every minute from dawn to dusk riding the rides and seeing the sights? Chuck agreed. Bell had offered them the opportunity of a lifetime. It would be a crime not to make the most of it.
Even visitors to Disneyland, however, couldn't see and do everything – at least in a limited amount of time. They had to make choices and live with those choices. They had to plunge ahead knowing that they would inevitably miss something.
Chuck thought about choices as he opened the Number 10 envelope he had brought on the trip and pulled out five letter-size photocopies. He had brought them along because he had wanted the flexibility to depart from Bell's 1900 script. Why simply have fun, he thought, when he could also make a difference?
Chuck examined the first sheet, a copy of a letter to his great-great-grandfather, and then glanced at the upper sleeping berth, where Justin snoozed away. He felt guilty about keeping his son in the dark about a possible change in plans but not guilty enough to say anything. He wanted to make sure that he himself was ready to follow through before dragging Justin into a side trip that may not appeal to him.
The reporter set the letter to the side and scanned the remaining copies, taken from newspaper microfilm. He had made them in haste the day before the visit to Bell's mansion. Chuck knew just having them in his possession was dangerous. News articles reporting disasters to come could be used for all sorts of nefarious purposes.
Had he considered taking the side trip earlier, he would have memorized the details of the calamity and carried them in his head. Chuck Townsend had an encyclopedic memory that was the envy of the Bay Area media, but even journalists with encyclopedic memories needed time to absorb facts. A day simply wasn't enough time to take in all he needed to know. So he made a quick trip to the university library's microfilm collection and printed out the bare essentials.
He put the papers away when he heard Justin stir. One of the things Chuck had learned since reconnecting with his son was that he was a heavy sleeper. Even on a train with a nineteenth-century suspension system, Justin had slept soundly for eight hours. Were it not for the rapidly encroaching morning light, he might have slept for nine or ten.
"Good morning, Sunshine," Chuck said.
"What time is it?" Justin asked groggily.
"It's six fifteen if you can believe my cell-phone clock."
Justin rolled over and stared at his father.
"You brought your cell phone?"
"I did," Chuck said. "I wanted a timepiece until I picked up something more in tune with the times. I also wanted to have a camera along."
"I thought we weren't supposed to pack things like modern inventions. The professor was pretty clear about that."
"The professor also asked me to record the people, places, and things of 1900. What better way to record them than to take pictures of them?"
Justin sat up.
"I guess you're right. Just don't let anyone see it."
"I don't plan to," Chuck said.
"Do they serve breakfast on this train?" Justin asked.
"I'm sure they do. Get dressed and we'll find out."
Chuck started to get up from his lounge chair but stopped when he heard a knock on the door. He laughed and smiled at Justin.
"Room service must have heard your stomach grumble," Chuck said. "I'll get it."
Chuck opened the door and saw the same porter who had checked their tickets in Los Angeles. He noticed that the man had an apologetic look on his face.
"Can I help you?"
"I'm sorry for the disturbance, sir, but I wanted to let you know that we're approaching El Paso," the porter said. "We'll be at the station in twenty minutes."
"Thank you for the reminder, Mister …"
"It's Mr. Clay, sir."
"Thank you, Mr. Clay. We were just about to get dressed and get some breakfast," Chuck said. "May I ask how long this train will remain in El Paso?"
"Of course you may. We'll stop at the station for twenty-five minutes."
"Twenty-five minutes?"
"Yes, sir. This train leaves for points east at seven sharp."
"Thanks for the information, Mr. Clay. We'll see you on our way out."
"You're welcome, sir. Please let me know if you need any assistance."
"We will," Chuck said.
The porter nodded respectfully at each of the Townsends and then took his leave.
When the door closed, Chuck turned to face his son and saw that he had followed the exchange closely. Justin sat on the edge of the sleeping berth and stared at his dad.
"Why do you care how long the train stays in El Paso?" Justin asked. "I thought we were getting off at El Paso?"
"We are," Chuck said. "We're going to get off the train when it stops, buy two tickets, and then get back on."
Justin looked at Chuck with puzzled eyes.
"Get back on? Why? I thought we had to change trains to get to Chicago."
Chuck sighed.
"We do. But we're not going to Chicago – at least not just yet."
"Dad, what are we doing?"
Chuck smiled.
"We're going to take a little side trip to meet one of our relatives."
"You have something up your sleeve," Justin said.
"I have a lot of things, actually. I'll explain them a bit later," Chuck said. "In the meantime, start thinking about how happy you'll be when you get to spend some quality time on a beach."
"A beach?"
"Yes, a beach. We're going to spend at least a couple of weeks in a place that has a pretty nice one, in fact. Texas will be our home the rest of the month, Justin. We're going east, not north. We're going to Galveston."
 



CHAPTER 12: JUSTIN
 
Val Verde County, Texas
 
As a longtime patron of California theme parks, Justin Townsend knew thrilling rides on rails. He had ridden everything from the X2 and the Viper at Six Flags Magic Mountain to the classic wooden coaster at Knott's Berry Farm. But until he crossed the Pecos High Bridge on a train pulled by a steam locomotive, he had never known fear.
"I can't see the ground, Dad. I'm not enjoying this."
Justin could feel the sweat build on his palms as he clutched the richly upholstered seat in the lounge car. He wondered if the engineering and safety standards of 1900 were as exacting as those of the twenty-first century.
"You should," Chuck said as he broke into a smile. "You're riding over a bridge that hasn't existed for sixty-seven years. How many people can say that?"
Justin gave his father a death stare and then returned his attention to the window. He could see brown, scrubby hills in the distance but nothing that gave him comfort. The illusion of flying over a gorge at six miles an hour was extraordinarily disconcerting.
"I suppose you know how high we are," Justin said.
"I do. We're three hundred and twenty-one feet above the river," Chuck said. He laughed. "I did a little homework on the bridge too."
Justin froze when the train stopped in the middle of the viaduct-style bridge and didn't relax until it started moving again. He allowed himself a nervous smile a moment later when he was convinced the train would safely cross the span.
"It looks like you did a little homework on a lot of things," Justin said. He glanced at his old man, who sat in a facing seat. "What's this all about, anyway?"
Chuck reached into his jacket and pulled out a standard business envelope.
"It's about this."
Chuck handed the envelope to his son.
Justin examined both sides of the object and then lifted his eyes.
"What's this?"
"It's the reason for our detour," Chuck said. "Go ahead. Take a look at the contents. Then you'll know everything I know."
Justin opened the envelope and pulled out five pieces of paper, including a fax of a handwritten letter. He looked at the letter first.
Written in 1926 by a man named Robert to a man named Benjamin, the letter contained references to a sensational trial, a deathbed confession, and a grave injustice. When Justin finished reading the text, he stared at Chuck.
"This is interesting, Dad, but what does it have to do with us?"
"It has a lot to do with us – if we're interested in righting a wrong," Chuck said. "Benjamin Townsend was my great-great-grandfather. Robert Zimmerman was his friend and a Houston attorney. This letter is a reply to one Benjamin wrote a few days before he died. It seems Benjamin learned of a confession that would have absolved his brother for a murder he apparently didn't commit. He wanted Mr. Zimmerman to investigate the matter and clear the man's name, if possible."
"How did you get this?"
"My attorney pulled it from a file I set up after Grandpa died and faxed it to me. I've had the letter for years but never gave it much thought until now."
"OK. I get that part," Justin said. "But what can we really do for this guy? This letter was written in 1926. We're in 1900, in case you haven't noticed. I don't know much about the law, but I suspect this won't hold up in court."
Chuck smiled.
"I see you haven't lost your sense of humor," Chuck said. "You're right. That letter is worthless as a legal document. But it is potentially priceless as a guide. When we get to Galveston, we're going to do some digging and see if there is any merit to Benjamin's belief that an innocent man was hanged in 1900. If we're lucky, we'll be able to prevent an injustice."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean Benjamin's brother is still alive. He was arrested in August, shortly after the murder. Today is April 20. We have four months to learn whether Wyatt Fitzpatrick is a killing kind of man and perhaps prevent the homicide from happening in the first place."
"Isn't that crossing a line?" Justin asked. "I hate injustice as much as you do, Dad, but I'm pretty sure Professor Bell wouldn't approve."
"I'm sure he wouldn't, which is why we're not going to tell him about this. If we can save a life or two, we'll do it. If we can't, we won't. We'll pack our bags, proceed to Chicago or New York, and have that adventure the professor wanted us to have."
Justin put the letter down and gazed out his window at a pronghorn that grazed the meager offerings of the West Texas scrubland. He didn't want to mess with the past, but he understood his father's interest in keeping an innocent man – a relative, no less – from the gallows.
He gave the matter another moment and then returned his eyes to the remaining sheets. They were copies made from newspaper microfilm.
"What about these articles?" Justin asked. "Why did you bring them?"
"I brought them because I wanted to know more about an even bigger event that happened in Galveston in 1900," Chuck said. "If you learn nothing else about that town, learn about this."
Justin scanned the four newspaper articles. All pertained to a hurricane that slammed into Galveston in September and killed more than six thousand residents.
"So there's a hurricane coming," Justin said. "Are you planning to warn people?"
"I haven't decided what to do with that information, to tell you the truth. I just know I don't want to be anywhere near the city when that storm hits. Whatever we do for Wyatt Fitzpatrick or anyone else, we'll have to do it before September 8."
Justin glanced at Chuck and then returned to the newspaper articles. They included an overview of the disaster, survivor accounts, a story about the storm's impact on business, and lists of the living, the missing, and the dead.
Authorities in Galveston had found it impossible to keep accurate lists. Most victims could not be positively identified. Several people reported as dead one day had turned up alive the next. Casualty counts fluctuated between five hundred and twelve thousand.
Justin found the survivor stories particularly riveting. Many residents rode out the hurricane and a storm surge that swept over the island by clinging to debris or finding refuge in sturdy buildings like the Tremont Hotel and the Ursuline Academy.
Justin also noted adjacent articles on non-storm-related topics, such as the Boxer Rebellion in China and the Boer War in South Africa. Conspicuously absent were any stories about a man who was tried, convicted, and executed for murder in the fall of 1900.
"Did you bring any more articles?" Justin asked.
"No. I had more articles. I made copies of at least three or four on the storm's aftermath, but I forgot to bring them. I must have left them in the car."
Justin nodded.
"How come you didn't bring any stories on Wyatt Fitzpatrick?"
"I couldn't find any," Chuck said. "The library didn't have microfilm of any Texas papers from that era. What you see are articles published in California papers. The Fitzpatrick trial was a big story in Galveston and Houston but apparently nowhere else. The hurricane, on the other hand, made headlines around the world."
Justin nodded. He had run into a similar problem a few months earlier when doing a term paper on the rabies vaccine. While he found hundreds of articles published in the past fifty years, he found relatively few from the 1880s, when the vaccine was first developed and used on humans. Even the best libraries could not offer everything.
"So what do you know about Wyatt?" Justin asked.
"I know mostly what's contained in that letter and what my grandfather told me when I was your age."
"What's that? Did he give you any background on this guy?"
"He gave me a little but not nearly as much as we'll need," Chuck said.
"What did he tell you?"
"He said that Benjamin and Wyatt were born into a family of eight children but were split up after their parents died in a hotel fire. Relatives adopted Benjamin and three of his sisters. Strangers took in the rest. A shipping magnate named Hiram Fitzpatrick adopted Wyatt as a two-year-old and raised him as his own son."
"That was nice of him," Justin said.
"He didn't stop there either."
"What do you mean?"
"Hiram made sure that Wyatt had the best education money could buy," Chuck said. "After enrolling him in private academies in Galveston, he sent him to Harvard and Wharton. I guess the old man wanted an educated son to run his company."
"Did your grandfather express an opinion on Wyatt's guilt?"
Chuck shook his head.
"He didn't. He knew little about Wyatt and even less about the case. He was born five years after the trial and knew only what he had been told by his father years later."
"Didn't anyone try to prove Wyatt's innocence?"
"I think Benjamin did," Chuck said. "He returned to this country as soon as he heard that his brother had been charged, but he never had a chance to influence the courts or even see the accused. Wyatt was executed the day Benjamin arrived in Texas."
Justin looked at his father with renewed interest. Maybe messing with history wasn't such a bad idea after all. He grabbed the copy of the lawyer's letter and read it again. He stopped when he reached the reference to a deathbed confession.
"This letter doesn't say who confessed to the crime. That's a pretty big omission. Did your grandpa say anything about that?"
Chuck sighed.
"He never said anything to me, but he once said something to my father when he asked about the case. Grandpa said the killer's name was Mack or Max or something like that."
"So let me get this straight," Justin said. "We're going to try to prevent a murder without even knowing the name of the murderer?"
Chuck nodded.
"That's right."
Justin lowered his gaze.
"It gets better," Chuck said.
Justin looked up.
"What do you mean?"
"I mean we don't know something far more essential," Chuck said.
"What's that?"
Chuck put a hand on Justin's knee.
"We don't know the name of the victim either."
 



CHAPTER 13: CHUCK
 
Galveston, Texas – Saturday, April 21, 1900
 
Chuck glanced at his son the moment the train approached the rickety trestle, which looked as sturdy as a house of cards. If Justin didn't like riding a wobbly choo-choo more than three hundred feet in the air, then he certainly wouldn't like riding one across two miles of open water.
Or so Chuck thought. Sitting in the facing seat, Justin appeared anything but apprehensive as the commuter train from Houston began its slow eastward trek across Galveston Bay. He stared lazily out the window at the vast expanse beyond.
"What are you thinking about?" Chuck asked.
"I'm just thinking about the sun," Justin said. "I've seen it set over water hundreds of times, but I don't think I've ever seen it rise. I'll bet the sunrises on the Gulf side are pretty cool."
"I'll bet they are."
Chuck smiled sadly as he watched Justin rediscover nature. This is what he had missed over the years. He had missed watching his son observe things for the first time, including things as seemingly unremarkable as a sunrise over water. He vowed never again to let a career or anything else come between himself and his only child.
Chuck wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. Even at six in the morning, he could feel the stifling heat and humidity of the Gulf coast. He wondered how civilization had managed to remain civil without modern air conditioning.
He glanced at a woman and a girl sitting across the aisle and saw that they too were wilting in the heat. The thirtyish woman cooled herself with a silk fan while the girl, who appeared to be no more than six, sighed and fidgeted in her seat.
Chuck couldn't believe that women wore corsets, girdles, and layered, ankle-length dresses in a climate suited for bikinis. Then he remembered that they didn't have a choice. Men set the rules in this society and enforced them rigidly. Propriety trumped comfort seven days a week.
Chuck thought about rules and society as the train reached the island and continued its journey toward the city. Whether making friends, conducting business, or saving relatives from the gallows, he would have to abide by the established norms of 1900 and not the looser, less formal, arguably more rational standards of 2016.
He looked again at Justin and smiled. The kid had made a near-seamless transition from laid-back California surfer boy to Southern dandy and seemed to revel in tipping his hat, opening doors, and using words like "lovely" and "ma'am." The ladies of Galveston were in for a treat.
Chuck got a glimpse of some of those ladies and other residents of the city when the train pulled into Union Station a few minutes later. Dozens of people lined the long platform, including belles, businessmen, and boys in knickers.
Chuck also saw more than a few sailors and men who looked like they had just come from the docks. He had expected as much. Galveston was a center of maritime activity and a seaport of the first order. No city in the world, in fact, shipped more cotton.
When the train came to a complete stop, Chuck grabbed his bag, followed Justin out of the car to the crowded platform, and beheld a flurry of human activity. Porters unloaded boxes and bags while visitors and passengers scurried about in a dozen directions.
Chuck took it all in for a moment and then led his son into the four-story redbrick station. He looked for a map of the city and finally found one tacked to a bulletin board. When he examined it closely, he saw that finding his way around Galveston was going to be an adventure. Many of the roads, including the first dozen or so avenues, had two names.
He pulled out a slip of paper bearing the name of a hotel a train passenger in Houston had recommended and led Justin through the depot's doors to one of the busiest streets in the city. Whether one called it the Strand or Avenue B, it was the road that led to the Bayside Hotel and the kind of rest Chuck Townsend had sought for days.
Chuck glanced at the slip and then looked down both sides of the street.
"What are you doing, Dad?" Justin asked with a hint of amusement.
"I'm trying to get my bearings."
"Are you looking for the Bayside?"
"As a matter of fact, I am."
"I know where it is," Justin said. "It's six blocks away."
"How did you figure that out?"
Justin beamed.
"I just looked at the signs on our new ride."
"Our what?" Chuck asked.
"That."
Justin pointed to a horse-drawn wagon. The sign on the side bore the name, address, and three-digit phone number of the Bayside Hotel. The sign on the back read: JUST SIX BLOCKS FROM UNION STATION.
Chuck laughed.
"I guess I left my keen powers of observation in San Francisco."
He put his hand on Justin's shoulder.
"Six blocks in a buggy sounds good to me," Chuck said. "Let's go for a ride."
 



CHAPTER 14: JUSTIN
 
Justin was as tired as his father, but he wanted no part of a nap – or at least not one that kept him inside a hotel room for most of a sunny spring day. So at eleven thirty he gave Chuck a nudge and convinced him to go on a walk around town in search of adventure.
They found it at the intersection of Twenty-Fifth Street and Broadway, where several thousand people gathered to dedicate the Texas Heroes Monument, a bronze statue of the goddess Victory that stood atop four granite columns. Created by Italian American sculptor Louis Amateis, the monument commemorated the Battle of San Jacinto, where soldiers under General Sam Houston defeated the Mexican army in 1836.
Justin stepped on a bench, surveyed his surroundings, and smiled. The crowd looked like a convention of extras from The Music Man. He stepped down and looked at Chuck.
"Pretty impressive, huh? It's hard to believe all these people came out to see the dedication of a statue. I haven't seen this many people at a Lakers game."
Chuck laughed.
"Neither have I."
"I don't get it though," Justin said. "I mean the statue's nice and all, but it's not that nice. Don't these people ever go to the beach?"
Justin started to make another observation but stopped when he caught a hot glare from an Army veteran a few feet away. The uniformed officer, who looked old enough to be Sam Houston himself, apparently didn't care for the young visitor's irreverence.
"Let's step over here," Chuck said as he pointed to a bare patch of grass nearby. He put an arm on Justin's shoulder and guided him to the semi-private spot.
"What's the matter?" Justin asked. "Did I say something wrong?"
Chuck pulled his son close and spoke in a low voice.
"You didn't say anything wrong," Chuck said. "You asked an honest question, one that would have made perfect sense in 2016 or in any other state. But this isn't any other state. This is Texas. Wars and warriors are touchy topics down here. I'll bet half the men over fifty-five in this crowd fought in the Civil War – for the wrong side. You should choose your words carefully when speaking to them – or even around them."
Justin nodded.
"OK."
Justin couldn't take issue with the advice. He would have to choose his words carefully when speaking to anyone. He wasn't on a movie set filled with modern-day actors. He was in a turn-of-the-last-century community with turn-of-the-last-century views, knowledge, and prejudices. For a time traveler in such a setting, caution would always be advised.
He glanced again at the old soldier to check for lingering stares. When he didn't see any, he shifted his attention to a group of dignitaries that had gathered around a podium near the base of the monument. Governor Joseph D. Sayers had just begun his address.
Justin listened to the speech for several minutes and then turned toward a woman who said "Get your hands off me!" in a clear but muted voice. He saw her step away from a dapper man at her side.
Justin watched the college-age woman as she glared at her companion and then at him. Even from twenty feet he could see that her anger had not abated.
"It looks like the governor's going to blather for a while," Chuck said. He looked at his son. "Do you want to leave?"
"No. Not yet," Justin said. "I want to stay a little longer."
"All right."
When Chuck returned his eyes to the governor, Justin returned his to the angry woman. In the process, he noticed a few things he hadn't picked up the first time.
For starters, the woman wore her hair differently than most of her peers. She let her long, wavy black locks fall to her waist. Most other women piled their hair high, opting for the bouffant, pompadour, and chignon styles of the Gibson girl.
She also wore a white "pouter pigeon" blouse, a pink trumpet skirt, and a straw boater hat. Unlike the women around her, who favored gaudy dresses and elaborate headwear, she was unpretentious. With a pleasing face and expressive eyes, she was also strikingly beautiful.
As a college student in Southern California, Justin Townsend had seen attractive women every day. He had seen them at school, at parties, and everywhere else. Until Caitlin Bennett walked out on him, he had even seen them at his breakfast table.
None of the girls he had known in high school and college, however, measured up to this one. Miss Get Your Hands Off Me was not just beautiful but naturally so. Justin let his mind wander until his increasingly observant father brought him back to Earth.
"What are you doing?" Chuck asked.
"I'm just people watching."
"People watching or girl watching?"
Justin felt the blood rush to his face.
"You noticed?"
"I'm a reporter, remember? I notice everything but advertisements for hotels."
Justin smiled.
"I guess you do."
"I can't blame you for looking around," Chuck said. "There are a lot of lovely ladies in this crowd, including one who doesn't appear happy to be here."
"She does look kind of ticked," Justin said. "I wonder why she's mad at him."
"Who knows? Maybe he criticized her cooking."
Justin turned again to his right and saw that the dapper man, who appeared to be in his mid- to late thirties, had drifted off. He spoke to another man a few feet away, leaving his raven-haired beauty to sulk alone.
Justin then looked at the woman herself and kept looking until she met his gaze. Sadness and despair had replaced the anger in her eyes. When he offered an empathetic smile, she frowned, turned around, and walked away. A moment later, she was gone.
The collegian shifted his eyes to the podium, where the governor waxed poetic about the nine hundred men who had secured Texas' independence. He admired how Sayers was able to hold the attention of the huge crowd without the benefit of a microphone, but he found himself unable to get into the speech. All he could think about was the girl.
"I see your distraction has left the premises," Chuck said. "Are you ready to go now?"
Justin nodded.
"Yeah. I've had enough of crowds and speeches for one day."
"Are you ready for some lunch?"
"I was ready an hour ago," Justin said.
"Good," Chuck said. "Let's get some of that glorious Gulf seafood I read about on the train, preferably at a restaurant that's away from the ruckus. We have a lot to talk about."
"Such as?"
"Such as how we're going to keep Wyatt Fitzpatrick from a hangman's noose."
"Do you have any ideas?" Justin asked.
"I do. The first thing we have to do is learn more about our infamous relative."
"How do we do that? We can't exactly knock on his door."
"We won't have to – at least not yet," Chuck said.
"I don't understand."
"Then let me explain. Mr. Fitzpatrick is a co-owner of one of the biggest passenger shipping lines on the Gulf coast. He's been a fixture in the industry for years."
"So?" Justin asked.
"So there's a library near our hotel that probably has a file on this guy."
"We're going to a library?"
"We are. We're going to the Texas Maritime Library when it opens Monday morning. If we're lucky, we'll have our subject's life story by dinner."
 



CHAPTER 15: CHUCK
 
Monday, April 23, 1900
 
Charles Townsend liked libraries. Though he relied on search engines and databases as much as any reporter, he preferred to gather information the old-fashioned way – by browsing the stacks at the brick-and-mortar institutions that many considered obsolete.
He knew he would find something on Wyatt Fitzpatrick at the Texas Maritime Library and a lot more on his passenger line. What he didn't expect to find at nine o'clock on a Monday morning was a librarian who looked a lot like his ex-wife.
The woman wrote on a manila envelope as she stood behind a long reception desk. She lifted her head and smiled when Chuck and Justin approached.
"Good morning, gentlemen," she said. "Can I help you?"
"That depends," Chuck said. "Are you familiar with all of the collections here?"
"I am."
"Then we've come to the right person. We're gathering information for a book and would like it if someone gave us a tour of the place."
"I'd be delighted to show you around," the librarian said. "I just need a moment to put this in the mail."
"We'll wait."
When the woman left to mail the envelope, Chuck looked around the lobby and saw that it was lightly occupied. On one side of the room, a sailor examined an oil painting that covered much of a wall. On the other, two elderly men in chairs went through the day's papers. A second librarian processed books at the far end of the desk.
Chuck returned his eyes to the painting, which portrayed a schooner in a storm. It was an impressive work, one that no doubt cost the library a fortune. He imagined being a crewman on the imperiled sailing ship when a pleasant voice interrupted his daydream.
"I'm sorry to keep you waiting," the first librarian said. "The postman usually makes his rounds about this time of day."
"No worries," Chuck said.
The librarian cocked her head and stared at Chuck as if he had said something strange – which, of course, he had. When an appropriate response apparently failed to come to her, she offered a warm smile and a slender hand.
"I'm Charlotte Emerson, director of the library."
"I'm Charles Townsend," Chuck said.
Chuck laughed to himself as he shook her hand. He couldn't remember the last time he had used his christened name in an introduction. Then again, he couldn't remember the last time he had met someone like the woman in front of him.
Though her light brown hair was a few shades darker than Megan's, she had the same creamy skin, high cheekbones, and kind blue eyes. Were it not for her crisp white blouse and long gray skirt, Chuck might have mistaken her for the woman he had loved and married.
Chuck let the pleasant thought linger in his mind until he suddenly became conscious of his obligation to introduce his son. He started to speak when Justin beat him to the punch by stepping forward and extending a hand.
"I'm Justin Townsend."
Charlotte shook Justin's hand.
"It's a pleasure to meet you," Charlotte said. She stepped back and looked at each of her visitors. "I haven't heard your accents before. Where are you from?"
"We're from California," Chuck said.
"I thought that might be the case. I must say I'm envious. I've always wanted to see your wonderful state, but I've never had the opportunity."
"I'm sure that will change."
Charlotte smiled sweetly.
"I hope so. I love visiting interesting places," Charlotte said with a lilt that was a lovely fusion of Midwest and Southwest. "In any case, I'm sure you didn't come all the way from California to hear me talk about travel. What can I show you that will help with your research?"
"That's hard to say, since we don't know what you have," Chuck said.
"Let me ask a different question then. What are you planning to write about?"
Chuck took a few seconds to gather his thoughts. Even though he had rehearsed the lie many times, he wanted to get it right. He might have to remember details later.
"I'm planning to write a book about shipping and Galveston's leading role in that industry. I'm particularly interested in the passenger lines that serve the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean. I learned on the train ride here that one of the more successful companies is based in this town and is owned by a family named Fitzpatrick."
Chuck saw a head turn when he uttered "Fitzpatrick." The second librarian pushed her work to the side and walked to the other end of the desk to join the party of three.
"If it's the Gulf Star Line you want to learn about, then you've come to the right place," she said. "Silas and Wyatt Fitzpatrick run the company, which was founded by their father. The Gulf Star is the most prestigious line in Texas."
"Thank you for that information, ma'am," Chuck said.
"This is Goldie Gates," Charlotte said. "She is one of my three assistants and is our resident expert on commercial and passenger shipping."
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Miss Gates."
"The pleasure is mine, Mr. Townsend."
Chuck winced when he heard his name. Miss Gates had done more than note his interest in local passenger lines. She had listened to the conversation from the start.
Chuck took a moment to assess the blonde. Like Charlotte, she was attractive, articulate, and clearly informed. Unlike Charlotte, she had lifeless eyes, an icy smile, and a businesslike edge to her voice. Tall and poised, she appeared to be in her late twenties.
"If you're in a hurry, I can turn you over to Goldie right now," Charlotte said. "I'm sure she'll be able to answer most of your questions. Or, if you prefer, I can continue with a general tour of the library."
Chuck laughed to himself as he considered his options. He could talk to Goldie and get the information he wanted or spend more time with the library's delightful director. He gave the matter a few seconds of thought and then returned with his answer.
"Let's start with the tour. If I have any questions about the Gulf Star Line, I'll save them for your knowledgeable assistant."
"Then let's begin," Charlotte said. She glanced at Goldie. "We'll be in the archives if anyone wishes to speak to me."
"Take your time," Goldie said.
Charlotte turned back to the visitors and smiled.
"Please follow me, gentlemen."
 
Two minutes later, the librarian with the kind eyes and the soft voice led the Townsends into a room that gave new meaning to the word archives. It was not small, dusty, and dark but rather spacious, clean, and brightly lit. A paned window the size of a bedroom wall offered a stunning view of the harbor.
Chuck admired the view for a moment and then turned his attention to the main attraction – the collection. He saw thousands of volumes on shelves that climbed the walls and nearly as many in freestanding units that shot up from the floor. He could smell the leather that covered some of the books, not to mention the money that had gone into the facility.
"I'm impressed," Chuck said. "Does the state fund all this?"
"The state doesn't fund a thing," Charlotte said. "This is a privately financed institution. It is supported by grants, donations, and subsidies from the very companies that built this city and want it to be the envy of every seaport from Seattle to Savannah."
"Tell me about this collection. What do you have here?"
"We have everything," Charlotte said with obvious enthusiasm. "We have statistics, logs, financial reports, company histories, and even biographies of major figures in the maritime industry. There is no library like this in America. I have no doubt you will find much on the Gulf Star Line and every other line on the coast."
"I believe it," Chuck said.
Chuck walked to the west side of the room and pulled a book from a shelf. It contained the names of people who had immigrated to the United States through the Port of Galveston. A moment later, he moved to the east side and fetched a complete history of the city. The seaport traced its roots to the early 1800s and the pirate Jean Lafitte.
"There's a lot of history in this town," Chuck said.
"Do you like history, Mr. Townsend?"
Chuck smiled warmly at Charlotte.
"I like a lot of things, Miss Emerson."
Charlotte blushed.
When she recovered, she walked to a shelf on the east wall and pulled a book the size of a dictionary. She placed it on a nearby table and opened the tome to a page in the middle.
"If you like history, particularly the history of this area, then you will want to look at this book," Charlotte said. "It was written by a native Galvestonian who now teaches at the university in Austin. It is considered the definitive work on the history of the island. This chapter is the first of many on local shipping."
Chuck watched and listened closely as the librarian thumbed through the book and explained what it contained. He noticed that she suddenly seemed reluctant to look him in the eyes. He had apparently rattled her with his mildly flirtatious comment and felt bad about it. Like Justin, who stared blankly out the picture window at a cargo ship leaving port, he had to watch his tongue.
"Are you the 'resident expert' on local history?" Chuck asked.
"I know enough to direct our patrons to the right resources, but I'm not the expert when it comes to Galveston's past. That would be Rose O'Malley."
"Is she here?"
"She is today," a woman said as she emerged from the stacks with a book in her hand. The library assistant, who appeared to be Charlotte's age, wore a wide grin.
Charlotte shook her head.
"I should have known she might be hiding in here," Charlotte said to Chuck. "This is her favorite part of the library."
Charlotte turned to face her assistant.
"Rose, this is Charles Townsend, a new patron. I'm giving him a tour of the place."
"It's a pleasure," Rose said. "I apologize for the intrusion, Mr. Townsend. I was pulling some old reports and couldn't help but listen in. It's a bad habit of mine."
Chuck laughed.
"That's all right. I do it all the time. Eavesdropping is a tool of the trade in journalism."
"You're a journalist?"
"I'm a newspaper reporter – or at least I used to be. My son and I came to Galveston to do research for a book about shipping," Chuck said. He pointed toward the window. "That's Justin over there."
Rose and Justin exchanged waves.
"Where are y'all from?" Rose asked.
"California."
"California? Oh, goodness gracious! I went to San Francisco a few years ago with my brother George. It's the prettiest place on the planet, if you ask me."
Chuck smiled.
"I like it too."
Chuck took a close look at the effervescent redhead and laughed to himself. He didn't know if the Texas Maritime Library had the best and most when it came to materials on shipping, but it certainly had cornered the market on pretty, knowledgeable librarians. He wondered if the hiring committee consisted of cigar-chomping, whiskey-drinking men.
"So you're the go-to gal on Galveston?" Chuck asked.
"I should hope so," Rose said with a deep Texas twang. "I was born here, grew up here, and will probably die here unless I find my millionaire and run off to Paris. I can tell you everything you want to know about this town and a few things you don't want to know."
Chuck glanced at Charlotte and saw her try to contain a smile. He could only imagine what it was like to manage Rose O'Malley.
"It sounds like we need to talk," Chuck said.
"Are you planning to stay in town for a while?" Rose asked.
"We are. We'll be here at least a couple of weeks."
"That's good. I've got my hands full with these reports. Let's plan to meet next week. I'll have all the time in the world then to chew the fat."
"Sounds like a plan," Chuck said.
"I'd better go," Rose said. "It was nice meeting you."
"You too."
Chuck watched Rose as she grabbed two books off a table and walked toward a door bearing a STAFF ONLY sign. When she disappeared, he returned his eyes to Charlotte.
"I think I'm going to enjoy talking to her."
"I'm sure you will. Rose is a font of information," Charlotte said. "She can tell you things you won't find in any of these books."
Chuck laughed.
"I'll bet she can."
 
Charlotte resumed the tour a few minutes later. She showed the Townsends the map collection, a room featuring replicas of merchant ships, and a small museum dedicated to the naval heroes of Texas. When she was finished, she led the visitors into a gallery filled with framed photographs of virtually every kind of vessel afloat.
Chuck found all of it fascinating. He wondered why he had never heard of the library until arriving in Galveston. Then he remembered something he had read in one of the articles. The hurricane had destroyed nearly every building on the waterfront, including this very facility.
He walked to the longest wall in the gallery and examined dozens of photographs. He saw pictures of everything from dinghies to ironclad warships. Most of the photos had been taken in the past thirty years. Nearly all were mesmerizing.
Chuck glanced at Justin and saw that his interest in the photos was just as keen. He closely examined pictures of clippers, men-o'-war, privateers, and other ships that had all but disappeared when sailors had turned to steam.
Chuck studied his son for a moment and then shifted his attention to his tour guide, the beautiful woman with the unadorned left hand. He wanted to see her again and see her in a social setting. If doing so broke one of Professor Geoffrey Bell's rules of time-travel etiquette, then so be it. He wouldn't walk through 1900 on eggshells.
Deciding to rekindle the conversation with the library director who had left the Townsends to enjoy the photos on their own, Chuck walked toward a corner of the room. He started to ask Charlotte if she needed help straightening a picture but stopped when he saw a young woman enter the gallery from a side door and approach the boss.
"I couldn't find the picture of the blockade runner," she said to Charlotte. "It wasn't in either of the storage rooms. I don't know where else to look."
"Don't worry about it, Emily. I probably put it in a box when we moved things last week. I'll find it," Charlotte said. "Why don't you see if Goldie needs help at the desk? I imagine it's getting busy now."
"OK."
The girl stared at a bare spot on the wall, frowned, and made a beeline for the main door. She left the gallery a few seconds later but not before exchanging glances with one Justin Townsend.
Chuck laughed to himself as he watched Emily the Picture Hunter exit the room. She was the young woman who had left her male companion at the statue dedication. Life at the library, he concluded, was about to become interesting.
 



CHAPTER 16: CHUCK
 
Tuesday, April 24, 1900
 
Chuck surveyed the large utilitarian room and smiled. He could think of a number of adjectives to describe Lafitte's, but pretentious wasn't one of them.
With cable spools for tables, wooden crates for chairs, and weathered boards for walls, the restaurant on Market Street looked more like a rustic warehouse than one of Galveston's most celebrated eateries. Even the clientele gave the place an informal feel. Dockworkers and sailors in work clothes outnumbered businessmen in suits at least three to one.
Chuck found the food, however, to be anything but second-rate. The sautéed prawns in front of him were as delicious as any he had eaten in San Francisco. Whatever one could say about the cooks in this joint, they knew how to prepare bounty from the sea.
Chuck returned his attention to the eating machine on the other side of his table. He needed only a second to see that someone else was enjoying his lunch too.
"Do the prawns meet your approval?" Chuck asked.
Justin washed down a mouthful of food with a swig of beer.
"I'll let you know tomorrow when we come back for more," Justin said.
Chuck laughed and shook his head.
"You do that."
Chuck took a sip of coffee and gazed at his son. As he watched Justin finish the seafood that might need additional evaluation, he thought about the things they had done in their first three days in Galveston, the things they hadn't done, and the things they hoped to do.
"You haven't said much about our visit to the library yesterday," Chuck said.
"That's because I'm still having some doubts about all this," Justin said. "I know you want to save this guy, but is it really our place to do so? I mean history has already played out once in this town. I'm not sure we should go about rewriting it."
Chuck nodded.
"I've been thinking the same thing. People come and go. Some make a mark, some don't. Some have children, some don't," Chuck said. "Wyatt Fitzpatrick left no heirs. His family line, to my knowledge, died the day he did."
"Then why are we still here?"
"We're still here because I can't let it go. An innocent man will be executed in a few months, a man who meant a lot to my grandfather's grandfather. If I don't at least try to stop the injustice while I have the chance, I'll never be able to live with myself."
Justin gave his father a pointed glance.
"Is that the only reason you want to stay in Galveston?"
Chuck smiled and sighed.
"No. I suppose it isn't."
"I'm not judging, Dad. Charlotte's nice – and pretty. She looks just like Mom. She looks so much like Mom it's scary."
"It is," Chuck said. "I did a double take when we walked into the library."
"Is that why you like her?" Justin asked. "Because she looks like Mom?"
Chuck shook his head.
"No. If anything, that's a strike. Looking at her yesterday reminded me of all the mistakes I made with your mother, mistakes I hope never to repeat. The reason I like Charlotte is because she's a kind, intelligent woman – a woman I'd like to know better."
Chuck paused for a moment to think about what he had said. He wanted to know Charlotte better in part because he didn't know her at all, at least not away from the library. He had learned only that she was a childless widow who had moved to Galveston from Missouri as a young woman and had served the city nobly as one of its most prominent information professionals.
"Are you going to ask her out?" Justin asked.
"I don't know. I want to, but I'm still debating whether I should. Suppose we went out and ended up liking each other. What's the point of starting something you can't finish?"
"I know what you mean. That's why I haven't bothered looking at girls on this trip."
Chuck laughed.
"What's so funny?" Justin asked.
"Your claim," Chuck said. "You looked at a girl just yesterday, the same one you looked at on Saturday. I believe her name is Emily."
Justin reddened.
"She is pretty."
"She's more than pretty. She's drop-dead gorgeous," Chuck said. "I'm sure she's intelligent too. I don't think Charlotte would have hired her if she wasn't."
"It doesn't matter," Justin said. "It's not like we're sticking around. When can we go to Chicago? I'm looking forward to seeing the rest of the country."
"Let's give Galveston a few more weeks. If you still want to leave around the middle of May, then we'll move on. Is that all right with you?"
"I guess."
Justin stared blankly at his plate.
"Don't look so glum," Chuck said. "The time will pass quickly."
Justin nodded.
"I'm sure it will."
"In the meantime, I'm going to continue my research and see if I can find us some new digs – something we can rent on a week-to-week basis."
"What's wrong with our room?" Justin asked.
"There's nothing wrong with our room," Chuck said. "There's nothing wrong with the hotel. But if we're going to stay here more than a few days, we're going to have to find another home. The Bayside is taking a bite out of our budget."
 



CHAPTER 17: JUSTIN
 
Wednesday, April 25, 1900
 
Justin gazed out the wall-sized window at the Texas Maritime Library and watched a freighter leave its pier for parts unknown. He didn't know what the ship had in its hold, but he had a pretty good idea. Galveston hadn't become the largest cotton port in the world by shipping cattle.
He turned away from the window and looked for his father. He found him sitting at a small table in the corner of the archives room, perusing a local history book and copying relevant information into a leather-bound notebook.
Justin admired his dad's persistence in trying to right a wrong, even if he suspected that the persistence was driven at least partly by guilt. He knew his old man wanted to make things right with his family and his Creator after neglecting both for many years.
In the end, it didn't matter. Justin found his father's dedication inspiring. If Chuck Townsend, unemployed journalist, could find a new purpose in the past, perhaps Justin Townsend, college dropout, could do the same. He walked to the table.
"Have you found anything important?" Justin asked.
Chuck lifted his eyes from his work.
"It's all important, Justin, at least potentially."
"Why don't you just find this guy and talk to him? Tell him to take a vacation in August to a place where he can't hurt someone or be blamed for something he didn't do. It has to beat reading up on Jean Lafitte."
"I couldn't talk to Wyatt now even if I wanted to. According to his secretary at the Gulf Star Line, he's been on a business trip all week. He won't return until Monday."
"So talk to him then," Justin said.
"I'll talk to him when I'm ready," Chuck said. "I want to know more about him before I tell him he'll soon be arrested and convicted for a murder he didn't commit."
"OK. You do that. I'm going to go outside to get some air. Let me know if you need anything. I'd like to be at least occasionally useful."
Chuck smiled.
"I'll holler if I need you to run an errand."
Justin nodded, left the archives, and walked toward the lobby. When he reached the public area, he spotted Charlotte at the reception desk and acknowledged her with a slight wave. He still couldn't believe how much she resembled the mother he missed so much.
A moment later, Justin exited the building. He walked to the edge of the street, looked in both directions, and headed west. He traveled barely half a block before he found something far more interesting than cargo ships and history books.
He walked toward an outdoor dining area that a café had set up for its patrons. Sitting alone at one table was a young woman in a white blouse and a dark blue skirt.
"Do you mind if I join you?" Justin asked.
The woman lowered a sandwich to her plate and looked at the man who had disrupted her lunch. She gave him a hard stare he had seen for the third time in five days.
"Why should I mind?" she asked. "Do you bite?"
Justin smiled.
"I don't bite. I don't even have a biting wit. I'm just a regular guy."
Justin waited for a sign and got one when the woman pointed to an empty chair. He sat in the chair, straightened a jacket that he was beginning to love, and removed his hat.
"I'm Justin Townsend, by the way."
"I know who you are," the woman said.
"You do?"
"Of course I do. You're the son of that Yankee reporter who messes up my shelves, leaves maps on my tables, and flirts with my supervisor."
Justin chuckled.
"You're observant."
"I have eyes, Mr. Townsend."
Justin couldn't take issue with that. She had eyes all right, stunning ones. The shade of a tropical rain forest, they were the prettiest peepers he had ever seen.
Justin leaned forward.
"I know who you are, too, Miss Emily Beck."
"I should hope so. You've been watching me all week."
Justin laughed as he tried to decide which was more unsettling – Emily's attitude or her perceptiveness. After giving the matter some thought, he went with the former.
"Are you always this friendly?" Justin asked.
"Do I detect sarcasm, sir?"
Justin nodded.
"I meant no offense. You just seem a little testy."
"Perhaps I am," Emily said.
"Why?"
"I have my reasons."
Justin smiled. He didn't think it was possible to be angry and appealing at the same time, but Miss Get Your Hands Off Me was pulling it off.
"I saw you at the dedication," Justin said.
"That's impossible. You must have seen someone else."
"No. It was you."
"How do you know?" Emily asked.
"I know because I stared at you for a long time. It was you."
"Are you sure?"
"Yeah. I'm sure," Justin said.
"In that case, you should apologize. Staring at people is rude."
"I know. I'm sorry."
Justin wondered why Emily had been reluctant to admit they had seen each other on Saturday. Was it embarrassment or something else?
"I noticed that you seemed upset with the man standing next to you. You left before the governor's speech was over. May I ask why?"
Emily pushed her plate away.
"No. You may not. It's none of your business."
"Sorry for asking," Justin said.
"Stop apologizing. It's a sign of weakness. You obviously want to know why I left the dedication, so I'll tell you," Emily said. She folded her arms. "I left because I learned that my fiancé, the man at my side, is a filthy, lying cheat."
"That's a good reason to leave."
"It doesn't matter. What's done is done. I am free of a miscreant and a little wiser to the ways of your kind."
"What do you mean by 'my kind'?" Justin asked.
"I mean men."
"So all men are bad?"
"Yes," Emily said. "If they don't lie and cheat, they use and abuse. They also treat women like chattel and drink too much. Did I leave anything out?"
Justin shook his head.
"I don't think so. Should I kill myself now or let you finish your lunch?"
Emily gave him an icy stare.
"You're making fun of me."
Justin smiled and nodded. He waited for a positive reaction. When he didn't get one, he switched from flippant to sympathetic.
"I'm sorry you had a bad experience. I really am," Justin said. "For what it's worth, I think that any man who cheats on his fiancée is a jerk and that any man who cheats on someone as beautiful as you is clinically insane."
Justin watched with interest and amusement as Emily turned red and bit her lip. He decided right then that a self-conscious beauty was just as appealing as an angry one.
Emily turned away in an apparent attempt to hide her blush and stared out at the street, where noisy seagulls feasted on discarded scraps of fish. When she looked again at Justin, she did so with softer eyes. She smiled sadly, put a quarter next to her plate, and got up from her chair.
"I should return to work," Emily said. "Thank you for the company."
Justin nodded and then watched the lovely man-hater leave the dining area, turn a corner, and continue toward the library. When she disappeared from sight, he settled into his wrought-iron chair, stared blankly into the distance, and smiled.
He didn't know what to make of Emily Beck or their short, crazy exchange, but he did know one thing. Chicago could wait.
 



CHAPTER 18: CHUCK
 
Friday, April 27, 1900
 
Chuck had to admit that his first impression of Rose O'Malley had been about as wrong as an impression could get. He had expected a country bumpkin with a host of colorful stories. What he got was a college graduate and a gifted actress who had turned down Broadway and three marriage proposals to live and work in the town she loved.
"Thanks for taking the time to see me," Chuck said as he walked with Rose from a library meeting room to the lobby. "I'm sure there were other things you could have done today."
Rose glanced at Chuck and smiled.
"You're right," Rose said. "I could have filed company reports, mopped the floors, and rehashed the War Between the States with the geezers in the gallery."
Chuck laughed.
"Your job's not that bad."
"It's not when I have the opportunity to talk to people like you. It was a pleasure, Mr. Townsend. I mean it."
"The pleasure was mine," Chuck said.
Rose stepped ahead of Chuck when they reached the front desk and walked around to the work area in back. She grabbed a shawl off a coat rack and joined Charlotte behind the desk. At five after four, her workday was over.
"Did you two accomplish a lot?" Charlotte asked.
"I think we did," Rose said.
"I know we did," Chuck said. "That's why I'd like to visit again. If it's all the same to you, we can meet at the café next door. You pick the day. Lunch is on me."
"Now that's an offer I can't refuse," Rose said.
She turned to face Charlotte.
"You'd better watch this one," Rose said. "He may try to talk you into keeping the library open after hours with promises of wine and roses."
Charlotte smiled as she filled out papers at the desk.
"I'll be careful," Charlotte said.
Chuck laughed.
Rose threw the shawl over her shoulders.
"That's it for me today," Rose said to her supervisor. "I'll see you sometime on Sunday."
"Enjoy yourself," Charlotte said.
"Do you have a big weekend planned?" Chuck asked.
Rose smiled.
"I have plans, Mr. Townsend."
"That's nice to hear," Chuck said. "Before you go, though, I'd like to ask you one more question. I figure a longtime resident might know the answer."
 "Fire away."
"OK. It's a simple question, actually, and it has nothing to do with my research. Where can I find a place I can rent by the week?"
"You don't like the Bayside?" Rose asked.
"The hotel is nice. It's very nice, in fact. It's just much more than my son and I need for an extended stay."
Charlotte lifted her eyes from her work.
"Are you planning an extended stay?" Charlotte asked.
Chuck nodded.
"We are. Justin and I talked it over last night. We both want to stay in Galveston at least through the end of May. That's why we need to find something more affordable."
Rose put her hand on her chin.
"That's a tough one. I know of less expensive hotels but none that rent by the week."
"We don't necessarily need a hotel room," Chuck said. "We just need something that's less expensive. We'd gladly take an apartment or a small house, so long as it's furnished."
"Let me check around," Rose said. "Can you wait until next week for an answer?"
"I can."
"Then let me see what I can do."
Rose retreated again to the work area, lifted a purse off a table, and walked around the side of the desk to the front. She approached Chuck and offered a hand.
"Once again, it was a pleasure, Mr. Townsend."
Chuck shook her hand.
"Have a nice weekend, Rose."
Rose glanced at her colleagues in the back of the room. Goldie straightened tables and chairs. Emily picked up scraps of paper off the floor.
"See the rest of you on Monday," Rose said as she started toward the exit.
Emily responded with a faint wave. Goldie continued working. Two patrons sitting in chairs kept their noses in their newspapers. Only Charlotte, who offered a warm smile, seemed to care when Rose O'Malley left the building.
Chuck took a moment to think about his afternoon and then directed his attention to Charlotte, who continued to process papers at the desk. He started to say something when he heard footsteps from behind. He turned around.
"I couldn't help but overhear the conversation about your housing dilemma, Mr. Townsend," Goldie said. She stopped when she reached the desk. "I believe I can help."
"You can? How?"
"My landlord rents beach houses. Most are no more than shacks, but they are furnished and have electricity and running water. The smaller units go for five dollars a week."
"How do you know this?" Chuck asked.
"I know because I rent one myself," Goldie said.
Chuck looked at Charlotte.
"What do you think?"
Charlotte smiled slightly and gave him a sidelong glance.
"I think if you're going to stay in Galveston another month, then you should see what five dollars a week buys at the beach."
Chuck returned to Goldie.
"Who's your landlord?"
"He's a developer named Samuel Billings," Goldie said. "He maintains an office on Avenue Q. I can let him know you're interested in a rental, if you'd like."
"I'd appreciate that, Goldie. Thank you."
"You're welcome."
Chuck watched Goldie walk to the far end of the desk, where a stack of periodicals waited to be processed. When she started stamping and labeling, he went back to doing what he had done all week – flirting with the director of the Texas Maritime Library.
"Thanks for recommending Rose as a resource," Chuck said. "She's a veritable font of information and one of the nicest people I have ever met."
"I'm glad you approve," Charlotte said.
She smiled coyly as she continued to work.
"Did Rose answer all of your questions?"
"She answered most of them, but she wasn't very helpful when I asked about the Fitzpatrick brothers," Chuck said. "I thought that was odd given that she seems to know everyone in town."
Goldie stopped working and turned her head.
"We all have our limits, Mr. Townsend," Charlotte said.
"Please call me Charles."
"We all have our limits, Charles."
"I know. I'm just a little surprised she didn't know more. She seemed to know more about the one-armed dockworker on Pier 17 than two of the most prominent men in Galveston."
"As I said."
"I know," Chuck said. "I'm not complaining. I'm just a bit surprised."
Charlotte finally lifted her eyes from her work.
"Have you completed most of your research?"
"I've completed much of it, but I would still like to know more about the city and the people in it. I'd like to know more about the people I've met this week."
"Do you mean the people at the library?" Charlotte asked.
"I mean the director of the library."
Charlotte reddened.
"I'm not sure how to respond to that."
"You don't have to respond at all," Chuck said.
"I don't?" Charlotte asked.
"You don't."
Chuck smiled.
"You just have to join me for dinner."
 



CHAPTER 19: CHUCK
 
The Seafarer at the Bayside was not the best restaurant in Galveston, Texas, or even one of the best, but it was quiet, accessible, and far better suited for a last-minute dinner date than many top-of-the-line establishments or a madhouse like Lafitte's.
Chuck looked around the dining room and noticed that only eight of the restaurant's linen-covered tables were occupied. Then he looked at the woman in front of him and decided that he didn't really care. He had everything he needed at his table.
"Have you decided what you want to order?" Chuck asked.
"I'm debating between the red snapper and the sea bass," Charlotte said.
"Take your time. I'm in no hurry."
Charlotte smiled sweetly and lowered her menu to the table.
"Thank you for taking me here. It's been a long time since I've been to this restaurant and even longer since I've been here with a gentleman."
"You don't go out much?"
Charlotte shook her head.
"I've always preferred a walk on the beach or a quiet evening at home. When I do go out, it's usually with Rose to a play or a concert."
"You like her, don't you?" Chuck asked.
"I do. Rose is my best friend and one of the nicest people I've ever known. She's also a capable library assistant, a trusted confidante, and my housemate."
"She's your housemate?"
Charlotte nodded.
"We share a house on Nineteenth Street. She moved in shortly after my husband died two years ago. We're like sisters."
Chuck cocked his head.
"She didn't tell me that."
"I'm not surprised. Rose may speak freely about many things, but she rarely talks about personal matters unless she knows the person well."
A waiter approached the table.
"Are you that way too, Miss Emerson?"
Charlotte smiled.
"I think it's time for us to order."
The reporter laughed when he heard the evasive reply. He would have to add coy to his dinner companion's resume.
Chuck watched with interest and amusement as Charlotte peppered the waiter with questions, first about the snapper and then about the bass. He had never seen anyone break down an entree so thoroughly.
Chuck ordered a saddle of lamb with kidney beans and a bottle of burgundy to wash it down. He turned again to Charlotte when the waiter took the menus and walked away.
"So tell me how you and Rose became such good friends. Surely there's a story."
"Oh, there is," Charlotte said.
Chuck tilted his head.
"Well? Are you going to share it?"
"I'm trying to decide whether I know you well enough."
Chuck looked at her incredulously.
"I'm just teasing," Charlotte said with a smile. "Of course I'll share it."
Chuck suddenly didn't care whether she shared it or not. He just wanted to look at a woman who was as intoxicating as moonshine. He grinned and shook his head.
"You're something," Chuck said.
"May I tell my story?"
"Yes. You may."
"All right then," Charlotte said. She looked at him with wary eyes and continued. "Rose and I have known each other fourteen years. We attended the same women's college in Missouri but did not become good friends until we came here in search of jobs following our graduation in 1890. Yes, Mr. Townsend, I am thirty-two. I am not at all ashamed to reveal my age."
"Nor should you be. You don't look a day over twenty."
Charlotte blushed and smiled. She started to speak but stopped when the waiter returned with the wine. She resumed telling her story after the server poured two glasses, placed the bottle on the table, and returned to the kitchen.
"As I was saying, Rose and I came to Galveston shortly after graduation. We came here in June hoping to find work as an actress and a librarian, but we found something else instead."
"What?" Chuck asked.
"Two sailors."
Chuck laughed.
"Just two?"
"Yes, Charles. Just two," Charlotte said. "The one who favored Rose was an ensign who had grown up in Galveston. The one who favored me was an ensign from Iowa."
"Sounds like a happy story to me."
"It might have been but for one thing."
"What's that?" Chuck asked.
"Rose and I favored the other men."
"So what did you do?"
Charlotte grinned.
"We spent the next three months engaging in subterfuge. We did everything in our power, fair and unfair, to redirect the two men's attention in the proper directions."
"Did your efforts pay off?"
"They did," Charlotte said. "We each had a marriage proposal by the end of the summer."
"That's sweet," Chuck said.
"Rose turned down her proposal."
Charlotte paused for a moment and looked away. When she returned her attention to Chuck, she did so with a wistful smile.
"I accepted mine."
Chuck lowered his eyes. He knew the story was about to take a sad turn. He stared at the floor until he could finally bring himself to look at Charlotte.
"I take it that the man who proposed to you was the man you married, the one you lost two years ago."
Charlotte nodded.
"My husband was Navy Lieutenant Isaac Preston Emerson. He was one of the 266 officers and seamen who died aboard the Maine."
Chuck closed his eyes as he pondered the sinking of the USS Maine on February 15, 1898. A mysterious explosion had sent the battleship to the bottom of Havana harbor and set the United States and Spain on the path to war. When he was done reflecting, Chuck gave the widow an empathetic gaze.
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be," Charlotte said. "Isaac and I had seven wonderful years together."
Chuck sighed.
"I can't say that my marriage was as happy as yours, but I can relate to your loss. My wife – or rather, my ex-wife – was killed in an accident almost three years ago. Justin lost his mother and two of his grandparents on the same day."
"How awful," Charlotte said. "I can't fathom losing one loved one at that age, much less three. I imagine Justin has had a difficult time coping with their deaths."
"He's adjusted surprisingly well. He amazes me sometimes by how quickly and easily he adapts to difficult situations. I guess you could call it a gift, a gift he inherited from his mother and not from me."
Charlotte offered a comforting smile.
"Don't be so sure. Most children are a reflection of both of their parents. I'm sure you passed along many fine qualities to your son."
Chuck smiled.
"You're clearly one who sees the best in people."
"I am," Charlotte said. "I judge others by what I see and not what I hear. When I look at you, I see a kind, decent, honorable man – a man searching for answers. I'd like to know that man better. I'd like to be your friend."
"I feel the same way," Chuck said.
He picked up his glass of wine and raised it.
"Here's to friends."
Charlotte lifted her glass.
"To friends."
 



CHAPTER 20: WYATT
 
Saturday, April 28, 1900
 
Standing in front of a full-length mirror in a corner of his hotel room, Wyatt watched his reflection closely as he grabbed the Colt .45 strapped around his waist and pointed it at a familiar-looking bandit. He was still a little slow on the draw, but he was definitely getting faster. He turned around when he heard an infectious laugh.
"So you think this is funny, do you?"
The woman in Wyatt's four-poster bed nodded.
"I do," she said. "I think it's the funniest thing I've seen all week."
"I can't say I care for your attitude. It shows a lack of respect for both the master and his craft," Wyatt said. He grinned. "Perhaps I should do something about it."
The woman smiled coyly.
"I wish you would. I could use a little excitement tonight."
Wyatt laughed to himself as he considered his options. He didn't know whether he'd spank her or kiss her, but he'd definitely give her the attention she deserved.
He walked to the edge of the bed, stopped, and then dropped his arms to his sides, as if getting ready for the Shootout at the Bedroom Corral. Except for his gun belt, his cowboy boots, and a Boss of the Plains Stetson he had picked up in Fort Worth, Wyatt Townsend Fitzpatrick was completely naked.
The woman raised a brow.
"What are you planning to do, lawman? Shoot me with your 'pistol'?"
Wyatt beamed.
"Oh, Rose, darling, I'm planning all sorts of things."
Rose O'Malley laughed and patted the mattress.
"Then come back to bed, you old goat, or I'll accuse you of criminal neglect. I'm sure my brother would love to put the owner of the Gulf Star Line in a holding cell."
Wyatt chuckled as he removed his battle gear. A moment later, he crawled under the covers and embraced the sister of Galveston's deputy chief of police.
"What would I do without you, my love?"
Rose gave him a pointed glance.
"I imagine you would wine and dine the wives of the city's elite, just as you've done every weekend for the past fifteen years."
Wyatt smiled.
"I mean it, Rose. You've made a respectable man of me."
Rose laughed.
"Is that why we're spending another night in a second-rate hotel as Mr. and Mrs. Smith?"
"Hush now," Wyatt said. "I'm serious."
Rose looked at him thoughtfully.
"I know you are. I'm happy I've made you 'respectable' too," Rose said. She suppressed another laugh. "I've certainly been trying."
Wyatt smiled and pulled her close. He couldn't say that Rose was the first woman to try to take him off the market, but he could say that she was the first to succeed. He adored everything about her, from her wit and intelligence to the freckles on her face.
"How was your week at the library?"
"I'd say it was interesting and thought-provoking," Rose said.
"How so?" Wyatt asked.
"It was interesting and thought-provoking because I met an interesting and thought-provoking man. I spoke with him for four hours yesterday. He's been at the library nearly every day this week."
Wyatt sat up.
"You have my attention, Rose."
"Don't give yourself a stroke, Wyatt. I have no romantic interest in the man, though I'm not sure I can say the same about Charlotte. She's been smiling and humming all week and not because of the meager raise the library board gave her."
"So tell me about this 'interesting and thought-provoking' man."
"His name is Charles Townsend," Rose said. "He's a reporter from California who came here with his son a week ago. He says he's doing research for a book on shipping, but I suspect he's got something else up his sleeve."
"Why do you say that?"
Rose looked at Wyatt with serious eyes.
"I say that because he asked a lot of questions that had nothing to with shipping or even Galveston," she said. "He asked a lot of questions about you."
"He did?"
Rose nodded.
"Don't get me wrong. I think he means no harm. He hasn't asked any questions that cross a line or done anything unethical. I found him to be rather pleasant, in fact. He's polite, articulate, and very cultured. He even likes the theater, which I found refreshing in a man. But he also has a keen interest in the Fitzpatrick family."
"What kind of interest?" Wyatt asked.
"Well, for one thing, he inquired about your past. He asked if we had a biography on file, which we do. He also asked about your reputation as a businessman and wanted to know if you or Silas had any enemies."
"What did you tell him?"
"I told him that the shipping industry here is very competitive and that people in competitive industries tend to make enemies," Rose said. "I didn't tell him anything about you, your brother, or your company that he couldn't read about in the papers."
Wyatt rubbed his chin as he considered what Rose had said. He couldn't fathom why anyone would go to a library to ask such questions, but then he couldn't fathom why a reporter from a coastal state like California would travel to Texas to research a book on shipping either.
"Well done, my love. Be sure to let me know if this Mr. Townsend asks any more questions about me or the company."
Rose gave Wyatt a serious glance.
"You know I will."
Wyatt leaned to his side and kissed Rose. He kissed her not like a woman he wanted simply to pleasure but rather like a woman he wanted to marry. He did not relent until he sensed that the woman was ready for a change.
A moment later, Rose moved out of Wyatt's grasp, climbed on his lap, and turned to face her lover. When she looked at him again, she did so with lively, mischievous eyes.
Wyatt chuckled.
"I know that look, Rose. It means trouble."
Rose sighed.
"Yes, it does."
Without breaking eye contact, Rose reached to the side of the bed and retrieved two white handkerchiefs. She used the first to tie Wyatt's left wrist to a post and the second to tie his right. When she was done with her handiwork, she kissed him gently on the lips.
Wyatt raised a brow.
"What do you think you're doing, Miss O'Malley?"
"Why, I think it should be obvious, Mr. Fitzpatrick."
Rose flashed a devilish grin.
"I'm doing to you what you usually do to me."
 



CHAPTER 21: JUSTIN
 
Wednesday, May 2, 1900
 
Sitting on the sweeping front steps of the Texas Maritime Library, Justin Townsend thought about several things. He thought about the strange but increasingly familiar world of 1900, his father's new "friendship" with Charlotte Emerson, and people he knew and missed. Mostly, however, he thought about the library assistant who had said no more than a dozen words to him since their enlightening lunch the week before.
He had hoped that the encounter might lead to another and maybe something more, but it had not. Each time he had tried to speak to Emily Beck, he had found her "busy" or "in a hurry" or on her way to "another place."
Opting to leave rather than wait for his father, Justin stood up, brushed off his pants, and walked down the steps. He proceeded to the sidewalk, stopped, and debated whether to walk or ride the trolley to his new beach-shack home on Eighth Street and Avenue M. He needed only one glance at the blue sky above to decide it was a good day to walk.
Justin moved toward the street but stopped when he heard the click of the library door. He turned around and saw Emily exit the building and descend the steps. He spoke to her when she reached the sidewalk.
"Are you going home?" Justin asked.
"I am," Emily said. "I'm leaving now."
She threw a red shawl over her shoulders. The shawl complemented a crisp white blouse and a red, ankle-length skirt that stood out in a drab world of blacks and grays.
"Where do you live?"
"I live on the corner of Tenth and M, near the beach. Not that it's any of your business."
"Oh," Justin said. He laughed to himself. He could see that this conversation, like all of the others, was going nowhere. "Do you walk or take the trolley?"
"I usually take the trolley, but today I plan to walk."
"Would you like some company?" Justin asked. "I'm headed in that direction."
Emily looked at Justin suspiciously and shook her head.
"No, thank you. I'd prefer to walk alone."
Ouch.
"OK then," Justin said. "Have a nice evening."
Emily acknowledged his words with a nod and then started on her way. She moved down the Strand like she had things to do, people to see, and no time to waste.
Justin guessed that she wouldn't stop for anything – not for people, not for vehicles, and certainly not for an aimless, loitering time traveler. Then two loud whistles pierced the air and the woman who wouldn't stop for anything stopped on a dime.
Justin turned to face the source of the noise and saw two shabbily dressed men on the other side of the street. Even from fifty feet away he could see that their intentions were less than noble. Each sized up Little Red Riding Hood like a tasty snack. Both invited her to walk across the street and relieve them of their loneliness.
When Justin shifted his attention to Emily, he saw that she was reluctant to proceed. He watched with interest and considerable amusement as she spun around and returned to the library with her hat in her hand.
"I've reconsidered your offer, Mr. Townsend," Emily said solemnly. "I would love to have your company."
Justin held back a grin. While he was sorry to see the fear in Emily's eyes, he was not at all sorry to see the humility. He smiled empathetically and extended an elbow, which she grabbed quickly. A moment later, the two moved arm-in-arm toward the eastern edge of the city.
"I apologize for being so unfriendly this week," Emily said. "I'm sure you're a nice man. I just didn't want to give you any false impressions."
"I understand," Justin said. "For what it's worth, I really am a nice guy. I don't lie or cheat or use or abuse, and I haven't treated women like chattel in more than a year."
Emily gave Justin a sidelong glance and smiled.
"You're making fun of me again."
"I have no choice," Justin said. "I want to see you smile. You have a pretty smile."
Emily turned red.
"My mother warned me about men like you."
"What do you mean?"
"She said, 'Beware of men who make you smile. They will steal your heart and maybe a few other things.'"
Justin chuckled.
"She really said that?"
"Yes."
"Then I'll try not to make you smile," Justin said. "I don't want to steal anything, except maybe a little of your time."
Emily brightened.
"OK."
Justin smiled and shook his head. He didn't know how Emily had gone from cold, callous, and defiant to warm, sensitive, and apologetic in a matter of minutes, but she had. He liked this person next to him and wanted to keep her around.
As they walked east on the Strand and then south on Tenth, they passed several interesting buildings, including one Emily identified as "Old Red." A tribute to Romanesque Revival architecture, the brick-and-sandstone colossus was the medical school of the University of Texas.
Justin thought about another university in another state as they left the Galveston campus and picked up the pace. He didn't regret taking a break from school, but he knew that the break could not be permanent. He would eventually have to find his purpose in life and obtain the education to achieve it.
For now, though, Justin was content simply to chill out on the Texas coast and walk beautiful women from their workplaces to their homes. He turned to Emily and shifted the conversation from buildings to people.
"You mentioned your mother, the one who warned you about men like me," Justin said. "Tell me about the rest of your family. Do you have any siblings?"
Emily glanced briefly at Justin, as if to guess his motive for asking the question, and then returned her eyes to the sidewalk ahead.
"I have one sibling, a sister named Anna. She's eight years old and a firecracker."
"Eight? Wow. That's a pretty big age difference."
Emily gave him a harsher glance.
"Not that you look old or anything," Justin said. "I mean …"
"I know what you mean," Emily said. "I get comments like that all the time. The simple truth of the matter is that Anna was something of a surprise. After I was born, doctors told my parents that they would not be able to have any more children. As with many things, however, they got it wrong."
"You're happy to have a sibling though, right? I mean you like your sister."
"I adore her."
"What about your dad?" Justin asked. "Tell me about him."
"My father is Max Beck. He owns and operates Beck Atlantic."
"You mean the passenger-shipping line?"
Emily nodded.
"That's the one."
"I've seen its ads in the paper," Justin said. "It sure likes Mexico."
"It should. It can't go anywhere else."
Justin looked at Emily with puzzled eyes.
"What do you mean? Can't your father expand to Cuba or Florida or someplace like that?"
"No," Emily said. "The other lines have exclusive arrangements with the major ports."
Justin thought about that for a moment and then returned to Emily.
"I take it your father knows the Fitzpatrick brothers."
Emily stared at Justin.
"Everyone knows the Fitzpatrick brothers."
"You say that like it's a bad thing," Justin said.
"It's not good or bad. It's just the way it is."
"Does your father like them?"
"He likes the one who agrees with his business objectives," Emily said matter-of-factly. "He doesn't like the one who doesn't."
Justin considered a follow-up question but decided against it. He would find out soon enough which brother gave Max Beck fits and, when he did, he would report that tidbit to his father.
"Can I ask you a personal question?"
"I suppose," Emily said.
"Do you get along with your dad?"
Emily looked away.
"I respect my father."
"That's not what I asked."
Emily sighed.
"My father has different views than me. He believes women should marry early, have children, and take care of their families. He doesn't believe they should go to college and expand their minds, much less go to college and train to be doctors."
"You want to be a doctor?" Justin asked.
"I've wanted to be a doctor since I was ten."
"That explains your interest in Old Red."
"There are days when I can't bear to even look at that place. It's painful to know that my dream is so close and yet so far away."
A few minutes later, Emily stopped in front of a three-story mansion at the end of Tenth Street. With ornate trim, dormers, and large paned windows, the residence was a tribute to Victorian excess and the jewel of the neighborhood.
"This is my house," Emily said. "Thank you for walking me home."
She released her hold on Justin's arm.
"You're welcome."
Justin glanced at a first-floor window and noticed a woman looking out of it. He could tell by her attractive features that she was Emily's mother.
"I should go," Emily said.
"OK. Before you leave, though, can I ask you one more question?"
"I guess."
"If you want to attend medical school so badly, then why don't you do it?" Justin asked. "You're an adult. You can do anything you want."
"You really aren't from around here, are you?"
"I mean it," Justin said. "That's the beauty of this country. People can pursue their goals or take a breather and set new ones. That's what I'm doing. I took premed classes for almost three years. Then I woke up one day and decided I didn't really want to be a doctor. So I quit college to think things over. I know now that it's only a matter of time before I find a new path."
Justin hoped that his words would soothe and inspire. Instead, they irritated and inflamed. When he looked at the face of Emily Beck, he saw the picture of rage.
"You had a chance to be a doctor and walked away?"
"That's right."
"I can't believe you did that," Emily said. "No one in their right mind does that."
Justin reached for her arm.
"Don't touch me! Get away from me!"
Justin sighed as Emily glared at him with eyes he hadn't seen since their contentious encounter at the café. He started to defend his surprisingly indefensible decisions when he saw a woman push open a door and quickly exit the house.
"Is everything all right, Emily? I thought I heard shouting."
"Everything is fine, Mama."
"Mama" passed through the front gate and approached Justin and Emily.
"Who is this man?"
"This is Justin Townsend," Emily said. "He walked me home from the library."
The mother bear treated Justin like he was a clear and present danger. She got in his face, looked him in the eyes, and stared at him until he finally turned away. Then just as quickly she dropped her guard and shifted from cool to cordial. She stepped back, smiled warmly, and extended a hand.
"It's nice to meet you, Justin. I'm Isabella Beck, Emily's mother."
Justin took the hand.
"It's a pleasure, Mrs. Beck."
"I detect an accent," Isabella said. "Where are you from?"
"I'm from California."
"California? Oh, my! You're a long way from home."
"I sure am," Justin said as he pondered the understatement of the year. He wondered what Isabella would think if he told her just how far he had traveled.
"Did you come here with family?"
Justin nodded.
"I came here with my father. He's gathering information for a book he plans to write on Galveston and the shipping industry. I help him with his research."
"That sounds interesting," Isabella said.
"It is, for the most part.
"How long have you been here?"
"We've been here about a week and a half," Justin said. He shot Emily a pointed glance. "We arrived the day the statue was dedicated."
Isabella turned to face Emily.
"Why have you never mentioned this man?"
"I haven't mentioned him because I didn't think he was important," Emily said. "He's just a person who loiters at the library."
Justin sighed.
Demoted again.
"No one is just a person, Emily. Everyone is special in some way."
Emily glared at her mother. When she didn't get the reaction she apparently sought, she huffed, shook her head, and looked away.
"Please excuse my daughter's manners," Isabella said. "I'm sure she thinks of you as more than 'a person' or she would not have allowed you to walk her home."
"I'm sure you're right, ma'am."
Isabella glanced at Emily and then turned back to Justin.
"I'm sure you have seen and done much since you arrived. What do you think of our fair little community?"
"I love it," Justin said. "I love everything about it. I love the beaches, the restaurants, the weather, and the people. The people here are the friendliest I've ever met."
Isabella smiled.
"How long are you planning to stay?"
"I'm not sure. I guess until my father completes his work," Justin said. "I can tell you that we will be here at least four more weeks. We just moved into a small rental down the street and have paid for it through the end of May."
Justin glanced at Emily and noticed that the fire in her eyes still raged. He knew that her anger over his seemingly innocuous college comments would not dissipate soon.
"Have you had supper, young man?" Isabella asked.
"No. I haven't."
"Then why don't you join us? I just made some chicken and dumplings."
Emily jumped in.
"I'm sure Mr. Townsend has other plans, Mama."
"Do you have other plans?" Isabella asked.
Justin looked at Emily and saw that her mood had not improved. As much as he wanted to sit at her table and explain his actions, he knew that tonight was not the night.
"As a matter of fact, I do, Mrs. Beck. I'm meeting my father for supper," Justin said truthfully. "Thanks, anyway, for the invitation. Perhaps I can accept it another day."
Isabella frowned.
"Perhaps you can," Isabella said.
Justin took a deep breath and looked for an escape hatch. It was time to bring this awkward exchange to a conclusion and retreat to the beach house.
"I should probably go," he said. "It was nice meeting you, Mrs. Beck."
Justin turned to Miss Indignation.
"See you around, Emily."
The young woman appeared relieved.
"How about dinner on Sunday?" Isabella asked. "I'm cooking a roast. You can meet the rest of the family and tell us all about California. Please say you'll come."
Justin winced when he heard the conviction in her voice. He knew now that Isabella Beck had no intention of taking no for an answer. He laughed to himself.
Mothers.
Justin glanced at Emily one more time – not to seek her approval but to remind himself that she was worth another contentious encounter. He wanted to see her again, even if it meant incurring her considerable wrath. He turned to Isabella.
"I believe that's an offer I can't refuse, Mrs. Beck," Justin said. "I'd love to come."
Isabella beamed.
"Then I'll set another plate," she said. "Dinner, Mr. Townsend, is at one."
 



CHAPTER 22: CHUCK
 
Friday, May 4, 1900
 
Since taking her out for dinner seven days earlier, Charles Townsend had learned a lot about Charlotte Trudeau Emerson. He learned that she played the piano like a master, made breakfast for her staff every Thursday, and spoke four dialects of French, including a Creole variety called Missouri paw-paw that had been pushed to the edge of extinction by 2016.
Charlotte also liked to walk. When she wasn't walking fourteen blocks to work, she was walking half that far to church or often twice that far to shops, restaurants, and parks.
So when Charlotte asked Chuck to go for a walk on a rare Friday off, he knew it would be more than a short, leisurely stroll. It would be a marathon – a marathon that began on the mile-long stretch of concessions, amusements, and resorts known as the Midway.
"Thank you for joining me today," Charlotte said. "I have the impression you're not as fond of walking long distances as I am."
"You're right," Chuck said. "I'm not."
Both of them laughed.
"I am, however, very fond of my new friend and wouldn't think of passing up an opportunity to spend an entire day with her."
Charlotte squeezed his arm.
"Thank you again."
"You're welcome, Miss Emerson – or is it Mrs. Emerson?"
Charlotte smiled softly.
"The answer to that question varies daily."
"I don't understand," Chuck said.
Charlotte sighed.
"It's simple, really. It depends on whether I'm looking forward or backward."
"I see."
"When you're a widow, Charles, you must make many decisions, such as whether to keep your title and whether to wear your ring. I usually go by Mrs. Emerson because I want people to know I was married to a wonderful man. But I leave my ring in a box because I want them to know I haven't stopped living."
Chuck looked at his friend with awe. He had known many women in his forty-five years but only one that measured up to this one. Like Megan Townsend, Charlotte Emerson was beautiful inside and out and possessed qualities that were as refreshing as they were rare.
"That's a lovely sentiment, Mrs. Emerson. Your husband was lucky."
Charlotte smiled again.
"I like to think that we both were."
Chuck paused to survey his surroundings as he walked with Charlotte along the seemingly never-ending shore. To his right and in the distance lay a hodgepodge of buildings that ranged from opulent resorts and concert halls to poorly constructed shacks and frame houses. To his left lay the Gulf itself, a shimmering spectacle that had already begun to draw thousands from Houston, Austin, San Antonio, and points beyond.
Just seeing the buildings filled Chuck with dread. He knew that most of what he saw now would be gone by early September, swept away by wind and waves that few on the island would see coming and even fewer would be able to avoid.
Chuck didn't know whether he would warn residents of the coming disaster or even alert those in positions of authority. He knew only that he had some decisions to make if he remained in Galveston, Texas, and that none of those decisions would be easy. He gave the matter a little more thought and then turned to the woman at his side.
"Do you mind if I ask you a very personal question?"
Charlotte met his eyes.
"That depends on the question, of course. But if we're going to get to know each other better, then I suppose we have to start somewhere."
"I assure you that it's nothing inappropriate," Chuck said. "I just wondered the other day why you and your husband never had children."
Charlotte slowed down.
"I knew you would ask that at some point," Charlotte said. She frowned. "The truth of the matter is that we couldn't have children. Isaac had a medical condition that made it impossible for him to have offspring."
"What a shame. I'm sure the two of you would have made wonderful parents."
"I'm sure we would have. We both loved children."
Charlotte took a deep breath.
"Now, it's my turn."
Chuck smiled. He knew what was coming.
"Fire away, my lady."
Charlotte looked at Chuck with kind eyes.
"Why did you divorce your wife?"
"I didn't divorce her," Chuck said. "She divorced me. She divorced me when Justin was five because I spent more time writing stories and chasing down leads than enjoying the best wife and son a man could ask for. I lived in Northern California at the time. She raised Justin in Southern California. My son and I have spent more time with each other in the past seven weeks than we have in the past seven years."
"I'm sorry to hear that," Charlotte said. "I'm sorry for you."
"Don't be. This trip has brought us together in ways you can't possibly imagine. I have a son again – and my son has a father."
Charlotte nodded.
"I haven't really had the opportunity to speak to Justin, even though I see him almost every day. Does he like it here?"
Chuck laughed.
"I think the answer to that question, like your opinion of Miss vs. Mrs., varies daily," Chuck said. "He definitely likes the city, but I think he is frustrated with the people here."
"Is he frustrated with people in general or one person in particular?"
Chuck smiled.
"I think the sum of his frustration works for you four days a week."
Charlotte giggled.
"I've noticed as much. I don't know what is going on between your son and my assistant, but I do know that Emily hasn't been the same since the two of you arrived."
"Justin hasn't been the same either," Chuck said. "He said that their walk to her house the other day ended badly. But it couldn't have ended that badly."
"Why do you say that?"
"I say that because Justin is having dinner with the Becks Sunday afternoon."
"That's odd," Charlotte said. "Emily asked me just yesterday if she could work on Sunday, even though the library is closed. She insisted I give her some papers to file."
Chuck laughed.
"Perhaps there's more to this dinner than meets the eye."
"It would appear so," Charlotte said.
"I do know that Justin likes her," Chuck said. "He's told me as much. He's just not sure that Emily likes him. In fact, he's not sure she likes men, period."
"What do you mean by that?"
"I mean she apparently said a mouthful when Justin met her at the café last week, including something about men being 'liars and cheaters' and 'users and abusers.'"
"I'm not surprised," Charlotte said. "Many of the men she has dated have fit that description."
"I think we saw one of them the day we arrived in Galveston," Chuck said. "When we attended the dedication of the heroes monument, we saw Emily shake off a man who apparently had an interest in her."
"Was he a slim, dashing man in his late thirties?"
"Yes."
"Then you saw Levi MacArthur or 'Mac' as his supporters call him," Charlotte said. "He is a local prosecutor and a politician in training. He was also Emily's fiancé until he apparently chose not to honor his commitment to her."
"That's what Justin said."
Charlotte looked at Chuck.
"Don't let Emily's demeanor fool you. She may seem bitter and angry, but inside she's a kind and loving person. I've seen her interact with her sister and other children. She has a lot of love to give. She just hasn't found a man worthy of receiving it."
"I believe it."
When the two approached a busy concession stand, Chuck decided to stop and order a couple of lemonades. Ten minutes later, the walkers returned to the esplanade and continued their surprisingly candid conversation.
"Now that you've told me more than you probably should have about Emily, why don't you do the same with Rose," Chuck said with a shameless smile. "I know you talked about her a bit at dinner the other night, but I'd like to know more. What's her story?"
Charlotte gave Chuck a playful glance and then looked away.
"There's not a lot more to say. Rose is a hometown girl who never left home, except to attend college in Missouri. When she gave up the local stage a few years ago, she came to the library to work for me. Even though she had no previous library experience, she learned her job quickly and is now my most capable employee."
"Has she ever married?" Chuck asked. "I'm frankly astonished a woman that attractive and vivacious doesn't have ten husbands – or at least a gaggle of boyfriends."
Charlotte laughed.
"How do you know she doesn't?"
"I guess I don't," Chuck said sheepishly.
Charlotte looked at him more thoughtfully.
"As I stated the other night, Rose is very guarded about her personal life," Charlotte said. "She hasn't married, I suppose, because she hasn't found the right man."
"Is she seeing someone right now?"
Charlotte blushed.
"She is."
Chuck laughed.
"I can see from your face that I've asked enough about Rose, so I'll move on."
"I think that's a good idea," Charlotte said.
"OK then. What can you tell me about Goldie?"
"What would you like to know?"
"Well, for starters, how did you meet her?" Chuck asked.
"I met Goldie when she applied for an opening at the library two years ago."
"Did she have any library experience?"
"No. She did not," Charlotte said. "Like Rose, she was new to the profession. But she had worked in an office and had excellent organizational skills. I knew she would be easy to train."
"Are the two of you friends?"
Charlotte hesitated before answering.
"We are friends in the most general sense of the word. We work well together and will occasionally do something away from the library. Last Thursday, for example, we went out for lunch at Lafitte's."
"I've been to that place. It's quite an establishment."
"Yes. It is," Charlotte said. She playfully scolded him with her eyes for interrupting. "As I tried to say, I am friends with Goldie but not in the same way I am friends with Rose or even Emily, of whom I'm quite fond. She is someone I admire and respect but do not count among my closest friends."
"Thank you, Mrs. Emerson, for that thoughtful explanation."
Charlotte laughed.
"You're welcome."
"There are two things about Goldie I can't figure out though."
"Oh? What are they?" Charlotte asked.
"The first is that she doesn't seem to like Rose."
"She doesn't."
"Why is that?" Chuck asked.
"I don't know exactly, but I suspect it's because she's envious of how easily Rose makes and keeps friends – including male friends," Charlotte said. She smiled. "I'm envious of that."
Chuck laughed.
"You shouldn't be."
"If you say so," Charlotte said. "What's the other thing you can't figure out?"
"I can't figure out why Goldie always seems anxious. Every time I see her, she's either looking over her shoulder or scanning the room like she's doing something she shouldn't."
Chuck sensed he had stepped in it even before Charlotte lessened her grip on his arm and looked away. What he had stepped in, however, he did not yet know.
"Did I say something wrong?" Chuck asked.
"No."
"Is my comment unfair?"
"No. It's very fair," Charlotte said. She looked Chuck in the eyes. "I can see why you went into journalism. You're very observant."
"Then what is it?" Chuck asked.
"I'm hesitant to tell you because I don't think it's my place to do so."
"You don't have to tell me a thing. It's probably none of my business anyway."
"You're right," Charlotte said. "The reason Goldie appears anxious all the time is none of your business, but it's something I should probably tell you."
"Why? If it's none of my business, it's none of my business."
"The problem is that if you don't hear it from me, you will probably hear it from someone else. I would rather you hear it from someone who has all the facts and has Goldie's best interests at heart."
"Then what is it?" Chuck asked. "What do you need to tell me?"
Charlotte stopped and pulled away from Chuck. She stepped to the edge of the esplanade and stared blankly at the gentle waves that rolled in from the Gulf. When she returned her attention to her friend, she did so with troubled eyes.
"Goldie didn't develop her skills in a library or even in school. She developed them at the cotton exchange, where she worked as a record keeper, and in the state penitentiary, where she served eighteen months for embezzlement."
Chuck sighed.
"So you hired her knowing her past?"
"I hired her knowing her potential," Charlotte said. "I admit I had a difficult time convincing board members that Goldie would be an asset to the library, but I persisted and they finally relented."
Chuck again looked at Charlotte with awe.
"You're amazing."
Charlotte gazed at him sadly.
"No. I'm not amazing. I'm not even above average," Charlotte said. "I'm just a woman who believes that everyone deserves a second chance."
 



CHAPTER 23: CHUCK
 
Saturday, May 5, 1900
 
Charles Townsend downed the whiskey in his glass and took another look around Ivy's Saloon. Not much had changed in twenty minutes. A tired waitress continued to bring spirits and beer to men with money while a happy chap at an upright piano continued to hammer the keys like Jerry Lee Lewis. At a table a few feet away, four sailors played cards and compared notes on the women they had bedded in the past twenty-four hours.
Chuck could only speculate whether the scene was the same in five hundred other saloons sprinkled around the city, but one thing was certain. Galveston, Texas, didn't celebrate Cinco de Mayo the way he thought it would. The reporter chuckled.
"I guess margaritas and mariachi bands have yet to catch on."
When the young man sitting at his table did not reply, Chuck turned his head and saw a son lost in his thoughts. Justin stared blankly in the direction of a long hardwood bar.
"You're thinking about her, aren't you?" Chuck asked.
Justin sighed and glanced at his father.
"I've been thinking about her all week," Justin said. "I'm having second thoughts about going to dinner tomorrow. I mean what's the point of going if the one person I want to see doesn't want to see me?"
"Are you sure Emily doesn't want to see you?"
"She hasn't spoken to me since Thursday, Dad, and that was just to say, 'Excuse me, Mr. Townsend, I have work to do.' So, yeah, I'm pretty sure."
"Then forget about her," Chuck said.
"That's the problem. I can't. She's in my head twenty-four seven."
Chuck wanted to remind his son that their stay in 1900 was temporary and that he would have to say goodbye to Emily Beck sooner or later, but he didn't. He wasn't at all sure he would be able to say goodbye to Charlotte Emerson and didn't want to preach something he couldn't practice.
"What time is dinner?"
"It's at one," Justin said. "It's at a time of day when nothing else is going on."
"Then go. Go and make the best of it. Go enjoy a home-cooked meal. Then thank the Becks for their hospitality and leave. No one is expecting you to do more."
Justin nodded at Chuck, took a sip of his beer, and then returned his eyes to the bar. He continued to gaze lazily at that part of the room until someone or something caught his attention. He tilted his head and fixed his gaze.
"What is it?" Chuck asked. "Do you see someone you know?"
"No. It's not that."
Chuck looked over his shoulder and gave the bar a cursory inspection. When he saw nothing of interest, he turned to face his son.
"Then what is it?"
"It's that man over there, the one at the end of the bar. He keeps looking at us."
Chuck glanced again at the bar and this time focused on the far end, where a mustachioed man in a pinstriped suit stared intently at the father and son. When Chuck met his gaze, the man picked up his drink, left a coin on the counter, and walked toward the Townsends. He spoke when Chuck pivoted in his chair to get a better look at the stranger.
"Do you mind if I join you?"
"That depends on who you are," Chuck said. "Do I know you?"
"Indeed, you do, Mr. Townsend."
"How is that? We've never met."
"That is true," the man said. "Yet you know me just the same. You've been digging into my past for nearly two weeks."
Chuck felt his stomach sink. Though he knew that word of his research would eventually reach the subject of his research, he hadn't expected it to happen so soon. He wondered which of the four library staff had tipped off Wyatt. He hoped it wasn't Charlotte.
Chuck signaled to Justin with a nod. They stood up at the same time.
"Then I believe it's time we became acquainted," Chuck said. "I'm Charles Townsend, as you already know, and this is my son, Justin."
"I'm Wyatt Fitzpatrick."
The men shook hands.
"Please take a seat, Mr. Fitzpatrick. We have much to talk about."
The three sat in their chairs.
Chuck ordered another drink and took a moment to study the distant uncle who had been his obsession for days. Though he had heard that Wyatt was a tall, handsome man, he did not know that for a fact until the millionaire had walked across the room.
He had never seen a photograph of Wyatt because few apparently existed. Even the file at the library was devoid of images or descriptions of one of the most famous men in town. Wyatt Fitzpatrick was reportedly a man who did not like to pose for the cameras.
"I'm sure you have many questions – or you would not have followed us here," Chuck said. "Please speak your mind."
"Then I will," Wyatt said.
Wyatt sipped his whiskey and gazed at Chuck with eyes the time traveler could not read. He seemed neither hostile nor hospitable but rather somewhere in between. He put down his drink.
"The first thing you should know, Mr. Townsend, is that I'm a very private man, one who does not take kindly to those who stick their noses in places they do not belong."
"I understand," Chuck said."
"I was not amused to learn of your peculiar interest in my affairs. When you persisted in asking questions about my company, my family, and my past, I made plans to crush you," Wyatt said. He let the comment linger. "I decided to leave you alone on the advice of someone I trust and admire – someone who thinks highly of you, someone who shares your love of the theater."
Chuck sighed.
Rose.
"Thanks to this someone, I concluded that you were not a threat. Even so, I wanted to know why a stranger would ask these questions at a library and not to my face. I still want to know."
Chuck studied Wyatt again and saw he had nothing to fear from a man who seemed more curious than alarmed. So he jumped into an explanation he had rehearsed many times.
"Let me first say that you have every right to question my motives," Chuck said. "I have been checking you out and been doing so in an unorthodox way. I can see now that I could have handled matters differently. I could have told you, for example, that I was coming to town. I could have requested an interview in advance."
"Then why didn't you?"
Chuck paused as the waitress brought his whiskey. When she moved on to the sailors at the next table, he glanced at Justin, who seemed to follow the conversation with growing interest, and then at Wyatt, whose attention had never waned.
"I didn't because I suspected you were a busy man who wouldn't grant even five minutes to a journalist who came here to write an unbiased book on shipping and not burnish the reputation of a man or a company. I wanted to do my homework before approaching you for more."
Wyatt smiled.
"Rose was right about you."
"How is that?" Chuck asked.
"She said you were a man who thought before he acted. There are very few such men in this city, Mr. Townsend."
"I've noticed as much."
"That still doesn't explain your interest in me or my company," Wyatt said. "It doesn't explain why you came to Galveston."
Chuck took a breath.
"I came here because I wanted to do more than write about shipping," Chuck said truthfully. "I wanted to write about a city on the rise and the men who are building it. I wanted to put a face on the economic renaissance taking place in Galveston and couldn't think of a better face than yours."
Wyatt chuckled.
"I see you are a flatterer as well."
He looked at Chuck more thoughtfully.
"You're an interesting man, Mr. Townsend," Wyatt said. "You may even be an honest man, which is why I am inclined to help you with your book. I too believe this city is headed for greatness and want the world to know it."
Chuck relaxed. Not only was Wyatt not going to "crush" him, he was probably going to tell him all the things he wanted to know. Talk about luck.
"I appreciate your willingness to help," Chuck said. "Should I call your office to set up an appointment for an interview?"
Wyatt sipped his whiskey.
"That depends. If you wish only to learn about the Gulf Star Line, then yes, you should make an appointment. I would be happy to answer your questions and show you around. But if you wish to learn about the man seated in this chair, you should do something else."
"What's that?"
Wyatt smiled.
"You should order me another drink."
 



CHAPTER 24: CHUCK
 
Chuck needed only a few minutes to realize that interviewing Wyatt in Ivy's Saloon was not a great idea. He had to record his comments without a tape recorder or a pen and paper and do so in a noisy environment that was better suited for a frat boy's twenty-first birthday. The whiskies clouding his mind didn't help much either.
Even so, he managed to learn more about his distant relative in an hour than he had learned in nearly two weeks at the library. If the shipping tycoon was reluctant to say much about his present life, he was all too eager to discuss his beginnings as Wyatt Townsend and his later years as the adopted son of Hiram and Margaret Fitzpatrick.
"I appreciate you telling me about the fire that killed your parents," Chuck said. "I'm sure it's not the easiest thing to talk about."
"Death is never easy to talk about, Mr. Townsend. I tell you the story of my original mother and father because I want them to be remembered," Wyatt said. He took a long sip of sour mash. "It is quite a coincidence that we share a last name."
You can say that again.
"It is," Chuck said. "Who knows? We may even be related in some roundabout way."
"I doubt it," Wyatt said, "but I've heard of stranger things."
"Have you had any contact with your natural siblings?"
"I've had plenty. My brother Benjamin and I, in fact, are quite close. We've done our best to make up for the many lost years."
"It must have been difficult growing up without your seven brothers and sisters," Chuck said.
Wyatt lowered his glass to the table.
"It wasn't difficult at all. I didn't know they existed until I was thirty-five years old. My father, my adoptive father, told me about them as he lay dying of consumption."
Chuck looked at Wyatt more closely.
"He died five years ago, according to your biography at the library. Is that correct?"
"That is correct."
"Tell me about the woman who raised you," Chuck said.
"My mother, bless her Catholic soul, was a saintly woman," Wyatt said. He fixed his gaze on Chuck. "She was a gentle, loving, compassionate person who set me on the path to knowledge and taught me how to use that knowledge wisely. She looked at each day as an opportunity to learn – an opportunity that shouldn't be squandered."
"I read that she passed away in 1890."
"She died from the Russian flu on my thirtieth birthday."
"I'm sorry to hear that."
Chuck glanced at Justin and saw him look away. He suspected that the reference to Wyatt's mother had conjured memories of the loss of his own mother.
"I am curious about one thing," Chuck said.
"What is that?" Wyatt asked.
"Why did your parents adopt you? From what I've read, they had two daughters at the time. Did they want a son?"
"That is what my father wanted. He wanted a son and an heir to someday take over the company he had built," Wyatt said. "He did not want to leave the Gulf Star Line to my sisters or their future husbands. Like many men in his position, he viewed children not only as family but also as business partners. Like many, he did not want to leave anything to chance."
"It must have come as quite a surprise then when Silas came along."
"You understate matters, Mr. Townsend."
Chuck sipped his whiskey.
"Do the two of you get along?"
Wyatt smiled.
"You ask many questions. Perhaps it's time I ask a few of my own."
"Ask away," Chuck said.
"I understand that you worked for a newspaper in San Francisco," Wyatt said.
"That's right."
"Which one?"
Chuck had long recognized the danger of providing a clear and truthful answer to a question like that. Anyone inquiring about his professional past could expose him as a fraud with a single telegram or telephone call.
So instead of giving Wyatt a clear-and-truthful answer, Chuck gave him a clear-and-not-so-truthful lie. He told him that he had worked for a once-prominent newspaper that had closed its doors forever in November 1899.
"The Courier. I worked there until it went out of business last fall."
"What did you do for this paper?" Wyatt asked.
"I covered business and shipping. My interest in both brought me here."
Wyatt looked at Chuck with kind but skeptical eyes. When he was done visually assessing the man who had dug into his past, he turned to face the man's son.
"What about you, young man?" Wyatt asked. "What brought you to Galveston?"
Justin didn't speak. He instead looked at Wyatt matter-of-factly and pointed at his father.
Wyatt smiled.
"I believe that."
Wyatt kept his eyes on the collegian.
"What do you do when you're not following your father on wild goose chases to Texas?"
Justin looked to his dad for direction. When Chuck gave him the nod that said he could speak freely, he offered an answer he had put in his hip pocket.
"I attend college in Los Angeles – or at least I used to," Justin said. "I dropped out a few weeks ago."
"I see," Wyatt said. "So I have two men of leisure at my table."
Chuck laughed.
"What you have are two men on a mission," Chuck said. "We're here not only to research a book but also to see another part of the country. We may not get another chance to take a trip like this for a very long time."
"Rose tells me you plan to leave in a few weeks. Is that true?"
"It's true that we have no plans to remain in Galveston beyond the end of the month, but plans sometimes change," Chuck said. "I'm growing attached to this town and don't want to leave anytime soon."
"Are you growing attached to this town or a librarian you visit every day?"
Chuck smiled.
"I see you've conducted some research of your own."
"I make it a point to know people who wish to know me," Wyatt said. "You needn't be alarmed. You come highly recommended not by one woman but by two. I would not be sitting at this table had they had a different opinion of you."
"So you came to Ivy's today not to investigate me but rather to meet me."
Wyatt sipped his drink.
"I came to do both."
"Have we lived up to your expectations, Mr. Fitzpatrick?"
"Indeed, you have," Wyatt said. "For that reason, I would like to see you both in my office Wednesday morning."
"Why Wednesday?" Chuck asked.
"I'm surprised you don't know, Mr. Townsend. You seem to know everything else."
"Please elaborate."
"One of the newest liners of the Gulf Star Line will pull into port at nine o'clock," Wyatt said. "If it is shipping you came to see, then you might as well see the ship."
 



CHAPTER 25: JUSTIN
 
Sunday, May 6, 1900
 
When Justin Townsend looked at the powerfully built patriarch and his three raven-haired beauties, he couldn't help but sigh. The expressions he saw were as diverse as the entrées, side dishes, and desserts arrayed on top of the cloth-covered table.
Maximilian Beck frowned like a man who had never known happiness. When he looked at Justin, he did so with skeptical, cynical eyes, the kind one might save for traveling salesmen or smooth-talking politicians but not wholesome young men just passing through town.
Isabella did just the opposite. She smiled warmly and gazed at Justin like she might gaze at a son. She had set up this unlikely and potentially awkward gathering and clearly wanted to put the visitor at ease.
Anna also smiled but in a shy and playful way. She had taken to Justin the moment he had walked through the door. When he answered her smile with one of his own, the eight-year-old beamed, blushed, and fidgeted in her chair.
Emily neither frowned nor smiled. She instead stared at the man who had dropped out of college with vacant, dispassionate eyes.
Whether she was bored, angry, or indifferent, Justin did not know. All he really knew at one thirty was that dinner with the Becks of Tenth and M would not be dull.
"Would you like to try the rutabagas, Justin?" Isabella asked. "I grew them in our garden."
Justin looked at the matron and smiled. He didn't know a rutabaga from a radish but figured he'd try one just to stay on her good side. The last thing he wanted to do was to offend the one adult in the room who wanted him there.
"I'd love to try them, Mrs. Beck."
Isabella passed a bowl of something that looked like diced, roasted potatoes.
"Take as much as you want. There's plenty more."
"I will," Justin said. "Thank you."
As he helped himself to the dish that no one else at the table seemed to want, Justin took a moment to glance at Emily. Though her eyes remained as dispassionate as ever, they no longer seemed as disinterested. She followed his movements carefully.
A moment later, Justin tried the potato things with the funny name and found them as tasty as any hash browns or French fries he had ever eaten. He decided then and there that his stomach, at least, could find a home in the South.
"These are delicious," Justin said.
"I thought you'd like them," Isabella said. "Do they grow rutabagas where you live?"
Justin shook his head.
"I don't think so. At least I can't remember seeing any in the stores."
"Tell us about California," Isabella said. "It must be an interesting place."
"It is," Justin said.
"How so?"
Justin paused before answering. It was one thing to describe California. It was another to describe the one that existed in 1900. He had seen it for just a few hours.
"Well, for one thing, it's pretty crazy, at least in Los Angeles, where I grew up. Thousands of people get up every day and race across town like rats to get to jobs, school, and appointments. It never lets up."
"Is it as beautiful as magazines make it out to be?" Isabella asked.
Justin nodded.
"I think so. There's a lot to do too. The thing I like about California is that you can swim in the ocean in the morning and climb mountains in the afternoon. There are deserts and forests and citrus farms everywhere. I see something different every day."
"It sounds wonderful," Isabella said.
"It is."
Justin warmed at the sight of Isabella's smile. If nothing else, he was holding serve with the missus. He started to make another comment about the Golden State but stopped when Emily joined the conversation.
"Do women have more freedom in California than they do in Texas?"
Justin turned to face Emily and noticed a change in her eyes. She seemed more interested than detached. Miss Dispassionate had suddenly found something to get excited about.
"What do you mean by that?"
"What I mean, Mr. Townsend, is this: Do women in California have the freedom to attend college and make important decisions? Or are they forever beholden to the dictates of men?"
"Emily!" Isabella said.
Justin glanced at the Becks and again saw a range of expressions. He saw annoyance in Max, mortification in Isabella, and defiance in Emily. Only Anna seemed unmoved by the exchange. She continued to look at Justin like he was a Christmas present.
"Please excuse my daughter," Max said. "She is something of a free thinker."
Emily glared at her father.
"We can't have that now. Can we, Papa?"
"Mind your manners, Emily," Isabella said. She smiled at Justin. "I'm sure our guest has better things to do than answer provocative questions."
Justin immediately saw an opportunity and seized it.
"It's all right, ma'am. I don't mind answering questions," Justin said. "As for Emily's, women in California do have more freedom. They pretty much do as they please. Many attend college and seek careers. Some start businesses. I think that's a good thing."
"Do you now?" Max asked.
"I do," Justin said.
The guest watched with interest when Emily looked at her father and lifted her nose. He watched with even greater interest when she turned his way and mouthed a thank you.
"Do you also think women should take the jobs of men?" Max asked. "Do you think they should run companies or hold public office? Do you think they should vote?"
"I think they should be allowed do all of those things," Justin said. He looked at Emily. "If they want to become doctors, they should be allowed to do that too."
Emily gave Justin a smile that could melt the polar ice cap. She was clearly enjoying the moment.
"I see I have two free thinkers at my table," Max said.
"I know my views are not popular with many, Mr. Beck, but I do believe women should have the same opportunities as men. It's only fair. It's smart too. Think of where we'd be today if Madame Curie hadn't had the opportunity to study science."
"Madame who?" Max asked.
Justin quickly recognized his error. Though Marie Curie had begun making waves in Europe as a chemist and a physicist, she had not yet won a Nobel Prize and become a household name.
"Marie Curie is a scientist in Europe who is doing some great things," Justin said. "My point is that there are a lot of smart women out there. They should be given the opportunity to reach their potential and contribute to society as much as men."
Justin again scanned the faces at the table and saw that he had made a mark. Max smoldered quietly, Isabella smiled nervously, and Emily grinned like a cat that had just consumed a sparrow. Anna simply basked in the moment. She rested her chin on her hands and sighed.
Justin wanted to press his advantage but did not. Instead, he moved quickly to mend fences with the old man. He didn't want to be on the bad side of the father of a girl he wanted to date.
"Mr. Beck?" Justin asked.
"Yes?" Max answered curtly.
"Emily tells me that you own a passenger shipping line that provides service to Mexico."
"That is correct."
"Tell me about it," Justin said. "It sounds interesting."
"What would you like to know?"
"Let's start with your boats. How many do you have? How big are they? Where do they go?"
Max put his fork on his plate.
"I have four 'boats,' as you call them. Each is more than three hundred feet long and outfitted with the finest amenities and furnishings. As for where they go, they go where I tell them to go. For the past ten years, I have told them to go to Tampico, Campeche, and Veracruz."
"Is your company based in Galveston?"
"Beck Atlantic is based here, yes."
Justin glanced at the raven-haired beauties and saw that they were still engaged, though visibly less so than when he had struck a blow for women's rights.
"Did you start out here – in Galveston, I mean?"
Max sat up in his chair.
"No. I did not. I started the company with my father in Bremerhaven in the fall of seventy-one with ships the Germans had seized from the French. My father was a friend of Bismarck."
"You're German?"
"We're all German, sir."
Emily leaned forward.
"Papa speaks only for himself, Justin. He is, indeed, a German. Mama, however, is an American," Emily said. She lifted her nose. "Anna and I are Texans."
Justin laughed.
"I can tell."
He returned to Max.
"When did you move your company?"
"I moved it in 1876 – to New Orleans, where I met and married Isabella," Max said. "Two years later, I moved the company again, this time to Galveston. Like others, Mr. Townsend, I recognized this city's potential long ago. I knew even then that this community would someday be the shining star of the South and perhaps the whole country."
"My dad shares your high opinion of the city," Justin said. "That's why he wants to make it the focal point of his book on shipping. He wants the rest of America to know what's going on here. He calls it an 'economic renaissance.'"
"I heard about your father's book. It sounds fascinating. Perhaps I could help with it."
"How so?"
"I could help by telling him what I know about shipping and this community," Max said. "I am, after all, as much a part of this 'economic renaissance' as any man in Galveston."
"I'll tell him that the first chance I get," Justin said. "In fact, I'll go one step further. I'll steer him your way as soon as he's done with the Gulf Star Line."
Justin felt the temperature in the room drop.
"What do you mean by 'done' with the line?" Max asked.
"I mean when he's done researching the company. That's what he's been doing for most of the past two weeks. He's even spoken to one of the owners. Wyatt Fitzpatrick is giving us a tour of the line's offices and one of its ships on Wednesday."
"Your father has spoken with that man?"
Justin nodded.
"He interviewed him just last night. He sees Wyatt as a promoter of progress."
Max tensed up.
"Wyatt Fitzpatrick is a promoter of himself!" Max said. "He has done nothing but thwart progress in this town."
Justin paused before speaking. He didn't want to inflame Max a second time.
"I don't understand, sir. From what I've read and heard, the Fitzpatrick brothers have done a lot to push the city's interests."
"Silas Fitzpatrick has done that," Max said. "Wyatt has done nothing."
Emily jumped in.
"What Papa means to say, Justin, is that Silas has agreed to sell the Gulf Star Line to Beck Atlantic and Wyatt has not."
"Is that true?" Justin asked Max.
"Of course it's true," Max said. "The merger of our companies would make the new line the largest in the region and create hundreds of new jobs."
"Has Wyatt given you a reason for opposing the merger?"
"As a matter of fact, he has. He does not want to betray his father's dream by selling the company he built. Your so-called 'promoter of progress' is nothing but a sentimental fool."
"I'm sure if you make him the right offer, he'll change his mind," Justin said.
Max glared at Justin.
"Minds like Wyatt's never change, young man. They never change."
Max leaned forward and lowered his voice.
"But circumstances do."
Justin sighed and sank in his chair. He didn't know what to make of the comment or the way it had been delivered, but he did know one thing. A guy named Max with serious anger issues hated Wyatt Fitzpatrick. And that was worth remembering.
 



CHAPTER 26: CHUCK
 
Wednesday, May 9, 1900
 
Ten minutes after following Wyatt out of the Gulf Star Line's second-largest ship, Chuck and Justin followed him into its second-largest office. The workspace of the line's chief financial officer, however, was anything but second-rate. Filled with lavish furnishings, maps, paintings, and books, it looked more like the wing of a museum than an executive office.
"Ah, you are here," Wyatt said.
A man sitting at an ornate mahogany desk lifted his eyes.
"Did you think I'd be anywhere else?"
Wyatt stepped to the side and let the Townsends advance toward the desk.
"Silas, these are the men I told you about. This is Charles Townsend, the reporter from San Francisco, and his son, Justin."
The man stood up, walked around his desk, and offered a hand.
"I'm Silas Fitzpatrick. It's a pleasure, gentlemen."
Chuck and Justin shook the hand.
"Please take a seat," Silas said as he pointed to two nearby chairs.
The Townsends did as requested.
When Silas returned to his well-upholstered throne, Wyatt grabbed a more modest chair in the corner of the room and sat next to the guests.
"Wyatt tells me you're writing a book on Galveston and shipping," Silas said to Chuck.
"That's correct," Chuck said.
"He also says you're particularly interested in the Gulf Star Line and its owners."
"That, too, is correct."
"May I ask why?" Silas asked.
Chuck was ready for the question. He had heard that Silas, a humorless man with dark hair, darker eyes, and a slender build, was even more protective of the company's reputation and the Fitzpatrick family's image than his older brother.
"Of course you may," Chuck said. "As I told Wyatt a few days ago, I don't want to write merely about the prosperity taking place here. I want to write about the people driving it. That means focusing on those who own and operate the area's fastest-growing shipping line."
"I see," Silas said. "How can I help you then?"
"You can help by giving me your views on shipping and the economy. I've already obtained information on the company from the library and information on your family from Wyatt."
Silas shot Wyatt a pointed glance.
"What I really want now is your take on all this," Chuck said. "I'd like to know, for example, if you share your brother's optimism about Galveston's future."
Silas leaned back in his chair and smiled cynically.
"I share most of it," Silas said. "Galveston has a bright future, but it could be much brighter if some in the community did not insist on taking a step backward with each two forward."
Chuck didn't press for details. He had learned all he needed to know about those inhibiting Galveston's "progress" when he had spoken to Justin Sunday night.
"What about your particular line?"
"What about it?" Silas asked.
"Do you plan to change the structure or direction of the company in the coming years?"
Silas started to answer the question but stopped when a large, dour man passed through the slightly opened door and walked into the office. He got up from his chair.
"Excuse me for a moment," Silas said.
Silas stepped away from his desk and met the man in the middle of the room. He listened to the man's whispered message, nodded a few times, and glanced at Wyatt, Chuck, and Justin. A moment later, he sent the visitor on his way.
"I'm afraid I have to cut this interview short," Silas said to Chuck. "I have new business I must attend to. Perhaps we can continue this discussion at another time."
"I'd like that."
"I believe I'm free Friday morning. You can make an appointment with my secretary before you leave."
"I'll do that," Chuck said.
Silas gave Wyatt another harsh glance and then turned to face the Townsends.
"Please excuse me."
Charles watched closely as Silas pivoted and walked toward the door. When he finally left the room, he looked at Wyatt.
"Your brother's not very talkative today," Chuck said.
"He's not very talkative, period," Wyatt said.
"Do you think he'll open up Friday morning?"
"He might. If you can convince him that your book will further his agenda, he may give you the whole day."
Chuck laughed.
"I'll keep that in mind," Chuck said. He glanced at his watch. "It looks like we have an hour to go before lunch. What should we do now?"
Wyatt stood up.
"Let's do what we should have done earlier," Wyatt said. "Let's see the rest of the building."
 
Thirty minutes later, at the end of the tour, Wyatt guided the Townsends into a large room that looked an awful lot like the archives room at the Texas Maritime Library. Filled with books and tables, it featured a large picture window that offered a spectacular view of Galveston Bay.
"This is our main meeting room. It's also a place where we can speak freely," Wyatt said. He looked at Chuck. "I can see from your face that you have something to say."
"I do, as a matter of fact," Chuck said.
"Please sit then."
"OK."
The three men sat in chairs at the largest table.
"What is it that you'd like to tell me?" Wyatt asked.
"It's probably nothing," Chuck said. "It's just something I noticed earlier."
"What's that?"
"Silas seemed perturbed when you first spoke to him and gave you a nasty look when I told him that you had shared family information with us," Chuck said. "Do you two get along?"
Wyatt smiled.
"We are like many brothers, Mr. Townsend. We agree on some things and not on others. In our case, we disagree on most things."
"So I hear."
"What do you mean?" Wyatt asked.
"I mean Justin had dinner with Max Beck and his family on Sunday and learned that you and Silas were at odds over a merger between the Gulf Star Line and Beck Atlantic."
"Did Max tell you that?" Wyatt asked Justin.
Justin shook his head.
"Emily did."
Wyatt laughed.
"I'm not surprised. That girl knows as much as her father and has twice the sense."
"Is it true that you oppose the merger?" Chuck asked.
"It is. I have opposed it in the past and will oppose it in the future."
"Max said as much," Justin said. "He wasn't very happy."
"I imagine he wasn't. He has wanted the merger for years," Wyatt said. He turned to face Chuck. "Would you like me to explain why I will never support it?"
"You can if you want, but I think I know why," Chuck said. "Max told Justin that you don't want to betray your father's dream."
"That is correct. As I have told Silas and Max many times, I will not turn my father's company over to a man who does not share his vision, much less his family name."
"I understand your position. I admire it, in fact. What I don't understand is how you and Silas can run a successful company when you are constantly at odds. Or have I got it wrong?"
Wyatt sighed.
"No. You have it right, my friend. Silas and I agree on little."
"That doesn't answer my question though," Chuck said. "How have you two managed to run a successful passenger line amid all the discord?"
Wyatt smiled sadly.
"We haven't. We've merely managed to preserve what our father gave us."
"Are you equal partners in the company?" Chuck asked.
Wyatt nodded.
"Silas handles the financial matters. I handle the operational. Neither of us has the authority to sell company stock or make a major decision without the consent of the other."
"Did your father insist on that before he died?"
"He did," Wyatt said.
Chuck got out of his chair, walked to the window, and gazed at two tugboats as they slowly pulled out of port. Something about all this didn't make sense. When that something came to him, he turned around and looked the Gulf Star Line's chief operational officer in the eyes.
"It just occurred to me that since each of you is unmarried and childless, each of you would stand to gain a lot if the other were dead," Chuck said. "Have you thought about that?"
"Of course I have. I think about it often, but I don't dwell on it."
"Why? Given what you've told me, I would think you'd dwell on it a lot."
"I don't because I don't have to," Wyatt said.
"I don't understand."
"Let me explain then. Long before he died, my father added a clause to his will designed to discourage bad behavior. It said that any brother who killed or sued the other or contested the will would be disinherited. My attorney calls the clause in terrorem. I call it peace of mind."
"Your father was a smart man," Chuck said."
"He was a brilliant man. More important, he was a good man and loving father," Wyatt said. "He wanted Silas and me to act like brothers, or at least business partners, so he changed his will. He gave us an incentive to cooperate and behave responsibly. So you see why I am in no hurry to soil his legacy by selling his company to the highest bidder."
Chuck turned again to face the window. As he watched the tugboats disappear into a distant haze, he considered Wyatt and his words. This was not a man who could kill another human being – at least not in cold blood. This was a man who was as honorable and principled as Benjamin Townsend had thought him to be.
Chuck sighed. Despite all that he had learned in Galveston, he was no closer to achieving his goal than when he had arrived. Unless he learned more, an honorable and principled man would soon be tried and executed for a murder he did not commit.
 



CHAPTER 27: CHUCK
 
Thursday, May 10, 1900
 
The smells hit him long before the sights. When Chuck followed Justin through the front door of Charlotte Emerson's blue-and-white gingerbread house, he picked up everything from sausages and eggs to pancakes and fruit. This was a woman, he thought, who knew how to cook.
"Sorry we're late," Chuck said. "We took the wrong trolley this morning and finally got off about eight blocks north of here."
Charlotte smiled.
"You should have walked."
Chuck laughed.
"I guess we should have."
"Please take a seat and join us," Charlotte said as she led the Townsends into the house. "We didn't know if you would make it this morning, so we already started eating."
Chuck looked at the dining area and saw Rose, Goldie, and Emily sitting at a small table and eating the very foods he had smelled on the way in. A card table with two place settings stood in a corner of the room several feet away.
"Good morning, ladies," Chuck said.
Rose, Goldie, and Emily returned the greeting.
"The food looks and smells wonderful," Chuck said.
"Thank you," Charlotte said. "We do have a bit of a seating problem though. Because my regular dining table is being refinished, I was forced to use two smaller tables."
"I don't mind."
"Neither do I," Justin said.
"I didn't think you would," Charlotte said.
"Would you like us to sit at the card table?" Chuck asked.
"No. I have something else in mind," Charlotte said. She turned toward the woman sitting at the far side of the main table. "Emily, would you mind dining with Justin at the card table?"
The young woman stopped eating, put her fork on her plate, and lifted her head. She stared at her friend, hostess, and employer with incredulous eyes.
"I wouldn't mind at all," Emily said in a way that suggested just the opposite. She sat up and shot Charlotte a scolding glance as she moved her plate and utensils to the smaller table.
Chuck laughed quietly as Charlotte set a place for him next to the grown-ups. With one deft stroke, she had placed the Townsend men at the tables of the women they wanted to woo.
"Please help yourselves, gentlemen. All of the food is in the kitchen," Charlotte said. "I'll pour you some coffee while you get your breakfast."
Chuck and Justin entered the kitchen, grabbed their plates, and loaded them like they were at a one-trip buffet. A few minutes later, they found their places in the dining room. When Chuck saw his son settle into a conversation with Emily, he turned to the ladies at his table.
"Thank you for inviting us and letting us intrude on your staff breakfast," Chuck said. "Justin and I usually settle for oatmeal at the beach house."
"We're delighted to have you," Charlotte said.
"I'll second that," Rose said. "It's nice to have handsome men in this house. Charlotte invites a man over for a meal about as often as the mayor passes up a ribbon-cutting."
Chuck and Charlotte laughed. Goldie, who sat across from Rose, did not. She continued to eat her breakfast until the laughter died and the voices at the table quieted.
"How is the rental working out for you?" Goldie asked.
"It's working out well," Chuck said. "I wouldn't mind a bigger kitchen or a more reliable lock on the door, but I can't complain. For five bucks a week, I can't complain at all. Thank you for telling me about it. It's perfect for our needs."
"I'm glad I could help."
When Goldie returned to her breakfast, Chuck took a moment to study the mystery woman of the Texas Maritime Library. Despite what he had learned from other staff, he still knew little about her. He couldn't believe she had served time in prison.
Chuck glanced at Rose, who tore into her sausage like it was her last meal, and then at Charlotte, who gazed at him with eyes that were becoming difficult to ignore. He wasn't sure if there was more to the gaze than simple interest, but he suspected there was. When the gaze began to make him feel uncomfortable, he looked at the center of the table and started a new conversation topic.
"The flowers are beautiful, Charlotte. Did you pick them from your garden?"
"I didn't pick them from anywhere," Charlotte said. "Goldie did."
Chuck looked to his right.
"You picked these at your rental?"
"No," Goldie said. "I picked them from a field west of town."
"Oh."
Charlotte smiled.
"Goldie's a florist when she's not working for me," Charlotte said. "She gathers flowers from local growers, arranges them at home, and distributes them to hotels, restaurants, and offices in Galveston. She's become very successful."
"Is that so?" Chuck asked.
"It is," Goldie said. "I've been doing it for more than a year."
"Well, good for you."
Chuck shook his head as he considered the talent at his table. Within an arm's length, he had a French-speaking pianist, a college-educated actress, and an ex-con-turned-entrepreneur. He wondered if Emily had a background in Slavic languages or nautical engineering.
Chuck glanced at the other table to see if the young adults were getting along and quickly saw he had nothing to worry about. Justin and Emily smiled and laughed like old friends having a genuinely good time.
"So how is your research going?" Rose asked. "I haven't seen you around the library for a few days and wondered whether you had written your book already."
Chuck resisted the temptation to ask Rose how her "research" was going. Though he didn't know for a fact she was dating Wyatt Fitzpatrick, he suspected as much. He knew they knew each other well enough to exchange intimate details about the writer from California.
"My research is going well. The reason you haven't seen me at the library much lately is because I have moved from bookwork to fieldwork. I've started interviewing subjects for my book, including each of the Fitzpatrick brothers. I met Silas for the first time yesterday and will meet with him again tomorrow."
"Have you seen any of the ships?" Rose asked.
"Indeed I have," Chuck said. "Wyatt gave Justin and me a tour of the SS Monterrey yesterday after the passengers had disembarked. He was a gracious guide."
"I'm not surprised," Rose said. "He likes you. He likes both of you."
"He told you this?"
Chuck sipped his coffee.
"He most certainly did," Rose said. "Wyatt and I are friends."
Rose smiled and winked.
Chuck nearly spit out his drink. When he recovered, he glanced at Charlotte and Goldie. The former buried her beet-red face in her hands. The latter stared stoically into space.
"If that's true, then I'm sure Wyatt does like us," Chuck said. "Justin and I like him too. I've found him to be pleasant, helpful, and candid. He's been particularly candid about his family background and his relationship with his brother."
Goldie turned her head.
"Do you plan to put that information in your book?" Goldie asked.
"I didn't at first, but I do now," Chuck said. "Wyatt and Silas Fitzpatrick are fascinating individuals, but they are not well known outside of Texas. I intend to change that with this book. I intend to change that big time."
 



CHAPTER 28: JUSTIN
 
When Justin carried his plate from the kitchen to the dining room, he didn't even bother to look at the four older adults at the main table. He made a beeline for the girl he hadn't spoken to since Sunday afternoon. He didn't think Emily was still mad at him, but he wasn't sure and most certainly wanted to find out.
"I hope you're all right with this," Justin said to Emily as he took his seat at the card table. "If you're not, I can go sit in a corner."
Emily smiled warily.
"You're trying to humor me, Mr. Townsend. You're very good at that."
"I'm only trying to be nice."
"I know," Emily said. "And I appreciate it."
Justin put his napkin in his lap.
"So what should we talk about at the children's table?" Justin asked.
Emily tried to stifle a laugh with a hand and failed. She failed again when Justin mouthed the word "children." When she finally collected herself, she looked at him thoughtfully.
"Perhaps we should talk about your performance on Sunday. I never thanked you for coming to my rescue. No one has ever spoken to my father that way. No one has ever risked angering him to defend my views," Emily said. She paused. "Thank you."
"You're welcome," Justin said. "But it's not like it was a chore. I really believe what I said. I think women should have the same rights as men, including the right to vote."
Justin looked at her intoxicating green eyes and saw something he hadn't seen before – or at least since the end of their contentious first encounter. He saw softness, even kindness.
"I know you do. That's why I feel bad about snapping at you the other day. It wasn't my place to judge you for quitting college. I'm sure you had your reasons. I'm sorry."
Justin smiled warmly.
"You don't need to apologize. You just need to sit still and let me look at you."
Emily laughed.
"I should be careful around you."
"Why?" Justin asked.
"You're making me laugh. My mother warned me about men like you."
"I thought she warned you about men who make you smile."
"You're doing both," Emily said. "That makes you twice as dangerous."
Justin laughed.
"All right. I'll stop. I do like making you smile though. Like I said the other day, you have a pretty smile. It's even more appealing than your petulant pout."
Emily turned red.
"Thank you. I think."
Both of them laughed.
Justin couldn't believe his good fortune. He had dreaded coming to this breakfast because he had thought he wouldn't have a good time. Now, he was having the time of his life.
"Do you mind if I ask you a serious question?" Justin asked.
"You might as well. I need a break from your wit."
Justin smiled sadly.
"How come you never finished school? Your mom told me you attended Vassar College in New York last year. She didn't tell me why you dropped out."
Emily sighed and glanced at the other table. When she was apparently convinced that none of the grown-ups were eavesdropping, she answered the question.
"I didn't 'drop out,' as you put it. My father pulled me out. He refused to pay for another year of college – or anything else – unless I seriously entertained a marriage proposal."
"Are you kidding me?" Justin asked.
"I don't kid."
"Whom did he want you to marry?"
Emily glanced again at the others before returning to Justin.
"Silas Fitzpatrick," she whispered.
"Silas?"
Emily cut Justin off by pressing a finger to her lips.
"I can't talk about it – at least not here," Emily said.
Justin nodded.
"I understand. You don't have to tell me anything."
Emily smiled and briefly put a hand on his.
"Thank you."
Justin took another moment to assess the wonder in front of him. If he wasn't smitten before, he was smitten now. The question today was how to proceed.
"Emily?"
"Yes."
"Can I ask you another question? I promise it won't be as bad."
"OK."
"Do you want to go on a date?"
Emily smiled nervously but did not respond.
"I'm sorry for asking," Justin said all too quickly. "That was pretty forward of me."
"No," Emily said. "It wasn't forward at all. What do you have in mind?"
Justin paused.
"I was thinking of something simple, like a walk along the Midway," he said. "We could buy ice cream sundaes or something. I just want to spend more time with you."
"That sounds nice. I'd love to do that."
"How does Saturday sound? I could pick you up at noon."
"That would be perfect," Emily said. "I just have one request."
"What's that?"
Emily smiled sweetly.
"I'd like to bring Anna."
 



CHAPTER 29: JUSTIN
 
Saturday, May 12, 1900
 
Sitting at a picnic table on the edge of the busy esplanade, Justin glanced at the shorter of his two raven-haired dates and smiled. When the shorter of his dates smiled back, he laughed.
"What's so funny?" Emily asked.
"I can't get over the resemblance," Justin said. "She's a mini you."
"We are related, Mr. Townsend."
"I know. I know. But even for sisters, you look a lot alike."
"Mama says she broke the mold when she made me," Anna said.
Justin laughed again.
"I believe that."
Anna smiled and returned to her ice cream sundae.
"Thank you for letting Anna join us today," Emily said. "I'm sure you had a different kind of afternoon in mind."
"I did. But I'm happy to have her along," Justin said. He looked at Anna. "Did you hear that? I'm happy to have you along."
Anna blushed and nodded.
"I mean it though," Emily said. "Anna and I spend most Saturdays together. This is our day. She would never have forgiven me had I insisted on going alone."
Justin smiled.
"I thought you brought her along for protection."
"I did. You're a man who makes me smile and laugh, after all."
"You make her angry sometimes too," Anna said matter-of-factly.
Justin chuckled.
"Anna, mind your manners!" Emily said.
Emily, red-faced, turned to Justin.
"She's talking about the time you walked me home from the library."
"I know what she's talking about – and I don't mind hearing about it," Justin said. "You had a right to be angry with me – or at least disappointed."
Justin thought about that day as he looked at his ladies. How long ago it seemed. He had made a lot of progress with Emily since their "Don't touch me! Get away from me!" moment and wanted to preserve it. If slow and steady was the way to win Emily Beck's heart, he would set his cruise control to five miles per hour.
He gazed at the girls a little longer and then shifted his attention to other things. No matter where he looked, he saw something worth noting – from the concession stands and amusements to the trolleys and the elegantly dressed masses that moved slowly down the Midway.
"What do you call that funny-looking building over there?" Justin asked as he pointed toward the water.
Emily turned around.
"Do you mean the curio shop?"
"No. I mean the big building right there, the long wooden one sitting on the stilts."
Emily smiled.
"That's the Pagoda bathhouse."
"How come it has two circus tents in the middle?"
Emily laughed.
"I don't know. I guess its owners want it to look different than the others."
"You mean there's more than one?" Justin asked.
"There are three – the Pagoda, O'Keefe's, and Murdoch's. You can see O'Keefe's to the east and Murdoch's to the west."
"Have you been to one?"
"We've been to all three, but we typically go to Murdoch's," Emily said. "My parents rent a space there. That's where we keep most of our bathing suits."
"So the bathhouses are basically a cluster of changing rooms."
"That's exactly what they are, though they have other amenities, such as observation decks, amusements, and restaurants. O'Keefe's has a really nice restaurant."
"How often do you go swimming?" Justin asked.
"We rarely go in the cooler months, but we go at least once a week in the summer. Anna and I usually wait until June to go in the water. You should join us if you're still around."
"I just may," Justin said.
"I think you should," Anna said. "'May' is a weasel word."
Justin laughed.
"OK then. I will. I will go swimming. Is 'will' a weasel word?"
Anna smiled and shook her head.
Justin looked at Anna like she was Shirley Temple. He couldn't believe so much cuteness could be packed into a four-foot-high frame. When he returned his eyes to Emily, he noticed that she seemed distracted by something or someone in the distance.
"What is it?" Justin asked.
"It's just an unwelcome distraction," Emily said. "Will you excuse me for a moment?"
"Of course."
Emily left the table and walked toward two men standing by the curio shop.
Justin recognized each of the men by face and thought he knew the name of one. He didn't know what the two had in common, other than an apparent interest in an irritated young woman.
"Is that Levi MacArthur?" Justin asked.
Anna nodded.
Justin watched intently as Emily walked up to the prosecutor and gave him an earful. The other man, the one Justin did not know, looked on with apparent detachment.
"Your sister doesn't like Mr. MacArthur, does she?"
"Nope," Anna said.
"Does she like me?" Justin asked.
Anna fidgeted in her seat.
"I think so. She says you're different."
"Different?"
Anna nodded.
"She said you were 'different' the other day. She never calls Mr. MacArthur 'different.' She just says he's 'difficult.'"
Justin laughed. He was ready to adopt Anna as his little sister.
Justin began to ask another question but stopped when he saw Emily throw up her arms, turn around, and walk back his way. When she finally reached the table and took her seat, he offered a friendly smile.
"Looks like you had your hands full," Justin said.
"It was nothing I couldn't handle," Emily said.
Justin glanced at the curio shop and saw that the men had left.
"Was he threatening you?"
"No. He was spying on me."
"Why?" Justin asked. "You're not doing anything wrong."
"Sure I am. I'm living my life without him."
"Does this have anything to do with me?"
"Of course it does," Emily said. "You're kind. You're considerate. You're spending time with me. All three are crimes in this town. I'm sure Levi can't wait to prosecute."
Justin looked at Emily and saw that she was rattled. Then he took a closer look and saw moisture in her eyes.
"Emily, are you OK? If you're not, I can take you home."
"No!"
Justin looked away for a moment to collect his thoughts. He returned his attention to Emily when he felt a soft hand touch his.
"I'm sorry for snapping," Emily said. "I'm just tired of men controlling my life and telling me what to do."
Justin offered a reassuring smile.
"I understand."
Emily thanked him with her eyes and then turned to her sundae – or what was left of it. Her ice cream had turned to mush.
"I guess I'm not the only one having a bad day," Emily said as she laughed through tears.
Justin chuckled.
"Would you like another one?"
"Yes."
Justin glanced at Anna and noticed that she had finished her concoction. She had reverted to form by putting her chin on her hands and staring at her new big brother with awe.
"Anna, would you like to earn a dollar?"
The girl nodded.
"OK," Justin said. He pulled two coins from a pocket and placed them on the table. "The dime is for the man who sold us the sundaes. The dollar is for you. Can you buy your sister something that will bring a smile to her face?"
Anna nodded again.
"OK then. Go do it. Take all the time you need."
Anna grabbed both coins and walked to the back of a long line that had formed in front of a small shack that sold ice cream and other concessions.
"You should be ashamed for using a child like that," Emily said.
Justin saw a smile form on her face.
"I got you to smile, didn't I?"
"Yes. You did," Emily said. "But you didn't have to send her off to talk to me. Anna and I keep nothing from each other. She is fully aware of the drama in my life."
"It's nothing big," Justin said. "I just wanted to see if you were really all right."
"I'm really all right."
"That's good enough for me. I do have one question though."
"What's that?" Emily asked.
"Who was the guy standing next to Levi?"
Emily sighed.
"His name is Thomas Mack. Why do you ask?"
"I'm just curious. I saw him deliver a message to Silas Fitzpatrick on Wednesday," Justin said. "Whatever it was, it was important enough to scuttle my dad's interview. What does he do?"
Emily frowned.
"That depends on who you ask. According to the people who compile the city directory, he runs an investigative agency on Water Street. According to the people I talk to, he does dirty work for men too cowardly to do it themselves. I'm embarrassed to say that my father has employed him for years."
Justin looked away and shook his head. As much as he wanted to comfort Emily, he needed a moment to digest what she had said. Since arriving in Galveston on April 25, he had run into three men named Mac, Max, or Mack. The number of suspects in a murder that had not yet been committed was starting to grow.
 



CHAPTER 30: CHUCK
 
Tuesday, May 15, 1900
 
As he walked out of Charlotte Emerson's house for the second time in five days, Chuck couldn't help but notice something. Even though he had seen Charlotte several times since their dinner at the Seafarer on April 27, he still hadn't kissed her. He hadn't even come close. He pondered that unacceptable situation for a moment as he watched three others join him on a brick walkway that divided a landscaped front yard.
"Thank you for dinner," Chuck said. "It was the best I've had in years."
"You don't need to flatter me, Charles. I know you like my cooking," Charlotte said.
Both of them laughed.
"He means it though. Your cooking is much better than what we're used to," Justin said. "You should see what he fixes when it's just the two of us. It's not pretty."
Emily Beck, standing next to Charlotte, smiled smugly and raised a brow.
"Then maybe it's time you two learned how to cook."
Justin chuckled.
"Yeah. I suppose it is."
Chuck jumped in.
"In any case, it was nice of you to invite us and nice of Goldie to stay late at the library so we could get an early start on dinner. Be sure to thank her if you see her before I do."
"I will," Charlotte said.
Chuck nodded and shifted his eyes to Emily.
"As for you, young lady, are you sure you don't want us to stick around? We'd be more than happy to walk you home. Justin, I'm sure, would be very happy to walk you home."
"Thank you for the offer, Mr. Townsend, but I won't need an escort this evening," Emily said. "I'm spending the night here."
"You're not going home?" Justin asked.
Emily smiled and shook her head.
"I have asked Emily to stay," Charlotte said as a grin formed on her face. "We have many important matters to discuss – matters that can't wait until morning."
Chuck laughed.
"OK. I get the hint. Good night, ladies."
Chuck glanced at Justin and saw he wasn't quite ready to let Charlotte have the last word on whether Emily stayed or went.
"Are you sure?" Justin asked.
"I'm sure," Emily said. "I'll see you tomorrow."
"OK. See you."
Justin turned around and joined his father at the front gate. He didn't speak until they had walked the first two blocks of their twelve-block journey home.
"We could have loitered a bit more," Justin said.
"No. We did the right thing by leaving," Chuck said. "When two women want to compare notes on two men, the best thing the men can do is get out of their way."
Chuck glanced at Justin and saw a lost sheep.
"You like her, don't you?"
"I love her," Justin said. "Every time I see her I want to hug her and kiss her, but I'm afraid to even touch her. She wants nothing to do with dating right now. She wants nothing to do with men. She hates half the human race."
Chuck laughed.
"She may hate men, but she definitely doesn't hate you. I noticed the way she looked at you tonight. You, my son, are the exception to the rule."
"I hope so," Justin said. "I really hope so."
Chuck wanted to say more but knew he shouldn't. To encourage a relationship that could not possibly last more than a few months would be cruel. So he kept to himself.
Chuck thought about pleasant things as he continued down Avenue M. He thought about Charlotte's cooking, her mesmerizing smile, and the lovely dress she had worn at dinner. He even thought about the deft but humorous way that she had ushered him out of her house.
Then he reached the front of his beach rental on Eighth Street and saw something that chased the pleasant thoughts away. He saw curtains sway inside an open window. He moved quickly for the door and reached for his key but quickly discovered he didn't need it. The door was unlocked.
"Someone paid a visit tonight," Chuck said.
"You sure we should go in?" Justin asked.
"Yes. I'm sure."
Chuck pushed open the door, rushed into the one-room residence, and flipped on the light. He needed only seconds to realize that the place had been burglarized.
"Oh, no," Justin said as he entered the cabin.
"Oh, yes. It looks like he was thorough."
Chuck rushed to a desk on the east side of the room and went through the drawers one by one. Drawer by drawer, he realized the magnitude of his loss. The burglar had taken not only his notes on the Fitzpatricks but also the five photocopies he had brought from the future. Whoever had entered the residence now had priceless information.
"Check the clock," Chuck said.
"The what?" Justin asked.
"Check the clock on the mantel. Check the drawer at the bottom."
Justin raced to the west side of the room, where a hardwood steeple clock stood atop a fireplace mantle. He pulled out the drawer and held it out for his father to see.
"It's empty."
Chuck felt his stomach sink.
"What's wrong, Dad? What's wrong?"
Chuck sighed.
"I put the white crystal in that drawer."
Justin didn't wait to hear more. He sprinted to the higher of two bunks that took up a corner of the cabin and shoved his hand under a mattress that had clearly been moved out of place.
Chuck knew even before Justin lifted the mattress that they were in trouble. When Justin threw the mattress to the floor and began tearing off the blanket and sheets, real fear, the kind he hadn't felt in years, began to set in.
"It's gone, Dad. It's gone!"
Chuck closed his eyes as the relevance of the discoveries set in. They were stuck in 1900 with no means to return to their own time. He tried to clear his mind and think of something constructive but was distracted by the sound of furniture being moved about.
Justin had commenced a frantic search. He had thrown Chuck's mattress to the floor, removed the bedding, and shaken it like a madman. When he began pulling the drawers out of a small bureau and turning them upside down, Chuck stepped toward his son and spoke.
"Justin, stop!"
"We have to keep looking, Dad. We have to keep looking!"
Chuck started to repeat his command but stopped when he saw the hopelessness in his son's eyes. He knew the burglar had taken everything of value, including their tickets to 2016, but he saw no harm in searching some more. So he walked quietly to the other end of the cabin and began going through cabinets, drawers, and scattered debris.
When he finally reached the dishes and pans that had been tossed on the floor, he berated himself for making the trip. He had been a fool to pass through the portal and an even bigger fool for taking Justin along.
Chuck winced every time he heard Justin swear or throw something on the floor or move quickly from one place to another. He didn't dare turn around. He wasn't sure he could handle the panic, fear, and disappointment he would surely see on his son's face.
So he kept at it. For the next ten minutes, he searched and searched again and looked for new ways to cover the same ground. The one thing he didn't want to do was give up. If nothing else, he had to set an example for a son who was falling apart.
After a while, though, he couldn't even convince himself that the situation wasn't hopeless. He sat on the floor, with his back to Justin, and buried his head in his hands as he tried to conceive how they could have lost both crystals on the same night.
Chuck kept his head hidden until he felt a finger lightly poke his shoulder. He didn't want to turn round. He didn't want to see the letdown in his son's eyes, but he knew he couldn't put off that unpleasant moment forever. So he rose to his feet and turned to face the one person in the world he vowed never again to disappoint.
Justin didn't speak right away. He just stared at his father with watery eyes. Then he lifted an arm, held out a closed hand, and opened the hand slowly.
"I found it in a nook on the edge of the bed," Justin said. He took a deep breath. "We caught a break, Dad. We caught a break."
 



CHAPTER 31: CHUCK
 
Wednesday, May 16, 1900
 
Chuck battled irritation and frustration as the officer completed the report. He was irritated by the policeman's attitude and frustrated by the glacial speed with which he worked.
"Is your boss coming?" Chuck asked.
"One of them is," the officer said. "Patience is a virtue, Mr. Townsend."
"So is consideration."
Chuck glanced at Justin and decided to give the sparring a rest. He knew he wouldn't get any further with this officer and didn't want to further agitate his son.
Justin had all but shut down since Tuesday night, when a burglar had cut in half his chances of ever seeing home again. He spoke sparingly, kept to himself, and clung tightly to a three-inch chunk of gypsum that was now his sole remaining ticket to the future.
"Are you OK?" Chuck asked.
Justin nodded but kept his eyes on the cop at the desk.
Chuck began to ask if Justin was hungry but stopped when a burly redhead emerged from the door behind the desk. He knew without asking that the supervisor he had requested was closely related to Rose O'Malley.
"I'm Deputy Chief Patrick O'Malley. How can I help you gentlemen?"
"We're the Townsends, Charles and Justin. We reported a burglary last night on Eighth and M and want to see if we can get a little more help in recovering at least one of the stolen items."
"What makes you think we're not doing all we can?"
"I'll tell you, Chief," Chuck said. "Your officer here doesn't think it's worth the police department's time to notify local jewelers and pawnshops of the theft."
"It's not," O'Malley said.
"I beg your pardon?"
"I said it's not."
Chuck shook his head in disgust.
"Look, gentlemen, there are hundreds of places in Galveston where a thief could sell stolen goods," O'Malley said. "There are hundreds more in Houston, New Orleans, and San Antonio. Very few are legitimate. Do you see my position?"
Chuck took a breath.
"Yes. What do you suggest we do?"
"Why don't you start by describing the item in question?" O'Malley asked.
"I'll do better than that," Chuck said. "I'll show you its kissing cousin."
Chuck glanced at his son.
"Justin?"
Justin snapped out of his daze and looked at his father. He then turned toward O'Malley and slowly and reluctantly placed the blue crystal on the counter.
"What's this?" O'Malley asked.
"That," Chuck said, "is what we're looking for. Only the one we're looking for is colorless."
"It's a pretty rock, Mr. Townsend. People report stolen gems every day."
"I know to you it doesn't look like much, but to us it is priceless."
"Do you know who might want to steal such a thing?" O'Malley asked.
Chuck wanted to rattle off several names but held his tongue instead. He knew he would gain nothing by making wild accusations and didn't want to forfeit any advantages he might have in a private pursuit of the truth.
"No one comes to mind."
"What about the other items? Do you know who might want to steal them?"
Chuck again resisted the temptation to tell the truth. He could think of several people who might want to steal his book notes, including Max Beck, Levi MacArthur, and Silas Fitzpatrick, who had been noticeably uncooperative in their make-up interview on Friday.
He didn't think that Wyatt was responsible, but he couldn't rule it out. He didn't know him all that well. He didn't know anyone that well.
"I'm sorry. I can't think of anyone who would want to steal any of my belongings."
O'Malley gave Chuck an I-put-up-with-guys-like-you-five-times-a-day look and sighed.
"I'll instruct my officers to keep an eye out for your pretty rock."
"Thank you," Chuck said.
Chuck grabbed the blue crystal, gave it to Justin, and guided his son out of the police station. When they got outside, he put his hand on Justin's shoulder and pointed him toward a restaurant across the street.
"Do you want to get something to eat?"
"No," Justin said. "I just want to go back to the cabin and put this away."
"I understand."
Justin sighed and then stared at the street for almost a minute. When he finally looked back at Chuck, he did so with eyes that revealed a mixture of puzzlement and relief.
"Is something wrong?" Chuck asked.
"No," Justin said. "I was just thinking about last night. As bad as it was, it could have been worse. It could have been a lot worse – and not in the way that you think."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean that the burglar could have taken your diary."
Chuck took a moment to ponder the comment. He had found his diary among a dozen or so books scattered on the floor. The journal contained not only his idle musings but also detailed passages about who he was and how he had traveled to 1900. In the hands of the new owner of the white crystal, the diary would have been a time-traveler's lottery ticket.
"You're right, son. You're right," Chuck said. He smiled empathetically. "Let's go home. Let's go home and make some breakfast and talk of better days."
 



CHAPTER 32: CHUCK
 
Friday, May 18, 1900
 
Sitting at a table on Charlotte Emerson's patio, Chuck smiled sadly as he watched chunks of ice swirl inside a lemonade pitcher. He could relate to things that went round and round. For two days, he had gone in circles trying to determine who had violated the sanctity of his home.
"No matter how many times I look at this, I keep coming back to the same three people," Chuck said. "It's hard for me to imagine that none of them had anything to do with the burglary. It's impossible, in fact."
"Have you shared your suspicions with the police?" Charlotte asked.
"No. I don't plan to either – at least not for now. I want to learn more about each of them before I make any accusations."
"I think that's wise."
"What do you think of all this?" Chuck asked.
Charlotte sighed.
"I can't disagree with your reasoning. I know for a fact that Silas and Max don't care for you and that Levi doesn't care for Justin. Whether that alone is motivation to enter your home and steal your belongings is another matter."
"I sense some doubt. Do you think they were involved?"
"I don't," Charlotte said. "I know all three men well and don't think they would risk their reputations – and jail – to sift through the belongings of an out-of-town reporter or harass one of Emily's suitors. I think it is far more likely that you were the victim of a random burglary. The houses in that part of town are hit all the time."
Chuck wanted to disagree. He wanted to tell Charlotte that garden-variety burglars didn't steal transcripts of interviews or news articles of disasters yet to come, but he didn't. The time had not yet come to tell her the truth about his past or his mission, if that time would ever come.
"You're probably right," Chuck said. "In any event, I've done all I can do for now. I've filed a police report and changed the lock on the front door."
Charlotte reached across the table and touched his hand.
"I'm sure this will be resolved soon. Rose spoke to her brother last night. She demanded that he do all he can to recover your belongings."
"That was thoughtful of her," Chuck said.
Charlotte looked at him more intently.
"It was thoughtful, but it wasn't surprising. Rose wants you and Justin to feel welcome in this community. She wants you to stay," Charlotte said. She paused. "I want you to stay."
Chuck grabbed Charlotte's fingers, gazed at her beautiful face, and berated himself for whining about his troubles. He had more important things to think about than the recovery of stolen property, including a special friend who was becoming more special every day.
"I would like to stay."
Charlotte smiled warmly.
"Is there a reason you can't?"
Chuck frowned as he pondered her words. Had Charlotte asked the same question earlier in the week, when he was still in possession of the white crystal, he could have answered with a resounding "no." He could have told her that he had the time to stay in Galveston indefinitely and allow their friendship to grow.
But Chuck couldn't give that answer now. He didn't have time to spare. He had less than four months to decide whether returning to 2016 was more important than spending more time with this remarkable human being. He thought about his reply and decided to go with a safe and defensible version of the truth.
"There is," Chuck said. "There is a reason I can't remain in Galveston, but it's not one I wish to share now. Trust me, though, when I say it has nothing to do with another woman – or with you, for that matter. You are the most amazing person I've ever met."
"I see I'm entertaining a man of mystery. Are you in some sort of trouble? I'm a very resourceful woman, Charles. Perhaps I can help in some way," Charlotte said. She took a breath. "I'd like to help."
Chuck looked at his hostess again and wondered for the umpteenth time what he was doing. He knew he had no future with this woman, yet here he was courting her anyway.
The reporter had to tip his hat to Geoffrey Bell. The professor knew this sort of temptation would come Chuck's way and wanted to make sure he was prepared to deal with it.
"I know you would," Chuck said. "If at some point I can use your assistance, I'll ask for it. I promise. For the time being, however, I'd like to handle this matter myself."
"I understand," Charlotte said.
When Chuck heard the disappointment in her voice, he frowned and looked away. This was not how he wanted to end the conversation.
"Let me reiterate that this has nothing to do with you, Charlotte, or my interest in seeing you. I would like nothing more than to see you tomorrow and the next day and the next."
"Even for dinner?"
"Especially for dinner."
Charlotte grinned mischievously.
"I'm glad to hear that," Charlotte said. "Since Rose started dining out more often, I've had no one to cook for. I would be delighted to cook for you and Justin whenever you desire something better than cabin cuisine."
"In other words, you want us over for supper every night," Chuck said.
"That would be a start."
Chuck laughed.
"Are you sure that's what you want? You know how much we eat."
"I know that's what I want," Charlotte said.
"OK," Chuck said. He turned serious. "I'll pass your invitation on to Justin. He keeps his own schedule, so I can't promise he'll come very often. But I will promise you one thing."
"What's that?"
"I'll be here every night."
 



CHAPTER 33: JUSTIN
 
Monday, May 21, 1900
 
Justin approached the outdoor café table cautiously. He remembered the last time he had spoken to Emily at her favorite lunch spot and didn't want to catch her in another foul mood.
"Is it safe to proceed?" Justin asked.
Emily lifted her head and looked at the intruder.
"Is it what?"
"Is it safe for me to join you?" Justin asked. "The last time I sat in that seat it was rather hot."
Emily offered a warm but sad smile.
"You can join me. I promise I won't bite."
"That's good, because I come in peace."
Justin pulled out a white iron bistro chair and sat in it. He took a quick look at a menu on the table and then a long look at the woman he had come to see.
"Is everything all right?"
"Why wouldn't it be?" Emily asked.
"You look a little sad, that's all," Justin said.
Emily pushed away her half-eaten sandwich and stared blankly across the table.
"I'm not sad. I'm just deep in thought."
"Are you thinking about anything in particular – say, me?" Justin asked playfully.
Emily raised an eyebrow and offered a mildly scolding glance.
"I thought you came in peace."
Justin laughed.
"I came to see you," Justin said in a more serious voice. "I haven't seen much of you lately and wondered whether you were mad at me again."
Emily shook her head.
"I'm not mad at you. I've just been very busy at home working on several projects for my mother and my sister. I'm sorry if I've neglected you."
Justin smiled.
"Don't apologize. It's a sign of weakness. Someone told me that once at this very table."
Emily smiled amusedly.
"Maybe I should treat you as a hostile, after all."
"Please don't," Justin said. "I've had a rough week."
"So I hear," Emily said. "Have the police made any arrests?"
"No. I don't think they will either. Whoever went through our shack was pretty careful not to leave any clues behind."
"Do you think it was someone you know?"
"I did at first," Justin said. "The timing was too suspicious."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean my dad and I have been asking a lot of questions lately. We've been checking people out. It makes sense that someone would want to do the same to us."
"So what has changed?" Emily asked.
"Nothing has really changed. I'm just coming around to Charlotte's view of things. She thinks we were the victims of a random burglary. She's probably right too. Two more beach shacks were vandalized over the weekend."
Justin took a deep breath.
"In any case, I didn't come here to talk about my troubles. I came here because I wanted to see you again," Justin said. He tilted his head and looked at Emily until she met his gaze. "I'd like to see you more often – a lot more often."
Emily smiled sadly but didn't reply.
"Did I say something wrong?" Justin asked.
Emily shook her head.
"No. You said something right. I'm glad you came."
"What is it then? You seem kind of lost."
"I am in a way," Emily said. "I've been asking myself a lot of questions lately, but I haven't come up with many answers."
"Maybe I can help."
"Thank you for your offer, but I think I can manage."
Justin sank in his chair. He could see that the progress he had made in the past several days was just an illusion. He was as much a stranger to her as ever.
"Emily?"
"Yes."
"Do you mind if I ask you a question about your personal life?"
Emily gazed at Justin with eyes that reflected both sadness and uncertainty.
"No."
"Why didn't you marry Silas?" Justin asked. "I know he's a lot older than you, but he seems like a pretty solid guy."
Emily fixed her gaze.
"I didn't marry him because I don't love him. I don't even like him," Emily said. "My father pressured me to marry Silas for business reasons. He figured that if I married him and produced a child or two, then Wyatt would change his mind about selling the Gulf Star Line. He figured that Wyatt would see the Becks as family, rather than business competitors, and soften his stand toward merging the companies."
Justin frowned. He knew that parents arranged marriages in 1900 as often as they arranged silverware on tables, but he couldn't wrap his head around something this brazen. He could now fully understand and appreciate Emily's hostility toward her father and men in general. What he couldn't understand was her relationship with Levi MacArthur.
"Your answer makes sense. I can't imagine marrying anyone under those circumstances or anything close to those circumstances," Justin said. "What I don't get is why you agreed to marry Mr. MacArthur so shortly after that. Did your father pressure you into that too?"
Emily shot Justin a pointed glance.
"Men pressure women into everything, Mr. Townsend. Don't let anyone tell you otherwise."
Justin sighed. He was growing weary of this.
"I understand why you feel the way you do, Emily. You have a right to be bitter and cynical, but you don't have a right to generalize. Not all men think of women as property or ornaments. I certainly don't. I'm here because I like you. I like everything about you – even the things no one else likes."
Emily raised her brow again.
"Such as?"
"Oh, I have a whole list," Justin said. "I like your petulance, your mood swings, and even the way you dismiss half the human race over a few bad experiences. I really like that. I also like how you whine endlessly about things that you can still change."
Emily glared.
"If you 'like' me so much, Mr. Townsend, then why do you bother with me?"
Justin smiled softly. He had broken through.
"I'll tell you why I bother," Justin said. "I bother because you are one of the most interesting people I've ever met. I bother because I like talking to you and hearing about your day. I bother because you are intelligent, educated, and occasionally funny."
Emily's face softened.
"Is that all?"
"No. That's not all," Justin said. "I bother with you because I think about you almost every minute of every day. I bother because every time I look at your silly dimples and button nose and big green eyes, I turn to putty."
Emily blushed.
"That's a pretty good list."
Justin chuckled.
"I'm glad you like it. I just made it up!"
Emily laughed and laughed in a way that made Justin's spirits soar. When the light moment subsided, she smiled, sighed, and shook her head.
"I'm finding it far too easy to like you."
"That's good," Justin said. "I want you to like me. I want you to like me a lot. I want you to go out with me."
When Justin saw Emily sigh and turn away, he was sure he had overstepped again. When he saw her look back at him with the kindest eyes he had seen in days, he wasn't sure of a thing.
"Are you certain that's what you want?" Emily asked.
"Yes, I'm certain. I've been certain of that since the day you said men lie and cheat and treat women like chattel."
Emily reddened again.
"OK. I'll go out," Emily said. "What do you want to do this time?"
"I want to take you to dinner and then to a show," Justin said. "I don't care which one. Are you free on Saturday?"
Emily nodded.
"I am. I do have a request though."
"Let me guess," Justin said. "You want to bring Anna along."
"No. I just want you to spend time with her when you come for me. Even a few minutes would brighten her day. She thinks the world of you."
"I'll give her an hour, if you want me to. It's not like it's a chore. She's a great kid."
"Then I think we have a date, Mr. Townsend," Emily said. She smiled warmly and placed her hand on his. "You can pick me up at six."
 



CHAPTER 34: CHUCK
 
Thursday, May 24, 1900
 
Chuck covered his eyes and watched in awe as his friend displayed his prowess with a Colt .45. He had seen marksmen do their thing many times, but he had never seen a man in a three-piece suit mow down six soup cans in rapid succession from a distance of fifteen yards.
"Are you sure your name isn't Wyatt Earp?" Chuck asked as he approached from behind.
Wyatt Fitzpatrick turned around.
"Ah, Mr. Townsend. I see my secretary told you where you could find me."
"She pointed in this direction," Chuck said. "She didn't tell me to beware of flying bullets."
"I assure you that my aim is as true as my intentions are noble," Wyatt said.
"That's comforting."
Chuck took a moment to survey his surroundings. He had to admit this was not where he had expected to find Wyatt when he had decided to drop by his office for a chat. Except for the horse and buggy Wyatt had used to travel to this remote location on the west end of town, there was little to see but tall grass and a weathered split-rail fence.
"How did you get here?" Wyatt asked.
"I took a trolley to Fifty-Sixth and walked the rest of the way," Chuck said. He smiled at Wyatt. "Aren't there shooting ranges for this?"
"As a matter of fact, there are. There is one three blocks from my office. I go there to improve my aim. I come here to damage metal."
Chuck laughed.
"I take it the property owner doesn't mind."
"Why should he? He usually brings the cans. He's a good friend of mine – a publisher, in fact," Wyatt said. "Perhaps I'll introduce you to him when he returns from Boston."
"I'd like that," Chuck said.
Wyatt walked to the fence, collected the cans, and placed the ones that were still usable on the top rail. He replaced those that weren't with new ones. When he returned to Chuck, he pulled his revolver out of its holster, and offered it to his visitor.
"Care to have a go at it?" Wyatt asked.
Chuck hesitated. He had about as much interest in firearms and shooting as a leader of a gun-control organization, but after a moment of thought he decided to reach for the pistol. He wanted to earn as much of Wyatt's trust and respect as he could and knew that one way to do it was to play along with the natives.
"Sure. Why not?"
"Have you ever fired a Colt .45 before?"
"I've never fired a gun before," Chuck said.
Wyatt chuckled.
"You are a rare bird, Mr. Townsend."
Chuck smiled.
"You have no idea. And please call me Charles. Mr. Townsend sounds like a British butler."
Wyatt grinned.
"Duly noted. Now, let me show you how to use this Single Action Army. It is a very special firearm. It is one of many service revolvers my father gave me shortly before he died."
"I'll try not to break it."
Chuck took the Colt .45 from Wyatt and listened carefully as he explained how to steady the gun, aim it, and fire it toward the fence without hurting anything but soup cans. When the tutorial was over, he fired six shots. He hit a piece of the fence and not much else.
Wyatt laughed heartily.
"Would you like to try again?"
Chuck sighed.
"Sure. If you have the bullets, I have the patience."
Chuck and Wyatt repeated the process of teaching, aiming, and firing three more times. When Charles Townsend, can killer, finally nicked the top of the last can on the right, he decided to call it a day. He handed the heirloom back to its owner.
"Give yourself time," Wyatt said with a sly smile. "In another day or two, you'll be ready to ride with the Rangers."
"I doubt it," Chuck said.
"I doubt it too."
Both men laughed.
"It's nice to see you laugh, Wyatt. You seem more relaxed than the last time I saw you."
"It's because I am. When I escape to places like this, I'm able to leave my troubles behind. I'm able to think and gain perspective and enjoy myself."
"I can relate."
"I'm sure you can," Wyatt said. He looked at Chuck closely. "Now, what can I do for you? I know you didn't come out here today just to wander through the weeds."
"I didn't."
"Do you want more information for your book?" Wyatt asked.
"No. I want more information about a crime. I'd like to know who might burglarize the house of an out-of-town reporter researching a man named Wyatt Fitzpatrick."
"Surely you don't think I had anything to do with your recent misfortune."
"I don't," Chuck said. "You would have had no incentive to steal the transcripts of our interviews. You know what you said – just as you know what I found at the library. I'm sure Rose filled you in on every detail."
"Then why did you come here?"
"I came because I thought you might be able to help me out. I have no idea who went though my shack last week, but I suspect that the person responsible wanted to know why I've shown an interest in you. The burglar, you see, went straight for my notes and left far more valuable items, like an antique clock and silverware, where he found them."
Wyatt put his gun in its holster. He glanced at the sun, which loomed high in the azure sky, and motioned with his hand toward the fence.
"Let's sit," Wyatt said.
Chuck followed Wyatt to the fence and found a smooth place to sit on the top rail. He waited patiently as the gunslinger pulled out a cigarette, lit it with a match, and stared at the tall grass, which swayed under the weight of a gentle breeze.
"I assume you have something to say," Chuck said.
"I do. I'm just not sure how to say it."
"I don't understand."
"I have many enemies, Charles," Wyatt said. "Some are old. Some are new. Some I have made in business. Some I have made on a more personal level."
"I still don't follow."
"Then let me help you," Wyatt said. "As you may know, I have long had a fondness for the ladies of Galveston. I have not, however, limited my choices to single ladies."
"I see," Chuck said. "That explains why some people don't like you, but it doesn't explain why someone would go through my house and steal my notes."
"It wouldn't unless the person responsible did not want you to publish a book that was in any way flattering toward the man who had won the affections of his wife."
"You obviously have someone in mind."
"I do," Wyatt said. "Have you met our local prosecutor?"
"I assume you mean Levi MacArthur."
"Yes. Have you met him?"
"I haven't had the pleasure," Chuck said. "I know he is politically ambitious and was recently engaged to Emily Beck, but other than that I don't know much about him."
Wyatt took a puff of his cigarette and turned to face Chuck.
"What I tell you now, I tell you in confidence."
"Of course," Chuck said.
"Several years ago, I met a woman who stole my heart. She was beautiful, intelligent, and charming. She was also neglected and mistreated by a man who cared only about his career."
"I read about this woman."
"If you did, you read only the things her husband wanted you to read," Wyatt said. "Georgia MacArthur was so much more than the wife of an ambitious man. She was loving and vivacious, the kind of woman who put a smile on the face of everyone she met. Everyone except the miscreant she married, that is. To Levi, she was little more than an ornament – a prop he could show off at public events and ridicule in private."
"You had an affair?"
"Yes, we had an affair. We fell in love and planned a future together, a future filled with happiness and children. But Levi would not grant Georgia a divorce. Despite many financial incentives I threw his way, he would not relent."
"So what happened?" Chuck asked.
"I proposed to Georgia that we live together anyway – away from Galveston and the hurtful talk – but she would have none of it. She did not want to raise children under a cloud of shame."
"She returned to Levi?"
Wyatt nodded.
"She went back to him for a few weeks. Then one morning a maid found her hanging from a rafter in the attic. She had been dead for two days. The bloody bastard had not even reported her absence," Wyatt said. "He hushed it up, of course. He used his influence with the police and the papers to keep the truth from getting out, but he couldn't keep the truth from me. I learned about Georgia's final misery from the maid herself."
Chuck took a moment to digest Wyatt's words. He had heard from Charlotte that Wyatt was a ladies' man, but he had never heard anything like this. He felt new sympathy for the distant relative he had vowed to save from the gallows.
"Let me guess," Chuck said. "Even though Levi is the one who made Georgia miserable, he blames you for her suicide and has vowed to destroy you."
"You're a quick study."
"I'm sorry to hear all this," Chuck said.
"Don't feel sorry for me. I am more than capable of protecting myself from the likes of Levi MacArthur. If anything, you should feel sorry for yourself."
"You think Levi burglarized my cabin?"
"If he didn't, he paid to have it done," Wyatt said. "I'm sure he'd like to know more not only about the man who is singing my praises but also about the man who is pursuing his former fiancée. Don't forget your son, my friend. I'm sure he figures into this as well."
Chuck sighed. He had counted Levi among the chief suspects from the start but not for all the reasons Wyatt had noted. Now, he had every reason to believe that a person sworn to uphold the law was personally responsible for breaking it.
"You make a pretty persuasive case," Chuck said. "What do you suggest I do?"
Wyatt took another puff and then stared at Chuck with empathetic eyes.
"I suggest you do what most men would do in your situation," Wyatt said. "I suggest you watch your back."
 



CHAPTER 35: JUSTIN
 
Monday, May 28, 1900
 
Justin stared at the mirror behind the bar at Ivy's Saloon and noticed for the first time in days that the man in the mirror smiled back. He had reason to smile. He had made significant progress with the girl of his dreams, even though their first real date had ended on an awkward note.
The beginning of the date was anything but awkward. Justin had arrived at the Beck house at five forty-five on Saturday, greeted Isabella like a second mother, and spent more quality time with Anna than the girl could handle. By the time Emily walked down the staircase wearing a silk evening dress, the eight-year-old was in the stratosphere.
Dinner at the Seafarer and the play at the Grand Opera House on Post Office Street went just as well. Emily seemed as happy, relaxed, and interested as ever. She asked many questions about Justin's past – which the time traveler handled deftly – and clung tightly to his arm from the moment they left Tenth and M at six fifteen to the time they returned at eleven.
The only difficult stretch was the last five minutes, when Justin Townsend, a man who had lived with a woman for several months, couldn't muster the courage to kiss Emily on the lips. Instead of ending the date the way he wanted to end it, he hemmed and hawed and kissed her on the cheek. He vowed to do better the next time, if given the chance.
He downed what was left of his beer and motioned to the bartender to bring him another. But before he could dig out a nickel and place it on the bar, someone else dug out two of his own.
"I'll get that and one for myself," a man said to the bartender. "Unless Mr. Townsend objects, that is."
Justin turned to his right and saw a slim, dapper man who appeared to be ten to fifteen years his senior. He didn't need a second look to know he was sitting next to Levi MacArthur.
"I don't," Justin said.
The man watched the bartender retreat to the taps. When the server reached the far end of the otherwise unoccupied bar, he slid his stool closer to Justin's.
"I hope you don't mind the intrusion," Levi said. "When I saw you come in a little while ago, I told myself I simply had to introduce myself."
"I know who you are."
"I'm sure you do. That doesn't mean we can't go through the motions. I'm Levi MacArthur."
Levi extended a hand.
"Justin Townsend."
Justin reluctantly shook the hand.
"It's nice to finally meet you, Mr. Townsend. I've heard so much about you."
"Is that so?" Justin asked.
"It is."
"Did you hear a lot about me from the person who broke into my house?"
Levi pivoted on his stool and leaned forward. He grinned like a prosecutor who had just boxed a defendant into a corner.
"Is that an accusation?"
"No," Justin said. "It's just an idle question. You don't have to answer it."
"You're right. I don't. But I will," Levi said. "Contrary to what you may believe, I had nothing to do with the burglary of your rental unit. Indeed, I am working closely with the police to solve that heinous violation."
"Of course you are. I'm sure an arrest is imminent."
Justin regretted the words the second he uttered them – not because he didn't want to needle an obnoxious public servant but rather because he didn't want to get drawn into a long pissing match. He had better things to do on a Monday night, even if his choices were limited to drinking beer and thinking about a girl.
"When, not if, an arrest is made, you will be the first to know," Levi said.
"That makes me feel warm inside."
"It should," Levi said. "Very few suspects who face me in court walk out of the courtroom free men. Most don't even bother with appeals."
"I'll be sure to buy you a beer when you get your conviction."
"I'll take you up on that. In the meantime, I'd like to discuss something else. I've noticed that you've taken an interest in my fiancée."
"Don't you mean former fiancée?" Justin asked.
"I suppose. Either way, the designation is only temporary. It's just a matter of time before Emily comes to her senses and realizes that outrage is a luxury she can't afford."
Justin glared at Levi.
"You really don't think she was justified in leaving you?"
"No. I don't," Levi said. "She took a very rigid view of a common failing."
Justin snorted and shook his head.
"I could be wrong, but something tells me she made the right call."
"In fact, she made a big mistake," Levi said. "She could have secured happiness for years to come by following through with her commitment."
"I doubt that," Justin said. "I heard you pressured her into accepting your proposal."
Levi laughed uproariously.
"Pressured her? You've obviously been talking to the wrong people. Emily Beck did not rush from my arms, Mr. Townsend. She rushed into them, freely and enthusiastically."
"That's nonsense."
"Believe what you wish," Levi said. "I was there when she all but threw herself at me."
"Why would she do something stupid like that?"
"She did it, sir, for the reason most women like Emily throw themselves at a man. She did it to make another man angry."
"You mean Silas Fitzpatrick?" Justin asked.
"No, you fool. I mean Max Beck. Emily came to me because she knew it would be the fastest and surest way to punish her father for making her withdraw from college. Marrying me would have sent the old goat over the edge."
Justin paused before saying more. He still regretted getting into this drawn-out conversation, but now he regretted it for new reasons. As much as he wanted to believe otherwise, he didn't know Emily as well as he thought he did.
"Why is that?"
"Why? I'll tell you why," Levi said. "I am Max Beck's worst nightmare. I am the man who almost put him in prison for beating a sailor who had insulted him in this very saloon three years ago. Had it not been for a technicality, he would be serving time in Huntsville."
"You lie," Justin said.
"Don't take my word for it. Ask the police. Or better yet, ask Max the next time you see him. I'm sure he'll be delighted to tell you about how he left a man for dead on the floor behind you."
Justin wanted to say something in Max's behalf, but he couldn't. He had seen Max's anger firsthand and knew that angry people often committed violent acts. So instead of coming to the defense of the Beck family, he remained silent.
Levi finished his beer and put another nickel on the bar. Then he got off of his stool, pushed it to the side, and placed a hand on Justin's shoulder.
"Let me give you some advice, my young friend," Levi said. "Pack your bags and leave this town the way you found it. Don't dig into situations you don't understand, don't befriend people you don't really know, and don't try to steal women who belong to someone else."
Justin pulled his shoulder back.
"Get your hand off me," Justin said.
"Remember what I said, Mr. Townsend. I would hate to see your stay in Galveston take an unpleasant turn."
 



CHAPTER 36: CHUCK
 
Wednesday, May 30, 1900
 
Chuck noticed many things as he strolled with Charlotte through the cemetery. He noticed dozens of towering monuments, hundreds of beautiful headstones, and a flat lawn that seemed to stretch endlessly in every direction. He also noticed the numerous palm trees that provided vertical contrast to a mostly horizontal space and weeds that had begun to overrun wildflowers in the more neglected sections of the burial ground.
Most of all, however, he noticed the silence. Even for a graveyard on one of the most solemn days of the year, City Cemetery in Galveston, Texas, was quiet – eerily quiet.
"I expected more people," Chuck said. "This is Memorial Day, after all."
"Most mourners pay their respects in the morning, when the air is cooler," Charlotte said. "I come here in the evening because it's the time of day when Isaac and I went on our walks."
"Where is he buried?"
"He is interred over there."
Charlotte pointed to a spot near a large palm and then led Chuck to an assortment of obelisks and tablet stones. The objects marked the final resting places of veterans from the Mexican-American War to the recently concluded conflict with Spain. In the middle of the section lay a massive, ornate headstone bearing the name of U.S. Navy Lieutenant Isaac Preston Emerson.
"It's impressive," Chuck said. "Did you choose the design?"
Charlotte smiled sadly.
"No. I'd love to take the credit, but I can't. A local veteran's group approached me shortly after Isaac died and proposed this particular memorial. They wanted to honor my husband's service with something that would not only catch people's attention but hold it."
"Well, it certainly holds mine, Chuck said. "I feel honored to be here, Charlotte. Thank you for inviting me."
"You're welcome."
Chuck looked at the woman in the gray dress and nodded. He really did feel honored, but he also felt awkward. He felt like an interloper, a person who was intruding in a time, place, and situation in which he didn't belong.
"Would you like a moment with your husband?" Chuck asked.
Charlotte nodded.
"I won't be long."
Chuck released Charlotte's arm and watched closely as she walked the remaining twenty feet to Isaac's grave. He watched even more closely as she ran her fingers across the letters that formed her husband's name and then placed a vase of wildflowers near the base of the stone. He could only imagine what she was thinking.
When Chuck saw Charlotte linger at her husband's grave, he decided to give her additional space. He turned around, walked a few yards away, and inspected two more of the many memorials to Texas heroes. They marked the graves of Civil War veterans. Both reminded the twenty-first-century reporter that he was in a very different time.
Chuck glanced to the east and saw a woman in a black dress and a girl of four or five years kneel in front of a newer-looking tombstone. He didn't need to know anything else to know that the deceased was a beloved husband and father.
He then glanced to the west and noticed a field in the distance that had obviously been prepared for new residents. He wondered how many of its empty plots would soon be filled by victims of the hurricane. He wondered what, if anything, he should do to keep them empty.
Not a day went by that Chuck Townsend didn't think of the weight on his shoulders. He had the power to save thousands of lives and the moral responsibility to save none.
He knew he couldn't save everyone and knew he wouldn't even try, but he also knew he would never let the coming calamity claim those he now counted as his friends. He certainly wouldn't let it take the woman he had come to adore.
"Charles?"
The soft voice snapped Chuck out of his daydream.
"Yes."
"I'm done," Charlotte said.
"Where would you like to go now?" Chuck asked.
"Let's walk back to the house."
Chuck offered his arm and escorted Charlotte away from the reminders of the past. They walked in silence until they exited the cemetery and turned east on Broadway.
"Once again, thank you for inviting me," Chuck said.
"Once again, you're welcome."
"Do you go to the cemetery often?"
"I try to go once a month. Sometimes I make it," Charlotte said. "Sometimes I don't."
"I'm not a fan of cemeteries, but I can see why people come here. It's beautiful. I don't think I've ever been to a cemetery that affected me like this one."
"It is nice."
"Did you see the woman and the girl back there?" Chuck asked.
"I did."
"Sights like that really make you think."
Chuck thought of the many military funerals he had covered after the invasion of Iraq in 2003. He had seen enough tearful young widows and fatherless children to last a lifetime.
"Yes. They do," Charlotte said with a big sigh.
"Did I miss something?"
Charlotte tightened her hold on his arm.
"It's nothing important."
"Your sigh suggests otherwise."
Charlotte smiled sadly.
"OK. I suppose it is important," Charlotte said. "The girl reminded me of me at that age, when I buried my grandfather. She also reminded me of the daughter I always wanted to have."
"You wanted to have a daughter?" Chuck asked.
"I wanted to have several. Isaac wanted sons, of course. Military men always want sons. But I wanted daughters – daughters I could spoil and confide in. You can't imagine how much I envy Isabella Beck. She is the luckiest woman I know."
"Did you and Isaac consider adoption?"
Charlotte frowned.
"He did."
"You didn't?" Chuck asked.
"No. I resisted the idea. I didn't know if I could raise a child that wasn't my own."
"Did he try to persuade you otherwise?"
"He did. He did every day of his last leave until I finally saw the light. We traveled to Houston shortly before he shipped off and made arrangements to adopt the baby of a local woman upon his return. When Isaac died, my dreams of becoming a mother died with him."
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be," Charlotte said tersely. "Like I told you before, Isaac and I had seven wonderful years together. We had a good life, even if that life did not include the family we wanted."
Chuck took a moment to process Charlotte's comments and her tone as they neared the grassy park surrounding the Texas Heroes Monument. He had obviously touched a nerve by bringing up the subject of children. So he decided to move to safer ground.
"Lieutenant Emerson must have been quite a man."
Charlotte sighed and kept walking.
"Yes. He was."
"I mean it though," Chuck said. "Most men these days seem to care only about money or influence. Very few give their wives a second thought, if they think about them at all. Your husband obviously cared about your happiness. He cared a lot. That says much about him."
Charlotte frowned and stared at Chuck for an uncomfortably long moment. When she could apparently look at him no longer, she looked away.
"Did I say something wrong?"
Chuck didn't need to repeat the question. When Charlotte again turned his way, he saw tears well in her eyes. Somehow, someway, he had stepped in it.
"What is it, Charlotte?"
Charlotte took a breath and wiped away a tear.
"The reason I asked you to come today was not to show you how much I miss my former life but rather to bring you into my current life," Charlotte said. "I wanted you to be a part of something that is important to me because you are important to me."
"Charlotte …"
"Let me finish."
"All right," Chuck said.
"I loved Isaac more than life itself. He was a good man and a good husband who would have made a good father. I will always cherish his memory, but I will not dwell on it. I believe that life should be lived in the present and not in the past. I …"
Chuck put a finger to her trembling lips.
"Say no more. I get it. It's taken me a while, but I get it," Chuck said. He grabbed Charlotte's hands and pulled her close. "I don't know what you see in me, but it must be something good. No woman – not even Megan – ever did this much to win me over. If being a part of your life makes you happy, then I'm going to do my best to make you happy. I'm going to do it today, tomorrow, and the day after that. You mean a lot to me, Charlotte Emerson, and I don't want to lose you."
With that, Charles leaned forward and kissed a woman born in 1868. He wrapped her in his arms and kissed her long and hard, the way he should have kissed her before and would hopefully kiss her again. When he was done, he held her tightly under a statue of Victory and peered toward the bay and the setting sun.
He knew this wasn't the wisest course to follow. He knew Geoffrey Bell would not approve. But he didn't care. After sixteen years, Charles Townsend had finally found the missing piece of his empty, regret-filled life – and he wasn't about to let it go.
 



CHAPTER 37: EMILY
 
Saturday, June 2, 1900
 
Emily laughed as she watched Justin descend the creaky wooden steps of the bathhouse to the beach. She didn't know how many times he had ever gone swimming in the ocean, but it was clear to her that he had never done anything like this.
When Justin stepped into the water, he tugged at his red-and-white, horizontal-striped crew-neck shirt and then did the same with his matching knee-length shorts. He glared at Emily like she had dressed him in ballet tights.
"I don't know about these duds," Justin said.
"I do," Emily said. "You look splendid."
"I look like an inmate."
"Nonsense. You look like every other man on this beach, except that you're ten times as handsome," Emily said. She looked at her sister. "Isn't that true, Anna?"
Anna nodded enthusiastically.
"I appreciate the vote of confidence, ladies, but I still feel like I belong in prison," Justin said. "Was this all they had at the store?"
"Oh, no. They had many other outfits, including several in black and gray," Emily said. "But you asked me to buy something 'dashing,' so I did."
Emily and Anna giggled.
"Next time I'll use a different adjective," Justin said.
"No. You shouldn't," Emily said. "Dashing suits you. You're a dashing man."
Emily meant it too. In her book, Justin Townsend was not only dashing but also distracting, disarming, and more than a little mysterious. She didn't know where their budding friendship was headed, but she did know she wanted it to continue. She enjoyed every minute in his company, even those spent needling and bickering.
"You two aren't so bad yourselves," Justin said. He grinned. "Are bloomers in this year?"
Emily huffed.
"These are the finest bathing outfits in the city, sir."
Justin laughed.
"Don't get me wrong. You look gorgeous – a little overdressed, but gorgeous."
Emily put her hands on her hips.
"I don't know how women dress in California, but this is how we dress in Texas. I think you're saying that just to agitate me."
Justin nodded.
"It's the only way I can bring out your petulant side. I wasn't kidding when I said I liked it."
Emily sighed.
"Well, my 'petulant side,' as you put it, is on vacation. I intend to be pleasant and reasonable today, no matter how often you try to provoke me."
"You do that," Justin said. "I like your 'pleasant and reasonable' side too."
"That's comforting."
Justin waded into the warm water until it was waist-high and then turned his head in several directions, as if looking for something or someone. When he was done, he looked at Emily with puzzled eyes.
"Doesn't anyone actually swim around here?"
"What do you think we're doing?" Emily asked.
"We're standing in the water looking dashing," Justin said. "Swimming is moving your arms and your legs and actually going somewhere."
"We don't do that."
"Do you even know how to swim?"
Emily looked down.
"No."
"Then let me show you," Justin said.
Emily hesitated.
"I don't know."
"Come on. It will only take a minute."
Emily smiled warily.
"All right."
As Anna looked on with animated eyes, Emily waded into deeper water. She stopped when she reached the dashing man in the form-fitting prison stripes.
"Let's start with the elementary backstroke," Justin said.
"Why the backstroke?" Emily asked.
"I can think of three reasons. First, it's easy to learn. Second, it allows you to keep your face out of the water. And third, it will save your life if a current grabs you."
"Isn't that what the safety lines are for?"
Emily pointed to the chains that hung loosely from low posts.
"Those things won't save you in a rip," Justin said.
"What's a rip?"
Justin smiled.
"Let's start with the backstroke."
"OK," Emily said. "What do I need to do?"
"The first thing you need to do is trust me."
"Trust you?"
Justin nodded.
"I'm going to support you with my hands while you float on your back."
"You're going to 'support' me?" Emily asked.
"I won't touch you more than necessary, but I do need to support you while you learn how to float. Are you all right with that?"
Emily smiled. She could see that he was still as hesitant as ever to touch her. She had found it amusing, endearing, and seriously frustrating that he had not kissed her on the lips following their enjoyable and memorable date on the twenty-sixth.
She couldn't believe that any man would pass up that opportunity – an opportunity that this man, anyway, clearly deserved. Then again, Justin wasn't just any man. He was a charming mystery who had kept her awake many nights over the last four weeks.
"I'm all right with that," Emily said.
"OK then. Fall back slowly into my hands."
Emily gave Justin a playful glance and complied.
"That's good," Justin said. He smiled. "Now extend your arms and legs."
Emily did as instructed. She was more than a little nervous laying flat in churning water but not at all nervous laying flat in the arms of Mr. Know It All.
"Are you enjoying yourself, Mr. Townsend?"
Justin sighed.
"As a highly-trained professional, I'm forbidden to say, 'Yes, I'm enjoying myself.'"
"What about as a man who clearly likes me?" Emily asked.
Justin grinned.
"No. There are no restrictions on that."
Emily laughed.
"Stop moving, Miss Beck. You're disrupting this lesson."
Emily slowly regained her composure.
"Oh, all right. I'll be a good girl."
"You do that," Justin said.
Emily took a moment to glance at Anna and saw that her grin had not disappeared. She was enjoying the lesson as much as her big sister.
"OK. I'm ready."
"That's good," Justin said. "Now, the next thing I want you to do is …"
Emily froze when she saw a man shout at others to get out of his way. The man, a burly lifeguard in a tank top, carried a smaller man in his arms as he rushed frantically out of the water.
"Please move aside!" the lifeguard said. "Please make way!"
Justin followed the two men with his eyes and gently returned Emily to her feet.
"I'd better check this out," Justin said.
"Check out what?" Emily asked.
"I'll explain later. Stay with Anna."
Emily moved toward her sibling and watched with interest as Justin sprinted toward a growing crowd. She didn't know what he hoped to accomplish, but she figured it was important.
It wasn't long, however, before she realized that Justin's participation in the rescue might make a bad situation worse. When she took a closer look at the scene on the beach, she saw Justin drop to a knee, shake his head, and shout something at the lifeguard.
"Let's go, Anna."
Emily grabbed her sister's hand and led her toward the action. When they arrived a minute later, she could see that Justin and the lifeguard were mired in a serious argument.
"You're doing it all wrong," Justin said.
"Let me do my job, mister, or this man is doing to die," the lifeguard snapped.
"He's going to die if you do! Please. Let me at him. I know what I'm doing."
The lifeguard looked at the crowd that had gathered around, shook his head, and got up.
"All right. He's yours."
Emily tightened her hold on Anna's hand as she stood in the company of more than fifty bathers and formally dressed beachgoers. Like the others, she watched in awe as the blond-haired man in the dashing striped suit cleared the victim's mouth with two fingers, tilted his head back, and pinched his nostrils. She watched in horror as Justin placed his lips on the victim's and began to blow into his mouth.
"He's kissing him," Anna said as her eyes grew wide.
"Hush!" Emily said.
Justin seemed oblivious to the crowd around him. When he was done "kissing" the man, he put his hands on his chest and began pumping it in a rhythmic fashion. Not once did he look up and ask for help or even see if the lifeguard he had replaced was still around. He instead maintained his routine until the unconscious man spit up water and clutched his chest.
"Get back!" Justin said to those who had gathered too closely. "I need some space."
Justin continued to work on the victim until he started breathing normally. When the man tried to sit up, the unlikely hero supported him and made him comfortable. Five minutes later, the man was able to stand on his own, smile at the crowd, and embrace his hysterical wife, who had run halfway across the beach to smother him with hugs and kisses.
"Settle down, Bess. I'm quite all right," the thin mustachioed man said. He released his wife and grinned. "I'm feeling rather fit, actually, thanks to this fine gentleman."
The man turned to face Justin.
"I believe I owe you my thanks," he said. "My name is Sylvester Benton."
"I'm Justin Townsend."
The men shook hands.
"I don't know where you're from, Mr. Townsend, but I'm glad you came to the beach today. You saved my life."
"What happened?" Justin asked.
"I'm not sure. One minute I was swimming toward shore. The next I was drifting away. No matter how fast I moved my arms and legs, I couldn't make headway."
"You were stuck in a rip tide," Justin said. "You would have drowned unless you had swum parallel to the beach. Once those things get a hold of you, they don't let go."
Emily looked at Justin with awe as he brushed sand from his shorts. She had never known a person who could save a drowning swimmer and provide casual observations about sea currents in the same breath, but she did now. In a matter of minutes, the persistent young man who had pestered her for weeks got a lot more interesting.
When Mr. Benton offered his final thanks and the crowd began to disperse, Emily dropped Anna's hand and walked slowly toward Justin. She reached him just as he completed brushing his shorts and looked up.
"I see danger in those eyes," Justin said. He smiled. "Should I be alarmed?"
Emily nodded.
"Really?"
"Really."
Emily stepped forward and kissed Justin gently and briefly on the lips.
"What's that for?" Justin asked. He chuckled. "I didn't even finish your lesson."
"Oh, yes, you did," Emily said in a soft, seductive voice. She gazed at him intently. "You gave me the best lesson I've had in years."
Emily grabbed his hand.
"Get dressed, Mr. Townsend. I'm taking you to dinner."
 



CHAPTER 38: CHUCK
 
Thursday, June 7, 1900
 
Chuck looked at the clock on the wall and then at the door. Though the hands on the clock had changed in the past twenty minutes, the number of people in the room had not. Six men still occupied three widely separated tables in Uncle Ben's Saloon.
"Why does he want to meet us?" Justin asked.
"I don't know," Chuck said. "He didn't say in the note. He just asked us to be here at nine."
"How long should we wait?"
"Let's give him another ten minutes. It's nine twenty now."
Chuck finished his whiskey. He didn't know why Wyatt Fitzpatrick had requested a meeting in this quiet watering hole near Market and Tenth, but he figured he must have had a good reason. The shipping tycoon hadn't made a fortune by wasting other people's time.
He didn't waste much more of the Townsends'. At nine twenty-two, Wyatt entered the saloon, which had more spittoons than patrons, and walked slowly to Chuck and Justin's table.
"I apologize for my tardiness," Wyatt said. "Please let me make amends by buying a round of drinks."
Chuck and Justin held up their empty glasses, looked them over, and exchanged nods.
"Bring a bottle and we'll call it even," Chuck said.
"Fair enough," Wyatt said.
Wyatt walked to the bar. He returned to the Townsends a moment later with a tumbler and a bottle of whiskey from a local distillery. He placed his rain-soaked jacket on the back of a chair, sat down, and filled three glasses.
"I see the weather has gotten worse since we arrived," Chuck said.
"The storm season is upon us, Mr. Townsend," Wyatt said as he placed the whiskey bottle on the edge of the table. "I imagine we will see much worse before it's over."
You have no idea.
Chuck sipped his whiskey.
"I appreciate the drink, Wyatt, but would you care to tell us what this is all about?"
Wyatt smiled sadly and pulled an envelope from his jacket. He opened the envelope and placed the contents on the table for the others to see.
"What it's about, my friend, is this."
"What's that?" Chuck asked.
"It's the final report of a private investigator in San Francisco. I contacted him shortly after granting you that first interview. I had forgotten I had done so until this came in the mail today."
"You checked us out?"
"I did," Wyatt said. "Though I instinctively trusted you and your son, I thought it prudent to learn more about you before sharing the secrets of my life and the Gulf Star Line."
Chuck sank in his chair.
"What did you learn?"
"I learned that my trust in both of you was apparently misplaced. The investigator found no evidence that a man named Charles Townsend had worked for the Courier or any other San Francisco publication. He found no evidence that you had even lived in that area or that Justin had attended college in California. In short, gentlemen, he found no evidence that you exist."
"I see," Chuck said.
"I will not tolerate a liar, Mr. Townsend, if that is your real name. I will, however, offer you a chance to explain yourself. I want the truth and only the truth."
Chuck sighed. He glanced at Justin, who stared back with what-do-we-do-now eyes, and then at another table, where two men talked quietly. He had feared that this moment might come, but he had not expected it to come so soon and certainly not after he had apparently earned the trust of the man he had come to save.
Chuck considered his options before responding. If he lied again about who he was or why he had come to Texas, he would risk undoing all the progress he had made. If he told the truth, he would risk even more. Then he remembered something he had put in his jacket – something he had used just that morning – and decided to play it straight.
"All right. If you want the truth, then I'll tell you the truth," Chuck said. "Just remember to bring an open mind to this conversation. You're going to need it."
"Please continue," Wyatt said.
Chuck paused to collect his thoughts one last time.
"When I spoke to you earlier about my past, I didn't lie – or at least not in spirit. I really am a former reporter from San Francisco. Justin really is a college student. We really did board a train in Los Angeles and come to Galveston to research you and your company."
Wyatt slid the report toward Chuck.
"My investigator says otherwise."
"Your investigator searched in the wrong place – or rather the wrong time," Chuck said. "He would have found us easily had he looked for us in 2016."
"I beg your pardon?"
"We're time travelers, Wyatt. We're two men who haven't yet been born or made their mark on the world – at least not this world. We walked through a time portal in Los Angeles seven weeks ago and came to Texas with the sole purpose of saving you from a hangman's noose."
Wyatt laughed.
"You expect me to believe such rubbish?"
"I do," Chuck said.
"Like I said, gentlemen, I will not tolerate liars," Wyatt said with an edge in his voice. He got out of his chair. "Rest assured that I will do everything in my power to discredit this book of yours and see that you are both run out of town."
"Sit down, Wyatt."
"Don't push me, mister."
Chuck went for the jugular.
"Sit down, Wyatt, before you make a foolish decision."
Wyatt, steaming, returned to his seat.
"You have five minutes."
"I won't need half that," Chuck said. He scanned the room for onlookers and then pulled his cell phone from his jacket pocket, turned it on, and held it in front of Wyatt. "Tell me, my friend, have you ever seen anything like this?"
"What is it?"
"It is a wireless telephone."
"That's ridiculous," Wyatt said.
"It's not ridiculous at all."
"Prove it then. Prove that this device is a telephone."
"I can't. I can't prove it now," Chuck said. "This device requires a network and technology that do not yet exist. What I can do is show you something you've never seen before."
"Keep talking."
Chuck turned on the phone, set it to camera mode, and pointed it at Wyatt.
"Smile for the folks back home."
"Do what?" Wyatt asked.
"Just sit still."
Chuck snapped a few photos. He then switched to display mode, held the phone so that Wyatt could see it, and pressed a button.
"Recognize that guy?"
Wyatt grabbed the phone out of Chuck's hand and took a closer look at the image.
"That's impossible."
"It's not where I come from," Chuck said. He retrieved the phone and stared at Wyatt with smug satisfaction. "Let me show you a few more."
Chuck scrolled to the first of several archived images and once again held the phone in front of his curious relative. He did not want to agitate Wyatt any more than he had to, but he wanted to make his case as boldly and concisely as possible.
"This is San Francisco, California, one hundred and sixteen years from now," Chuck said. He pressed a button. "This is my automobile. Please note that it's a bit fancier than the horseless carriages that ply the Strand every now and then."
"Do you have more?" Wyatt asked.
Chuck noted the chastened tone of his voice.
"Oh, I have many more."
Chuck proceeded to show Wyatt color photographs from the 2016 cruise to Mexico, the 1900 walk through Los Angeles, and his second trip to Ivy's Saloon, which he had made alone. He had discreetly taken nearly a dozen photos of people sitting at the bar.
"This is impressive," Wyatt said.
"It is. Now let me show you something even more impressive."
Chuck scanned the barroom and saw that the crowd had thinned. Only two others occupied the public space. Each sat at a table more than thirty feet away.
Convinced that he could play a video without drawing unwanted attention from others, he switched his phone to movie mode, pointed the screen at Wyatt, and played a thirty-second clip of Charlotte, Rose, and Emily helping patrons at the front desk of the Texas Maritime Library. He smiled as he watched Wyatt's eyes grow wide.
"Say hello to the prettiest librarians in Texas," Chuck said.
Wyatt looked at Chuck like a defeated man.
"You're legitimate."
"We're as real as that bottle of whiskey," Chuck said.
Wyatt sighed and rubbed his temples.
"I'm not sure whether I need to stop drinking or fill my glass."
Chuck laughed.
"Go ahead and fill your glass," Chuck said. He smiled warmly. "Or, better yet, let me fill it for you. I suspect we're going to be here for a while. We have a lot to talk about."
 



CHAPTER 39: JUSTIN
 
Sunday, June 10, 1900
 
The Beach Roof Garden and Restaurant atop Murdoch's bathing pavilion had everything one could ask for in a turn-of-the-century eatery. It had great food, fine liquors, and perhaps the best view of the Gulf in the entire city. On the eighth Sunday of Justin Townsend's most excellent adventure, it also offered the best company a twenty-one-year-old could ask for.
"Did my dad ever tell you that you look like my mother?" Justin asked.
"No. He didn't," Charlotte Emerson said from the other side of a table. "There are a lot of things your father hasn't told me, which is why I wanted to take you to dinner today."
"You love him, don't you?"
Charlotte blushed.
"You don't need to answer that," Justin said with a smile. "I can see that you do. I think that's awesome. I really do."
"You're not concerned that I will encroach on your mother's memory?"
"No. I'm happy to see that my dad has found someone special. A few weeks ago, I was sure he would spend the rest of his life regretful and lonely. I'm not so sure of that anymore."
"Tell me about your mother," Charlotte said.
Justin took a breath. He didn't mind talking about Megan Townsend or his past life, but he didn't want to say anything that might make Charlotte feel inferior. He wanted to encourage this woman to remain in his father's life, not chase her away.
"It's hard to know where to begin. Mom was a very special lady. She was intelligent, kind, and incredibly selfless. She raised me all by herself, took care of my grandparents, and even set aside time to volunteer in the community. She put everyone else's interests ahead of her own."
"She sounds wonderful," Charlotte said.
"She was. But taking care of others didn't bring her the one thing she needed most."
"What's that?"
"Happiness," Justin said. "My mom wore a smile like it was glued to her face, but the smile was just a facade. She cried a lot when she thought others weren't around and spent time alone whenever she could. She never dated anyone seriously after she divorced my dad. She just accepted her lot and poured all of her energy into her family."
"That's sad," Charlotte said.
Justin nodded.
"It is. She did a good job of keeping her true feelings from all of us," Justin said. "That's one reason I like you. You're easy to read. When you smile, I know you're happy."
Charlotte put her hands on her hips.
"Are you saying I don't have a poker face, Mr. Townsend?"
"That's exactly what I'm saying."
Charlotte laughed.
"Oh, I suppose it's true. I've never been very good at hiding my feelings."
"That's not a bad thing, Charlotte. It's a really good thing, in fact," Justin said. He smiled. "You remind me of someone else I know."
"Dare I guess who?"
"I think you know."
"She's smitten with you," Charlotte said.
"She is?"
Charlotte nodded.
"Emily has liked you from the start but never more than now. She told me on Friday that you're the only man she's known who could make her laugh and think at the same time. That's quite a compliment."
"It is," Justin said. "I'm not sure I deserve it though. All I've really done the past few weeks is argue with her and pester her for a date."
Charlotte leaned forward.
"Oh, you've done more than that."
"What do you mean?"
"I'll tell you exactly what I mean," Charlotte said. "You've restored her faith in humanity, given her hope for a better future, and taught her that men can be more than vile, selfish creatures."
Justin chuckled.
"I think she's making too much of the thing at the beach."
"Is she?" Charlotte asked. "You saved the life of a prominent businessman and then refused to take credit for it. Do you know how many men in this town would have refused to be interviewed by the papers or lauded publicly by the mayor? I can't think of one."
"I just did what I was trained to do. I was a lifeguard in California and did that sort of thing all the time," Justin said. "It was no big deal."
"It was to Emily. The first thing she did on Tuesday, her day off, was go to the public library. She wanted to learn more about CPR or whatever you called it. She spent all day reading medical manuals but couldn't find a thing."
Justin regretted using the terms CPR and cardiopulmonary resuscitation on his dinner date with Emily on June 2. He should have known that a woman who dreamed of going to medical school would have done everything in her power to learn more about the procedure.
"So are you saying that I've inspired her?" Justin asked.
"I am," Charlotte said. "You've inspired her in many ways. You've also softened her heart."
Justin sighed and smiled.
"Well, for what it's worth, I like her too. I like her a lot. I think about her all the time. Even when she's in one of her crazy moods, I want to be with her. She's like a narcotic."
Charlotte laughed.
"Have you told her that?"
Justin nodded.
"Yeah. She knows I like her. She also knows she's the reason I don't want to leave town."
Charlotte frowned.
"Has your father said anything about leaving Galveston?"
"No," Justin said. "He's been really quiet on the subject lately."
"For what it's worth, I hope you stay."
"I hope we stay too. Emily asked me to this big whoop-de-do on Saturday. It's some sort of dinner dance at the Garten Verein. I'd like to go."
"You'll go," Charlotte said.
"How do you know?"
"I know because I have your tickets in my purse. You and Emily are going with your father and me. The 'whoop-de-do,' as you call it, is the most prestigious social event of the season. It's open only to Galveston's Germans, civic leaders, and those who donate generously to various causes. The board of the maritime library was kind enough to provide me with four tickets. Not that Emily would have needed them."
"I'm really looking forward to it now," Justin said. "I know we'll have a good time."
"I know we will too."
Charlotte smiled sadly.
"Justin?"
"Yes?"
"When I said that I want you and your father to stay, I didn't just mean for the summer. I meant for the fall and the winter and all of next year. I meant forever."
Justin reached across the table when he saw Charlotte get misty. He knew there was nothing he could say – or should say – to make the situation better, but he wanted to say something. He grabbed her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.
"I wish I could tell you we'll stay that long. I know my dad wants to stay. He definitely doesn't want to leave you. But our situation is kind of complicated."
"I understand," Charlotte said.
"If it makes you feel any better, I'm pretty sure we'll stay at least through the end of August. I'd bet on it, in fact," Justin said. "After that, though, all bets are off. There are changes coming – big changes – and we haven't decided how to roll with them."
 



CHAPTER 40: WYATT
 
Thursday, June 14, 1900
 
Wyatt surveyed the rascals in the boardroom of the Gulf Star Line and shook his head. He knew by the way they acted that they had cooked up some kind of trouble.
They would offer something new or perhaps propose a variation on an old theme. They might even sweeten the deal with something no man could refuse. In the end, though, he knew he would do just that. No matter what his brother wanted or what his lawyers suggested, Wyatt Fitzpatrick would not sell the company his father had built.
Cyrus Green, lead attorney for Beck Atlantic, started the meeting by distributing typewritten copies of a two-page proposal he had worked out with Daniel Stanton, chief counsel for the Gulf Star Line. When each of the lawyers and company owners, including Max Beck, had a copy in his hands, Green turned to Wyatt and smiled.
"Can I count on you to bring an open mind to this proceeding?" Green asked.
"Of course," Wyatt said.
"I know you all have had a chance to familiarize yourselves with the broad outlines of this proposal, but I want to draw your attention to a few changes Daniel and I worked out on Tuesday. They can be found near the bottom of the second page."
As Green blathered on about leases and shared resources, Wyatt let his mind drift to his strange but illuminating conversation with the Townsends one week earlier. He wasn't sure he believed their tale, but he found it compelling enough to record it in a journal later that night.
Wyatt had the most difficulty believing the time-travel claim that was at the core of their story. He knew that science had advanced by leaps and bounds even in the past five years, but he had never heard of anything as preposterous as someone traveling through the ages.
He tried to reconcile their claim with the incredible device they had shown him. Whatever one could call that telephone with pictures, it was not an object from his time.
"Do you have any opinion on the first change, Wyatt?" Green asked.
"I don't. Please continue," Wyatt said.
Wyatt, of course, had all sorts of opinions on the first change, a suggestion that the new company build smaller vessels to service shorter routes. He had read the drivel on his way to the meeting and dismissed it as typical corporate myopia. The future, he knew, was in larger ships and longer routes, like the ones that had become synonymous with the White Star Line.
When Green nodded his head and continued his pointless monologue, Wyatt returned to his thoughts about his strange new friends. Even if the time travelers were not what they claimed to be, they were far more interesting than any proposal he might hear in a boardroom.
Wyatt returned again to the night at Uncle Ben's. The Townsends had not only shocked and amazed him but also frightened and alarmed him. Of greatest concern was Chuck's assertion that Wyatt had been tried, convicted, and executed in the fall of 1900 for murder.
Wyatt had spent every waking moment mulling over that. He had never come close to killing someone. Nor did he have plans to do so. Though he could think of several people he wanted to humiliate and ruin, he knew that the proper way to do so was by beating them at their own games – not by depriving them of life. The fact Chuck could not provide him with dates, places, or even the name of the victim of this alleged murder proved even more unsettling.
Then there was Chuck's claim that he was the great-great-grandson of Benjamin Townsend. Wyatt had little difficulty buying that. Chuck bore a distinct resemblance to Wyatt's beloved brother, who had just begun a four-month tour of Europe with his family.
According to Chuck, it was Benjamin who had passed down the story of Wyatt's wrongful conviction and execution. He had provided few details about the trial or even the crime. He had said only that someone named Mack or Max had confessed to the murder before dying in the 1920s. Like the Townsends, Wyatt could think of at least three people who fit the description.
Wyatt glanced at the jabbering attorney and then at the man he represented. He could see that Max Beck was no more interested in what Cyrus Green had to say than he was. He knew he could not agree to anything Green proposed today, but he wondered whether it was not time to reconsider his stand. Maybe merging the companies did make sense – at least in the long run.
Then he thought about the last thing Chuck had said at Uncle Ben's. He had warned of a hurricane that would sweep the city off its sandy base, a storm that would claim thousands of lives, destroy countless buildings, and damage commercial interests up and down the coast.
Though Chuck could not remember the precise date of the calamity, he insisted that it would come in early September and come with little warning. Details of the storm had been contained in newspaper articles that had been stolen from his beach house.
Wyatt sighed when he thought about what others could do with knowledge of the hurricane. He sighed again when he considered the keeper of that secret could be someone in this room.
Wyatt returned his attention to Green and listened to the rest of his spiel. When the attorney finished explaining the changes to the latest proposal, he sat up in his chair and nodded.
"Do you approve of these modifications?" Green asked.
"I understand them," Wyatt said. "I will need additional time to consider them before I can tell you whether I approve or disapprove of them."
"I see. How much time do you think you will need?"
Wyatt grabbed the proposal and rose from his chair.
"I won't need much," Wyatt said. "I understand and appreciate the work you gentlemen have put into this latest proposal. I will give you my thoughts on this tomorrow morning."
 



CHAPTER 41: CHUCK
 
Saturday, June 16, 1900
 
Built in 1880 by a group of German businessmen, the tiered dancing pavilion was one of Galveston's architectural treasures. Rising above a park near the intersection of Twenty-Seventh Street and Avenue O, the octagonal Garten Verein featured whimsical Victorian ornamentation, walls of paned windows, and extensive electrical lighting. Fully lighted on a late spring evening, it looked like a giant fairy-tale lantern.
Even the pavilion, however, could not measure up to the seating arrangement at Chuck's table as a conversation starter. Seated around his long, linen-covered table was a collection of diners that only a fun-loving god or a shortsighted party planner could possibly organize.
Chuck and Charlotte sat on one side of the table, along with Justin, Emily, Wyatt Fitzpatrick, and Rose O'Malley. Max Beck and Isabella Beck sat on the other, along with Levi MacArthur, Goldie Gates, Silas Fitzpatrick, and Julia Brown, the plain-but-pleasant Gulf Star Line receptionist who had come as Silas' date. Anna Beck sat at the end of the table near her parents.
Max, of course, had objected to the seating arrangement from the start. He wanted nothing to do with Wyatt, who had rejected the new-and-improved proposal to merge their companies, or Levi, who had once tried to put him in prison.
Then there was Emily, who had the pleasure of dining not only with her new boyfriend but also two men who had sought her hand in marriage in the past calendar year. She looked at Levi like she might look at a lice-covered vagrant who had just emerged from a dump.
Chuck did not know what to make of Goldie. She appeared to get along better with her date, a man who had put her in prison, than with her library colleagues. Goldie did not speak to Rose. Nor did Max, Levi, or Silas. The joyless pessimists had no use for Rose's off-color jokes, spirited toasts, and humorous observations.
"This is quite a group," Chuck whispered into Charlotte's ear. "I don't think there's been a more interesting dinner for thirteen since the Last Supper."
Charlotte smiled nervously.
"Be nice, Charles. We need a grown-up at this table."
Chuck couldn't disagree. When he scanned the faces around him, he saw more children than adults. Even Anna, who played with the sauerkraut on her otherwise empty plate, acted more like a grown-up than most of the people in her party.
Deciding to pacify the most contentious member of the group, Chuck turned toward Max and started to say something nice. But before he could raise a glass to the city's German community, Julia Brown tapped her goblet and made a toast of her own.
"Before the music starts and we go our separate ways, I'd like to remind you all that we have a genuine hero in our presence," Julia said. She smiled at Justin. "Here's to young men who show up at the right time in the right places."
"Hear, hear!"
Everyone at the table clinked glasses.
Chuck looked on with amusement as Justin blushed and with utter fascination as Emily gazed at him adoringly. He knew she had warmed up to his son in recent days, but not how much. He felt good about the change but worried about the problems it might bring in the long run.
"I spoke to a lifeguard on duty that day who said you used a rather unusual technique to save Mr. Benton's life," Levi said. "He said you actually put your mouth on his and blew air into his lungs. Is that right?"
"That's right," Justin said.
"Where did you learn this 'procedure'?"
Chuck glanced at Justin and gave him a green-light nod. He knew his son well enough to know that he could handle the question adroitly, even if the question came from a crafty prosecutor and jilted fiancé who was clearly fishing for trouble.
"I learned it in California," Justin said. "I was a lifeguard there for several years."
"I see," Levi said. He raised a brow. "It seems there are many things you do in California that we don't do in the rest of the nation."
"I'm sure the other states will catch up," Justin said cheerfully. "I'd be happy to teach you the technique if you'd like."
"No, thank you."
Chuck, Wyatt, and most of the women laughed heartily. Goldie forced a weak smile. Silas, Levi, and Max looked at Justin like he was an annoying pest begging to be swatted.
When the busty waitress who had plied the diners all night with beer and schnapps returned with apple strudel and chocolate cake, Chuck took a moment to scan the ballroom. He saw what he had expected to see – the city's rich, famous, and well-connected mingling with its large and influential German community. Then he glanced at the entrance and saw something he didn't expect to see – the man who had interrupted his first interview with Silas Fitzpatrick.
Chuck didn't know why the individual he knew as Thomas Mack, private investigator, kept popping up everywhere he or Justin went, but he knew he didn't like it. There was something strange about the dateless man by the door, something that didn't quite add up.
Chuck gave the mystery man another moment and then turned to the much more pleasant distraction at his side. When he looked at Charlotte Emerson, he saw more than a woman in a light blue embroidered evening dress. He saw someone he never wanted to leave.
For more than two weeks, Chuck had obsessed over his new dilemma. He tried to think of a solution that didn't involve staying in 1900 or bringing Charlotte to 2016, but he couldn't. He knew at some point he would have to make a serious sacrifice or ask her to do the same.
The problem always came down to the same thing. He couldn't imagine Charlotte leaving her family, friends, and familiar world any more than he could imagine leaving his. He hadn't even broached the subject with Justin, whose views on the matter would be as important as anyone's.
Chuck put his arm around his date and pulled her close as the band started up. He knew he would have to come up with an answer soon, but he knew he wouldn't have to do so tonight or even for several more weeks. He decided to make the most of an incredible evening and hope that wisdom would come to him when he needed it.
"I hear music, Mrs. Emerson. Would you care to dance?" Chuck asked.
"I may in a little while. Right now, I want to sit and enjoy your company."
Chuck tilted his head.
"Are you sure? I'm kind of boring."
Charlotte smiled.
"Let me be the judge of that."
Chuck laughed and settled into his chair as most of the others got up from theirs and headed for the polished hardwood dance floor. He nodded to Justin and Wyatt, the last ones to leave, as they escorted their dates away from the table.
"It looks like it's just the five of us now," Isabella Beck said from the other end of the table. She sat next to her glowering husband and fidgety daughter.
"I take it you're not much for dancing," Chuck said.
"Oh, I am. But Max is not in the mood right now."
"I see."
Anna got out of her chair and whispered something in her mother's ear. She smiled when Isabella nodded and gave her some sort of instructions.
"Remember to leave the grown-ups alone," Isabella said.
"I will," Anna replied.
The girl ran off and disappeared into a crowd that had formed in the middle of the hall.
"She's adorable," Chuck said. "If I had a daughter, I'd want one just like Anna – or Emily, for that matter."
"What a coincidence," Isabella said. She smiled. "If I had a son, I'd want one just like Justin."
Chuck laughed.
"I guess we have more in common than I thought."
"I'm sure we have a lot in common," Isabella said. "It was so nice to finally meet you after all that we have heard about you. We think the world of your son. Don't we, Max?"
Max glared at his wife and then at Chuck.
"Yes," he muttered.
"We're also delighted that you've extended your stay in Galveston," Isabella said. "I can't tell you how much that means to Emily. How long do you plan to stay?"
Chuck glanced at Max and Charlotte and saw that Isabella wasn't the only person at the table who wanted an answer to that question. He smiled softly at Charlotte, grabbed her hand under the table, and turned to face Isabella.
"Justin and I plan to stick around at least through Labor Day," Chuck said. "Whether we stay longer will depend entirely on how our summer goes."
"I see," Isabella said.
Chuck glanced again at Charlotte and saw a frown. He could see she was hoping for a more definitive answer. He vowed to engage in damage control at the earliest opportunity.
"Have you completed the research for your book?" Isabella asked.
"I have," Chuck said. "I actually finished my work a month ago but had to start over after my cabin was burglarized. The thief took most of my notes."
Though he spoke to Isabella, Chuck looked directly at Max. He had hoped to see a guilty expression on his face and was mildly disappointed when he didn't find one.
"I'm sorry to hear that your belongings were taken," Max said. "If you wish to know more about passenger shipping or even the community, I'd be happy to educate you."
"I appreciate that, Max."
Chuck did too. Though he still considered Max a prime suspect in the crime, he appreciated his willingness to talk. As a reporter, Chuck had often pulled useful tidbits from reluctant subjects. He could only imagine what Max might reveal under direct questioning.
"Can I count on you, then, for an interview?"
Max smiled.
"Of course. I owe you at least that much."
"You don't owe me a thing," Chuck said.
"I disagree, Mr. Townsend. I owe you a lot. Or at least I owe your son a lot."
"I don't understand."
"It's simple. Since your son began seeing my daughter, my daughter has stopped talking about college and medicine," Max said. He sipped his beer. "That is a feat worth rewarding."
 



CHAPTER 42: JUSTIN
 
Justin looked away from the green-eyed beauty he held in his arms and laughed.
"Well, what do you know? Our fathers are breaking bread."
He wheeled Emily in the direction of the dining table from hell.
"Don't read too much into what you see," Emily said. "My father is probably negotiating my future. He does that every now and then."
Justin resumed dancing – or whatever it was he was trying to do. He had done little but trip over his feet since guiding Emily to the dance floor. When the band switched from polkas to waltzes, he focused solely on holding his partner upright.
"You don't like your dad, do you?"
"Can we discuss something else?" Emily asked.
Justin nodded.
"We can discuss how I feel about you."
Emily smiled.
"That's a much better topic."
"I'm glad you think so because I've wanted to tell you how I feel for days," Justin said. "I'm insanely crazy about you."
Emily giggled.
"Insanely crazy is redundant, Mr. Townsend, but I understand your point," Emily said. She sighed and looked at Justin thoughtfully. "I feel the same about you."
"You do?"
Emily nodded.
"It took me a while to get there, but I got there. I hope you'll forgive me for the way I treated you those first few weeks."
"Don't apologize, Emily. It's a sign of weakness."
She pinched his arm.
"Ouch!"
"Don't say that again or I'll revisit my feelings," Emily said.
"OK. In your case, it's a sign of great strength."
"That's better."
"Seriously, though, I don't blame you for viewing me with skepticism," Justin said. "I am a male, after all, and you haven't had the best luck with that half of the species."
"No. I haven't. But that's no excuse for treating you shabbily."
Justin pondered a reply but decided to remain silent. He knew she was genuinely remorseful, and he didn't want to say or do anything that might jeopardize their newfound momentum.
When the quartet finished playing, Justin clapped with the others and then led Emily to an unoccupied corner of the pavilion. He spoke when he was sure others couldn't eavesdrop.
"You were quiet at dinner tonight. Did Levi get under your skin?"
"No. I enjoyed watching him squirm."
"It's kind of funny that he ended up with Goldie," Justin said. "I can't imagine asking someone I put in prison to anything, much less a formal dance. That's just too weird."
"I actually admire what he did," Emily said. "Levi could have asked several other women to this dance, but he didn't. When he heard that all of the librarians except Goldie were coming here tonight, he came over to the library and asked her out."
"Does he like her?"
"I think they are just friends," Emily said. "I asked her the same question yesterday and she shook her head. Then again, Goldie's very secretive about who she dates."
"What about Silas? He kind of keeps to himself too."
"He's a very private person, which was one of the reasons I wanted nothing to do with him. If I'm going to spend the rest of my life with a man, I want to know everything about him – warts and all. I doubt there are five people in this room who could tell you even five things about Silas. He's an enigma and a not very likeable one at that."
The band resumed playing.
"Shall we dance some more?" Justin asked.
"Of course."
Justin put one hand in Emily's and the other on her waist. When they began to find a rhythm in their newer, quieter dance space, he resumed the conversation.
"If Silas is an enigma, then what am I?" Justin asked.
Emily smiled.
"You're an enigma, too, albeit a much nicer one."
Justin tilted his head.
"Seriously? What is it about me that you don't understand?"
"How much time do you have?"
"I'm not that mysterious, Emily."
"You're very mysterious. I know almost nothing about you. Fortunately for you, Mr. Townsend, what I do know, I like."
Justin smiled. He decided to let the matter drop.
Justin pulled his date close and resumed an activity he called stumble avoidance. He knew he would never land a spot on Dancing with the Stars, but he didn't really care. He would rather trip and fall with Emily Beck than win a contest with anyone else.
For the next few minutes, Justin did nothing but look at his partner and enjoy a truly magical moment. He didn't speak until the band switched to a tune that sounded vaguely familiar.
"What's this song?" Justin asked.
"It's 'Daisy Bell,' of course."
"I thought it was 'Bicycle Built for Two,' or something like that."
"No. It's 'Daisy Bell.'"
"OK," Justin said. "I'll take your word for it. Either way, I've heard it before."
"I should hope you have."
"What do you mean by that?"
"What I mean is that 'Daisy Bell' has been the most popular song in the country for eight years running," Emily said. "Don't they play it in California?"
Justin grinned.
"Only in elevators."
"What?"
"I'm just kidding."
Emily smiled and shook her head.
"I'm not sure I'd like California if they don't play songs like 'Daisy Bell.'"
"Trust me," Justin said. "You'd like California no matter what songs they played."
"I suppose."
Justin stepped on Emily's foot for the ninth or tenth time and fell backward. He caught himself just before he reached the point of no return.
"Ugh! Sorry," Justin said. "I'm just not much of a dancer."
"That's all right."
"Maybe you can teach me the waltz and some of these other crazy dances when you get the chance. I'd like that."
"I'll tell you what," Emily said. "I'll teach you the waltz if you teach me how to save people who are unconscious."
"You mean mouth-to-mouth resuscitation?"
"I mean mouth-to-mouth resuscitation," Emily said. She smiled and raised an eyebrow. "I'd really like that."
Justin stopped dancing, pulled his hand out of hers, and rubbed his chin.
"I believe I can fit you into my schedule."
"Good! How about tomorrow?"
"Oh, Lord," Justin said with a laugh. "You are a handful."
"Then will you teach me?"
"Yes. I'll teach you. But first you have to help me with my dancing."
Justin knew he was done dancing with Emily the second the words left his mouth. He looked over her shoulder and saw Anna stare at him with the saddest eyes he had ever seen.
"What's the matter?" Emily asked.
"It appears you have competition for my affections."
Emily turned around, looked at her sister, and giggled.
"I might as well surrender then. I can't compete with that," Emily said. She gazed at Justin lovingly, grabbed his hand, and gave it a gentle squeeze. "I think it's time for me to visit with friends. I'll meet up with you a little later."
Emily turned to Anna.
"You take good care of him now. Will you do that?"
Anna beamed, nodded, and blushed in one spasm of emotion.
Emily smiled and waved.
"Bye, y'all!"
Justin laughed as the woman he loved walked around the twirling mass of dancing couples and made her way for points unknown. When she disappeared from sight, he looked down at the mini Emily who looked up at him like he was a lottery prize.
"Do you know how to dance, Anna?"
"I think so."
"I was hoping you'd say that," Justin said.
"You were?" Anna asked.
Justin nodded.
"I was."
"Why?"
"Why?" Justin asked. "I'll tell you why."
He smiled warmly and grabbed both of Anna's hands.
"I was counting on my number-one girl to give me a lesson."
 



CHAPTER 43: CHUCK
 
Tuesday, June 26, 1900
 
Standing in the kitchen of his rustic beachfront property, Charles Townsend lifted a copper kettle from the top of a coal stove, poured coffee into two porcelain cups, and then watched his son replace a board in the wall behind the bunk bed.
"What are you doing?" Chuck asked.
"I'm just checking my hidey-hole," Justin said.
"You know, son, we can always put the crystal in a safe-deposit box."
"No, thanks. I don't trust any authority figures in this town – not even bankers."
"I don't either, to be perfectly honest," Chuck said.
When Justin finished his business and returned to the dining table, Chuck picked up the cups and joined him. He handed one of the cups to Justin and sat down. He laughed when his son took a sip of the brew and grimaced.
"It's not exactly French roast, is it?" Chuck asked.
Justin stared at his father.
"It's not exactly coffee."
Chuck laughed again.
"I'll buy you a better cup in town, if you want one," Chuck said. "I just wanted to make sure you were awake when I told you what I'm going to do."
"What's that?" Justin asked.
"I'm going to ask Charlotte to marry me."
Justin spit out the coffee that wasn't coffee.
"You're going to what?"
"You heard me," Chuck said. "I'm going to ask her to be my wife. I don't know when or how, but I'm going to do it sometime in the next three weeks."
"Just like that?"
"Just like that."
"That's a big decision, Dad – a really big decision, one that affects me. Shouldn't you at least see what I think before you start popping any questions?"
"That's what I'm doing now," Chuck said.
"You're not though. You just said you've already decided to propose. What if I don't agree to your plans? What if I don't want to stay here?"
"I'm not asking you to stay in Galveston, Justin. I'm not asking you to stay in 1900. I would never do that to you. Whatever we do, we'll do together."
"Then what are you saying?" Justin asked.
"I'm saying that when I ask for Charlotte's hand, I'm going to tell her who we really are and insist that any life we have together be spent in 2016."
"Don't you think that's unfair to her?"
"Of course it's unfair," Chuck said. "It's extremely unfair. That's why I want to ask her sooner rather than later. I want to give her as much time as possible to consider doing something I will not do, which is to leave my family and the world I know forever."
"You know Professor Bell will blow a gasket."
"I'm sure he will. He'll rant and rave and swear and scream and insist that I send Charlotte back, provided that she comes with us in the first place," Chuck said. "I don't care. I will not let his silly rules interfere with my happiness."
Justin sipped his coffee, lowered his cup to the table, and smiled sadly.
"I'm happy for you, Dad," Justin said. "I really am. I like Charlotte. I like her almost as much as you do. I would love to have her as a stepmother."
"Then why the long face?"
"I think you know," Justin said.
"You want to take Emily with us too?"
"You know I do. You also know that she would never agree to leave Galveston. If I want a future with her, I'd have to stay right here. I'd have to stay in 1900. I don't want to do that any more than you do. I miss home. I miss my life in California."
"Are you sure about Emily?" Chuck asked. "She's pretty independent-minded and career-oriented. She just might welcome the idea of going to a time where women have opportunities."
"She might like 2016 but not enough to leave what she loves. She would never abandon her family, particularly Anna. I know Emily well enough to know that."
Chuck berated himself for not seeing this coming. He knew his son loved Emily as much as he loved Charlotte, but he also knew that Justin was right. His situation was different – much different. Justin loved someone with much deeper ties to the town and the times. He could not imagine Emily leaving Galveston and 1900 under any circumstances.
"I wish I could give you some answers, but I can't," Chuck said. "I agree with your take on the situation. I don't think Emily would leave either."
He sipped his coffee.
"What I can tell you is that today is June 26. We have until September 18 to leave 1900. That's a long time. Be patient, Justin. Don't lose faith. A lot can happen in twelve weeks."
 



CHAPTER 44: CHUCK
 
Houston, Texas – Saturday, June 30, 1900
 
The house that Hiram Fitzpatrick built was not the biggest in downtown Houston or the most ornate, but with massive columns, dormers, and arched windows, the redbrick Georgian mansion inspired awe, respect, and, in one time traveler's case, curiosity.
"Who lives in this place?" Chuck asked.
"No one does when Wyatt and Silas are away," Charlotte said. "Except for the housekeepers and gardeners, who reside in the building behind us, the property is unoccupied."
"What a shame."
Charlotte smiled and raised her glass of wine.
"Here's to empty houses."
Chuck, sitting on the other side of a white wicker table, raised his mint julep.
"Here's to houses I'll never live in."
Charlotte gave him a scolding glance.
"Don't be such a pessimist, Charles. You may be one book away from fame and fortune."
Chuck smiled. He knew he would never possess the riches of the Fitzpatrick brothers, but he didn't care. He had something far more valuable – the love of a good woman. His challenge was how to keep that love in the face of several challenges.
Chuck started to praise Charlotte's optimism but stopped when he saw Wyatt Fitzpatrick step out of the house and approach the table. The co-host of the Gulf Star Line's annual Founder's Day celebration wore a dapper suit, a stylish hat, and a grin that stretched from ear to ear.
"There you are," Wyatt said. "I see you found the bar. Is there anything I can get you?"
"I think I have everything I need, Wyatt. Thank you," Chuck said.
"How about you, Charlotte? Can I get you anything?"
"No, thank you.
"Where's Rose?" Chuck asked.
Wyatt smiled.
"She's playing charades with a few of my employees."
Chuck laughed.
"I figured she was up to something."
"You're welcome to join them," Wyatt said.
"I just may," Chuck said. "I've always wanted to play that game."
Charlotte smiled slyly.
"Is that another thing that hasn't made its way to California?"
"There are a lot of things that haven't made their way to California, Mrs. Emerson."
Charlotte raised a brow.
"Such as?"
Wyatt chuckled.
"I'll leave you two to your debate," Wyatt said. "Should you need to find me, I'll be mingling with guests in the parlor or keeping an eye on Rose."
"Thanks, Wyatt. We'll see you a little later," Chuck said.
Wyatt tipped his hat to Charlotte and left the scene.
"He seems rather upbeat," Chuck said. "I wonder why."
Charlotte sighed.
"I believe I know. I think our ladies' man has finally decided to settle down."
"Really?"
Charlotte nodded.
"Rose told me that Wyatt has been hinting at marriage lately. She thinks he'll propose by the end of the summer," Charlotte said. She offered a playful glance. "Men do that, you know."
"Yes, they do."
Chuck smiled nervously. When Charlotte's lingering gaze began to make him uncomfortable, he looked away, to his left, and saw an opportunity to change the subject.
"I see a line forming at the buffet table," Chuck said. "Would you care for something to eat?"
"I think I'll wait," Charlotte said. "My stomach is a bit unsettled."
"All right."
Grateful for the temporary reprieve, Chuck settled into his chair and let his eyes wander. He scanned the large backyard and saw more than fifty people talk, drink, and enjoy themselves on a refreshingly cool early summer evening.
A moment later, he glanced to his right and saw some of his least favorite people gather near the edge of a fountain. Levi MacArthur spoke to Max Beck and Silas Fitzpatrick as Thomas Mack and Goldie Gates looked on.
"It looks like the usual suspects have assembled again."
"What do you mean?" Charlotte asked.
Chuck pointed subtly with his eyes.
"Look over by the fountain."
Charlotte did as requested. When she returned her eyes to Chuck, she frowned.
"I'm sure they're discussing business, as usual."
"I'm sure they are," Chuck said. "What I don't get is Levi's presence in that group. He hates Max and Max hates him. Yet there they are, talking like old friends."
Charlotte smiled sadly.
"I'm not at all surprised to see them together. Levi and Max have much more in common than meets the eye."
"Do you mean Emily?" Chuck asked.
"No. I mean Beck Atlantic," Charlotte said. "Levi is a major stockholder in the company and would stand to profit handsomely if the firm merged with the Gulf Star Line."
Chuck sighed.
"Suddenly a lot of things make sense."
"One thing you must always remember is that business trumps all in Texas. When there are profits to be made, even the worst of enemies can be the best of friends."
"I see. That still doesn't explain Goldie. She has no vested interest in either company."
"She doesn't," Charlotte said. "I don't know what she sees in any of those men, except for the obvious. I guess when you're poor and powerless you gravitate toward those who are not."
"I take it she doesn't confide in you."
"She doesn't. Unlike Rose, who tells me everything about the men in her life, Goldie doesn't say much at all. She keeps her private life private, which I suppose is the way it should be."
Chuck glanced again at the group by the fountain and saw the party of five become a party of one. The men tipped their hats to Goldie and walked toward the house, leaving the library assistant, flower merchant, and ex-convict behind.
When Chuck returned his eyes to Charlotte, he saw that her stomach situation had apparently worsened. She took a deep breath and placed a hand on her belly.
"Are you all right?"
"I think so. I just need to spend some time in the ladies' room," Charlotte said. "If I'm longer than ten or fifteen minutes, go ahead and get something to eat. I don't think I'll be eating much this evening."
"OK."
Chuck got up, walked around the table, and pulled out Charlotte's chair. He looked at her with obvious concern as she rose to her feet, forced a smile, and then walked toward the house.
When Charlotte disappeared through a pair of French doors, Chuck moved toward his seat but didn't reclaim it. He instead stopped by the back of the chair and glanced again at Goldie. Deciding that she might welcome some company, he walked slowly toward the fountain.
"I see your friends left you to your thoughts," Chuck said when he reached his destination. He stood near Goldie but not too close. He wanted to give her some space.
"They went into the house to smoke cigars, drink brandy, and discuss business," Goldie said.
"In other words, they wanted to talk to themselves."
"You're very observant, Mr. Townsend."
"How are you doing, Goldie? We haven't really had the chance to talk much."
"I'm doing all right, I suppose."
"That doesn't sound very convincing," Chuck said.
"It wasn't meant to."
"Are you having some difficulties?"
"When you've done time in a penitentiary, you always have difficulties," Goldie said. "I'm sure Charlotte told you all about my past."
Chuck sighed.
"She told me a few things, but she did so with tact and empathy."
"I'm sure she did. Charlotte likes to make everyone look good, even embezzlers."
Chuck paused for a moment before speaking. He could see that Goldie was in a very dark place and didn't want to dampen her mood even more by saying the wrong thing.
"For what it's worth, Goldie, I admire you. I admire what you've done to rebuild your life. A lot of other people in your shoes would have made different choices. You didn't. You came back to your hometown and made the best of a bad situation."
Goldie turned to face Chuck and smiled.
"I see Charlotte has worked her magic on you."
Chuck laughed.
"Indeed, she has."
"You want to marry her, don't you?" Goldie asked.
Chuck turned serious.
"That's a very personal question, but since we're discussing personal matters I'll answer it. As a matter of fact, I do want to marry her. I haven't worked out all the particulars, but I do want to marry her before Justin and I return to California."
"I think that's wonderful," Goldie said. "No one deserves happiness more than Charlotte."
"I agree."
"Have you told her how you feel about her?"
"I have. But I haven't hinted at marriage. Like I said, that's a work in progress."
"I see."
"I trust you will keep this to yourself," Chuck said.
"Of course."
"Thank you. I appreciate your discretion."
Goldie looked at Chuck thoughtfully.
"It's the least I can do for two people in love."
Chuck smiled and shook his head.
"I really meant it when I said I admire you. You're an admirable person."
"Don't be so certain."
"I'm not sure I follow."
Goldie smiled sadly.
"Looks can be deceiving, Mr. Townsend."
She sighed.
"Prison changes people."
 



CHAPTER 45: JUSTIN
 
Galveston, Texas – Wednesday, July 4, 1900
 
Justin laughed to himself as he tightened his hold on the handlebars and swerved to avoid a pedestrian. He had ridden two-wheelers in difficult situations, including a ten-mile mountain-bike race near San Bernardino, but he had never faced the horror of riding a bicycle-built-for-two through Galveston with a thrill-seeking woman barking orders at him from the back seat.
"Go faster!" Emily shouted as they roared down the Strand.
"I'm going as fast as I can," Justin said. "Do you want to crash?"
"Yes!"
Justin smiled and shook his head. He didn't know what had gotten into Emily Beck, but it was clearly something good. She had been nothing but hell on wheels since they had rented their stretch limo of a bike near the Midway and commenced a tour of the town.
He turned around to look at his back-seat driver.
"Can we at least take a breather?" Justin asked.
"Oh, all right."
Justin scouted the street for pedestrians and looked back again.
"Don't get petulant on me or …"
"Or what?"
Justin smiled.
"Or I'll kiss you."
Emily beamed.
"Please do!"
Justin laughed again and turned off of the Strand and onto the grounds that encircled the medical school. When they neared the imposing entrance of Old Red, Justin steered the bike to the right, toward a shady spot under a majestic oak, and brought the joyride to a halt.
"How are you holding up?" Justin asked.
"I'm perfectly fine," Emily said. "How are you holding up?"
"I'm a wreck."
Emily giggled.
"Did I push you past your limit?"
"You pushed me," Justin said. "Thankfully, you didn't push me into the Gulf."
"That's next on my agenda."
Justin chuckled and shook his head. When he was convinced that his riding partner had no more surprises in store, he hopped off the bike and relaxed for the first time since he had taken Emily to an Independence Day picnic. At her insistence, he had participated in everything from an egg-and-spoon race to a three-legged race to a seed-spitting contest.
He helped Emily off the tandem and then walked the bike to the oak tree. He leaned it against the trunk and turned to face a young woman who looked at him with mischievous eyes.
"You can wipe that smile off your face, Miss Beck. I'm done with the circus acts."
Emily forced a frown.
"You're a killjoy, Mr. Townsend."
Justin smiled warmly.
"What I am is exhausted," Justin said. "Let's sit on the lawn. It looks fairly dry."
"OK."
Justin returned to Emily, grabbed her hand, and led her around the tree to a grassy spot that looked like it had just been mowed. He then helped her to the ground, sat down beside her, and threw an arm over her shoulder.
"Now, this is more my pace," Justin said.
"I thought you liked riding bicycles."
"I do. I just like snuggling under a tree better."
Emily rested her head on his shoulder.
"I do too."
Justin pulled her close and gazed at Old Red, which loomed over the grounds like a Texan Taj Mahal. For a moment, he let his mind drift to his college days, his life in Southern California, and his once rock-solid plans to be a surgeon.
"Do you still think about it?" Justin asked.
"Think about what?"
Justin pointed to the building.
"Do you still think about attending medical school and becoming a doctor?"
Emily frowned.
"I do, but not as often as I used to."
"Why not?" Justin asked.
"Because I don't see the point of obsessing over something that will never be."
Justin took a breath.
"I know you don't want to hear this, particularly from me, but you can still become a doctor. You can do anything you want to do if you put your mind to it."
"Thank you for the vote of confidence, sir, but my change in attitude is not driven solely by hopelessness."
"It's not?"
Emily shook her head.
"I've done a lot of thinking lately and reached a few conclusions."
"Such as?"
"Such as I'm more like my mother than I care to admit," Emily said. "I may huff and puff and make a lot of noises about being a doctor, but when it comes right down to it, I want the same things she does. I want a husband and children and a home."
Justin repositioned himself so that he could see Emily's face. He looked for a thoughtful and reflective woman and instead found one who looked resigned and sad. He grabbed her hand.
"There's no reason you can't have all those things and a career, Emily. Life isn't an either-or proposition. Most doctors, even women doctors, have families."
Emily looked at him with thoughtful eyes.
"You're growing on me, Justin Townsend."
"I hope it's nothing serious. I may have to call in a surgeon to remove the growth. Do you know any lady doctors I can call on a moment's notice?"
Emily laughed.
"What am I going to do with you?"
Justin put a hand on her face.
"Love me."
Emily sighed.
"That won't be difficult."
"Good."
"Justin?"
"Yeah?"
"Thank you for believing in me," Emily said. "Thank you for putting up with my rants and my tantrums and my boorish behavior. Thank you for allowing me to dream, if only for a while."
"You're welcome."
Justin leaned forward and kissed Emily tenderly.
"To dreams," he said.
 



CHAPTER 46: CHUCK
 
Friday, July 6, 1900
 
Chuck loved two things about Uncle Ben's. It was quiet, and it was secluded. Unlike Ivy's and numerous other saloons in Galveston, it was quiet and secluded seven days a week, and that was a good thing when one wanted to talk about private matters in public places.
Chuck thought about the establishment's virtues as he looked across a small table at his friend and relative. He could see that Wyatt Fitzpatrick had a lot on his mind.
"You look troubled, Wyatt. Are Silas and Max leaning on you again?"
Wyatt sipped his whiskey and smiled sadly.
"They never stop, my friend. They won't stop until I sell my father's legacy."
"What's their latest pitch?" Chuck asked.
"They have offered me a permanent seat on the board and a twenty-percent interest in the new company. They have also proposed retaining the Gulf Star name."
"That sounds like a pretty good deal. What did you tell them?"
"I told them to find something productive to do," Wyatt said.
Chuck laughed.
"I'm sure that went over well."
"It did not. Max, in particular, was incensed. He vowed to crush me if it was the last thing he did," Wyatt said matter-of-factly. "I suspect he will have that opportunity at some point."
"I wouldn't worry too much about Max," Chuck said. "If he hasn't found a way to beat you yet, I doubt he ever will."
"I like your optimism."
Chuck felt a little guilty about spreading the sunshine. If history repeated itself, Wyatt would soon have bigger things to worry about than corporate takeovers and family legacies. He berated himself once again for not unlocking the very mystery he had come to Texas to solve.
"Something tells me you have more on your mind than Silas and Max."
"I do," Wyatt said.
"Care to elaborate?"
"I've done a lot of thinking about what you told me the last time we were here."
"You don't believe me. Is that it?" Chuck asked.
"On the contrary," Wyatt said. "I believe every word. I just don't know what to make of your story or what to do about it."
"That's understandable."
"Tell me again about this hurricane."
"What do you want to know?" Chuck asked.
"Everything."
Chuck sipped his sour mash whiskey and looked around the room. He saw three men at the bar and one by the door but no one close enough to hear the conversation at his table.
"Like I told you before, I don't know everything. I didn't know everything before the burglar stole my papers and took all of the information I had. What I can tell you is that the hurricane will be bad. It will be the worst disaster this city has seen and may ever see. Most everything on the island will be swept into the sea."
"Do you remember the date of this calamity?" Wyatt asked.
"I don't," Chuck said. "I don't want to hazard a guess either. I can tell you only that it will be in early September. The bottom line, Wyatt, is that you don't want to be here when the storm hits. Move your ships, your belongings, and anyone you care about – including Rose. If you do nothing else in the next few weeks, make her understand that she simply cannot stay."
Wyatt nodded.
"What about the other things?" Wyatt asked. "Can you tell me more about this murder I am supposed to commit or the trial that awaits me?"
Chuck frowned.
"I wish I could, but I can't. I know only a few details of an old family story and the contents of a letter I no longer possess. The one thing I can say for certain is that the real killer's name is Mack or Max or something like that. I'm sure you can think of some individuals who fit that description."
"I can," Wyatt said.
"What can you tell me about Thomas Mack?" Chuck asked. "He has followed me like a bad habit since Justin and I arrived in town."
Wyatt leaned forward and stared at Chuck.
"You want to know about Thomas Mack? I'll tell you. He is as cunning as Levi MacArthur and as unscrupulous as Max Beck. He is the one man in Galveston others turn to when they want something done quickly and quietly."
"It sounds to me like you have a suspect in mind," Chuck said. "Do you think he could really frame you for killing someone?"
"He could do it without breaking a sweat."
"Even if that's true, who would he have you kill? Silas? Max? Levi? I think that would result in a high-profile trial that would extend well past the fall and draw unwelcome attention to your enemies and detractors. Each would have to answer questions of his own."
"Perhaps you are right," Wyatt said. "Mr. Mack is nothing if not careful. He would not risk everything he has built simply to put me in prison – not for a small price anyway."
Chuck sighed.
"There are two other possibilities to consider. The first is good."
"Please continue," Wyatt said.
"There's a chance that this so-called murder will never happen."
"I don't understand."
"Let me explain," Chuck said. "When 1900 happened the first time, I wasn't here. I wasn't alive, I didn't visit Galveston, and I certainly didn't meet and influence you and all the people around you. I may have already altered history enough to prevent this tragedy from happening."
"I see. That would be good."
Chuck took another breath.
"The second possibility, sadly, is not so good. There's the chance that I've been wrong all along. There's the chance that this 'deathbed confession' by someone named Mack or Max was nothing more than hearsay or the wishful thinking of your brother Benjamin. There's the chance that the legal system got it right the first time."
"You're not saying that I'm about to kill someone, are you?"
"I'm not," Chuck said. "I'm saying that I just don't know. As much as I like you and want to believe that you couldn't kill a man in cold blood, I don't know that you couldn't."
"What do you suggest then?"
Chuck looked at Wyatt sympathetically.
"I suggest you do what any man would do in this situation. I suggest you secure your guns and behave yourself."
 



CHAPTER 47: CHUCK
 
Thursday, July 12, 1900
 
"What are sunsets like?" Charlotte asked.
Chuck stopped walking and smiled at the beautiful woman on his arm.
"Now that's a question I don't hear every day. Are you new to this planet, Mrs. Emerson."
Charlotte shot him a pointed glance.
"What I mean, Mr. Townsend, is what are sunsets like in California? What's it like to look at the ocean and see the sun fall below the waves?"
Chuck looked at her thoughtfully and sighed.
"I'll tell you what it's like. It's like looking into the eyes of God and seeing all that is perfect in an imperfect world. I've seen a hundred such sunsets and can't think of two that were exactly alike. Each casts a unique spell that stays with you forever."
Charlotte tightened her hold on his arm.
"I thought so. I just needed to hear it from an authoritative source."
Chuck laughed.
"Spoken like a true librarian."
Charlotte acknowledged the compliment with a gentle smile and then looked to the east, where evening – minus the setting sun – began to fall over the Gulf of Mexico.
"I'd like to see a California sunset someday."
"You will," Chuck said. "I promise."
Charlotte continued to gaze at the shallow gray waves, which rolled onto the cocoa-colored beach with hypnotic regularity. When she finally returned her attention to Chuck, she did so with soft eyes that reflected vulnerability and doubt.
"I'm going to hold you to that."
"Please do."
The couple resumed walking. For the next fifteen minutes, they walked along the beach west of the Midway. They commented occasionally about the weather and the things they saw but otherwise kept to themselves. When the silence began to make Chuck feel uncomfortable, he brought up one of the many things they had in common.
"How are things at the library? Chuck asked.
"They are slowing down," Charlotte said. "This is the time of year when people would rather sail a boat than read about one. That will start to change in September when summer ends, school resumes, and the air starts to cool. We'll be busy again in October."
Chuck thought again about the news article that described the hurricane's impact on shipping and business. No matter what he did in the coming weeks to save Charlotte and her friends, he would not be able to save their workplace. There would be no busy October this year.
"Do you ever take a vacation?"
"I do," Charlotte said.
"How many weeks does the board give you?"
"I'm not sure I follow."
"How many weeks of paid vacation do you get?" Chuck asked.
Charlotte looked at Chuck like he was from Mars.
"I'm allowed three weeks of unpaid leave a year. I generally request a week in the spring, the summer, and the fall. My next leave begins on Monday."
"I see," Chuck said. "Are you planning to travel somewhere?"
"Not this time. I had planned to see my parents and brother in Missouri, but I've decided to postpone that trip until the fall. I'm going to work in the garden instead. I have neglected it since May and want to try to salvage it before it turns to seed."
"Doesn't Rose help out with things like that?"
"She has in the past but not this year," Charlotte said. "As you no doubt know, she has spent quite a bit of time with Wyatt lately. That hasn't left much time for gardening."
"I'm sure it hasn't."
As they turned around and headed back toward the Midway and Nineteenth Street, Chuck noticed that the spark had gone out of Charlotte's eyes. While she answered his questions and made occasional observations, she seemed oddly disengaged. She spoke to him like she might speak to an acquaintance and not someone she had dated for several weeks.
"Charlotte?"
"Yes?"
"Is something wrong?"
Charlotte nodded.
"What is it?" Chuck asked.
"It's nothing important."
"Everything is important. Please tell me."
Charlotte gave him a fleeting glance and continued walking.
"I'm just trying to reconcile some things that you've said."
Chuck looked away for a moment and sighed. He knew what was coming.
"What things?"
Charlotte took a breath.
"On our walk from the cemetery on Memorial Day, you told me that you were going to do your best to make me happy 'today, tomorrow, and the day after that.' At the dinner dance at the Garten Verein, you told the Becks that you might leave Galveston as soon as Labor Day. Those comments appear to be at odds."
"They do. They surely do," Chuck said. "But they're not."
Chuck stopped and turned to face Charlotte.
"I don't understand."
"You don't understand because I haven't been clear about my intentions. I haven't told you all the things I've wanted to tell you because I've been afraid, uncertain, and just plain lazy."
"I'm sure you had good reasons," Charlotte said.
"I did. I still do. But I'm no longer going to let them stop me from doing something I've wanted to do almost since I first stepped foot in the library."
Chuck dropped to one knee.
"When I told you I would do my best to make you happy, I meant it. When I told the Becks that I might leave as soon as Labor Day, I meant that too. What I didn't tell the Becks – or you – is that I didn't plan to leave you behind."
Chuck reached into his vest pocket, pulled out a double solitaire sapphire ring, and took Charlotte's left hand. Nervously, he placed the ring on a finger that had not been adorned in more than two years. He smiled when he saw that his action brought about the desired reaction.
"Oh, Charles. It's beautiful."
Chuck rose to his feet, put his hands on Charlotte's face, and kissed her gently.
"Consider the ring compensation for all the anxiety I've caused you."
"It is more than that, is it not?" Charlotte asked.
"Yes, it is. I love you, Charlotte. I love you with all my heart. I want to marry you and make you happy, just like I promised. I want to build a life together."
Charlotte beamed.
"I want that too."
"I know you do," Chuck said. "I can see it in your eyes."
He sighed.
"For anyone else, that would be enough. For me, though, it can't be. Before I can accept your answer to my proposal I must provide you with some facts. I must tell you who I am and where I must go before the summer turns to fall."
"This sounds serious," Charlotte said.
"It is. It's very serious, but I hope not too serious."
Charlotte grabbed his hands and offered a curious smile.
"Tell me then. Tell me what you must. If we're going to spend a lifetime together, I want to know everything now. I want no secrets between us."
 



CHAPTER 48: WYATT
 
Wyatt patted his jacket and frowned.
He felt naked. In any other situation, he would have welcomed nakedness – particularly in the presence of the ravishing Rose O'Malley – but he didn't welcome it tonight. Without a pistol on his person, he felt vulnerable, unprotected, and exposed.
"What are you looking for, Wyatt?" Rose asked. "A few missing pounds?"
Wyatt laughed.
"If I were, I wouldn't know where to find them."
"I'd know. You could find them right here."
Rose pointed to her hips.
"Now, darling, don't pick on yourself," Wyatt said. "You're perfect as you are."
"I'm glad someone thinks so."
Wyatt smiled and reached for his glass of whiskey, which sat atop a candlelit table in one of Galveston's finest restaurants. When he'd had his fill of liquid courage, he put down the glass and gazed at the woman he loved. Then he noticed two tough-looking men staring at him from a nearby table and patted his jacket again.
"Wyatt, did you forget something?"
"No," Wyatt said with a sigh. "I'm just feeling a bit naked without my Colt .45."
"Did you leave it at home?"
Wyatt nodded.
"It's back in Houston, in my safe, along with my other children."
Rose laughed.
"You're not turning into a peacemaker, are you?"
"No," Wyatt said. He smiled. "I'm just trying something new. Charles convinced me that it might be in my best interests to leave my guns at home for a few weeks."
"He did, did he? I didn't think he had that kind of sway over you."
"He doesn't. In this instance, however, I agree with him."
"Well, for what it's worth, I think he's right," Rose said. "You don't need a gun – at least in a place like this. It's not like you're going to shoot the waiter if your steak is undercooked."
Wyatt laughed.
"Speaking of Charles, where is he tonight? I expected to see him when I picked you up. Has he decided to prepare his own meals?"
Rose looked at Wyatt with serious eyes.
"He's on a mission this evening."
"What do you mean?"
"He's going to propose to Charlotte," Rose said. "He's probably doing it right now."
"How do you know this?"
"I know it because I helped him pick out a ring. I did it yesterday. While you were playing with your boats and Charlotte was shelving books, I helped our friend pick out a winner."
"What does the ring look like?" Wyatt asked.
"It looks like a lot of other engagement rings, except that it has two sapphires instead of one diamond. It's as pretty as peaches. I don't know where a man who lives in a shack got the money to buy it, but he had it. Charles paid for the ring with cash."
Wyatt smiled. He now knew where the money Charles Townsend had requested on Monday had been invested. He felt good about playing a role in a couple's happiness.
"Describe this ring again," Wyatt said.
Rose looked at him with amusement.
"Why? Are you planning to go in the jewelry business?"
"I'm just curious," Wyatt said.
"All right. I'll tell you then. The sapphires are set in two bands of white gold. There's not a lot of ornamentation, but then Charles didn't want it. He wanted something as unpretentious as his future bride. The rocks are big though – bigger than an opossum's eyes on a moonlit night."
Wyatt laughed. Any doubts he may have had about the woman at his table were long gone. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a velvet box. When he had Rose's complete attention, he opened the box and grinned.
"Were the rocks bigger than these?"
"Oh, Mary, mother of God, you bought the same darn thing."
Wyatt chuckled.
"It appears that Charles and I have the same taste in jewelry. Let me put it on."
Rose offered her left hand and smiled when Wyatt gently slipped the sapphires that were 'bigger than an opossum's eyes' on her ring finger. When he completed the task, she withdrew her hand and admired her newest adornment.
"I love it."
"I thought you would," Wyatt said. "I should add that this ring is not quite the same as the one Charles gave Charlotte."
"How is that?" Rose asked.
"Take it off and see."
Rose slipped the ring off her finger and examined it closely. When she saw her name and Wyatt's engraved on the band, she beamed and shook her head.
"You are just bound and determined to make an honest woman of me, aren't you?"
"Indeed, I am, Miss O'Malley. I love you and want to make you my wife."
Rose blushed.
"You are something, Wyatt Fitzpatrick."
"Does that mean you'll marry me?"
"Oh, of course it does, you old fool. I'd marry you if you'd put a rubber band on my finger."
Wyatt laughed heartily. When he finally collected himself, he reached across the table and grabbed Rose's hands.
"Thank you, Rose, for making me a very happy man."
She sighed.
"You're welcome, Wyatt."
Rose looked at him more intently.
"Have you given some thought as to when you want to make this union of ours official?"
"I have," Wyatt said. "I think a church wedding in late August with all of our friends and acquaintances would be just the thing."
"I agree. What about a honeymoon?"
"I've thought about that too. How does September in New England sound?"
"It sounds lovely," Rose said.
She rubbed his hand.
"I suppose you want me to quit my job at the library."
"Only if that's what you want. I want you to be happy, Rose, whether you're filing company reports or raising our six children."
"Six? Oh, my! You have thought of everything."
"I'm nothing if not prepared," Wyatt said.
"I'll have to give that part some thought, Wyatt, but I do like your thinking."
"I thought you would."
Rose smiled.
"This has been quite a night, Mr. Fitzpatrick. Where do you suggest we end it?"
"How about our special place?" Wyatt asked with a devilish grin. "It's been far too long since we've explored our creative sides, 'Mrs. Smith.' Do you agree?"
"Yes, I do."
Rose blushed again.
"I don't know what life as your wife is going to be like, but I do know one thing."
"What's that?" Wyatt asked.
"It won't be boring."
 



CHAPTER 49: CHUCK
 
Charlotte Trudeau Emerson settled onto a smooth wooden bench on the Midway and stared at the man who had asked for her hand. She looked at Chuck with eyes that revealed suspicion, concern, and considerable amusement.
"Let me see if I understand you correctly. You and Justin are time travelers who came here from 2016 and have to return to a house in Los Angeles by the middle of September or you will be stuck here forever. Is that right?"
"That's the sum of it," Chuck said.
Charlotte laughed.
"I thought you were going to tell me that you had a common-law wife or were up to your ears in debt. I'm grateful it's nothing serious."
"You don't believe me."
Charlotte smiled.
"I don't. I love you dearly, Charles, but I don't believe a word you've said."
Chuck wasted no time digging out his cell phone, which he had managed to keep operational with a small solar charger. He went straight to the photos, which he had edited and organized, and gave Charlotte roughly the same presentation he had given Wyatt.
Five minutes later Charlotte stared at Chuck again. Only this time, she looked at him with eyes that revealed amazement, excitement, and considerable interest.
"Have I made my case, Mrs. Emerson, or do I have to show you more video?"
Charlotte sighed.
"No. I believe you. I may be losing my mind, but I believe you."
Chuck laughed.
"You haven't lost your mind. You've opened it. Everything I've told you tonight is the truth, including the part where I said I loved you and couldn't live without you."
Charlotte looked at him sheepishly.
"I never doubted that."
"That's good," Chuck said.
Charlotte turned away and looked at the water and the eastern sky. Both had darkened and mellowed during the long walk back.
"Tell me more about this house. How does it send you from one time to another?"
"The house itself does nothing," Chuck said. "The actual time portal is a limestone tunnel under the house. Time travelers activate the portal by passing through it with gypsum crystals that have been synchronized with crystals embedded in the tunnel's ceiling. The professor who sent us on this trip gave us two of these gems – a white one with considerable power and a blue one with limited power. The person who ransacked my cabin took the white crystal, leaving Justin and me with just one ticket back to the future. We have until September 18 to use it."
Charlotte looked at Chuck.
"That explains a lot, but it doesn't explain everything," Charlotte said. "Why did you come to Galveston? Why are you so interested in Wyatt and his company? If you are from the future, surely you could have learned everything about this city and its leaders before you left."
"You're right. I could have," Chuck said. "I came here for a different reason, a reason that has everything to do with Wyatt but little to do with a book or Galveston or even 1900."
"I don't understand."
"I came here to prevent Wyatt from being tried, convicted, and executed for a murder I believe he did not commit – or rather has not committed."
"This is all very confusing."
"I know. That's why I'm going to save most of what I have to say for another day. There is no reason to tell you everything now," Chuck said. "There is, however, one thing I must tell you before I can accept your answer to my proposal."
"What's that?"
"If you marry me, you'll have to leave this behind. You'll have to leave 1900, your friends, and your family forever."
Charlotte stared blankly into space.
"I see marriage to a time traveler carries a steep price."
She turned to face Chuck.
"Why must I be the one to leave?" Charlotte asked. "Why can't you stay? You seem to like it here."
Chuck took a deep breath.
"I do. I like this time and this city a lot, but what I like is not the only consideration."
"Please continue."
"Justin wants to go back," Chuck said. "With or without Emily, he wants to go back to 2016. He wants to return to the time and place and the comfortable life he knows. So do I."
"I see," Charlotte said.
"There is one more thing."
"What now?"
Chuck paused before answering. He detected irritation and resentment in Charlotte's voice and didn't want to blow his last best chance at marital happiness on a few ill-chosen words.
"The library, your house, this town, and all you see around us will be rubble in less than two months. A hurricane of epic proportions will roll through Galveston in early September and take thousands of lives and buildings with it. Only the sturdiest structures will survive."
"I understand."
Charlotte rose from her seat, looked up and down the mostly unoccupied boardwalk, and then stepped forward. When she reached the edge of the walkway, she folded her arms and stared at the restless sea. She didn't look at or speak to Chuck for several minutes.
Chuck gave her some space. He didn't speak or get off the bench or make any kind of noise. He didn't want to even accidentally signal impatience after giving the woman he loved an ultimatum. As the minutes began to accumulate, however, he felt compelled to say something.
"If you need more time, Charlotte, then take it," Chuck said. "Take another day or a week or even a month. There's no hurry. You don't have to give me an answer tonight."
"But I do."
Charlotte turned around and gazed at Chuck with eyes that had filled with tears.
"If I don't give you an answer tonight, I'll give you the answer you don't want to hear. I'll go with my head and not with my heart and play it safe, just as I have for more than two years."
Chuck got off the bench and walked across the boardwalk to the woman he now knew he could never leave. When he reached her, he put his hands on her waist and pulled her close.
"You don't have to do anything," Chuck said.
Charlotte didn't answer his statement directly. She instead wiped away a tear, put her hands on his shoulders, and gazed at Chuck for more than a minute with sad, vulnerable eyes.
When she finally spoke, she did so in a soft, measured, deliberate voice. She spoke like a woman who had finally made peace with the choices life had put on her table.
"There's a train that leaves Houston every day for Texarkana, Little Rock, and points beyond. I'd like to be on that train Sunday night. I'd like to go home one last time."
Chuck felt his stomach twist as the guilt set in.
"Then go," Chuck said. "Take all the time you need, Charlotte. Leave tomorrow, if you want. I'll be here when you get back. I'm not going anywhere."
Charlotte wiped away another tear and smiled sweetly.
"You don't understand, Charles. If I go to Missouri, I don't want to go simply to tell my parents and brother why I can never see them again. I want to show them why."
Charlotte touched Chuck's face.
"I want them to meet the man I love and see that I have finally moved on."
"Then I'll go too," Chuck said. "I would love to meet them."
"I know you would."
Charlotte sighed.
"If you go, though, I don't want you to go as an acquaintance or a friend or even my fiancé," Charlotte said. She kissed him softly. "I want you to go as my husband."
 



CHAPTER 50: CHUCK
 
Old Mines, Missouri – Wednesday, July 18, 1900
 
Chuck laughed to himself as he pushed open the screen door and heard a loud, lengthy creak. If there was one sound that set the Midwest apart from the rest of the United States, it was the sound of a porch door opening. He stepped onto the porch and walked to the railing, where a barefoot woman in a plain cotton dress stared blankly at a thick grove of oak and ash.
 "Good morning, Mrs. Townsend. Your mother told me I could find you out here."
Charlotte turned away from the trees, which filtered the rays of a rising sun, and offered her husband a gentle smile. She looked both tired and invigorated.
"Good morning."
"You're not wearing any shoes," Chuck said. "Is that the custom in these parts?"
Charlotte laughed.
"It is for me. I rarely wore shoes in the summer as a child. I preferred to run around in my bare feet, just like my brother and his friends. I guess old habits are hard to break."
Chuck walked up to his wife, put an arm around her shoulders, and kissed her on the side of the head. He smiled at the thought of a younger Charlotte running barefoot through the woods.
"Were you a tomboy?"
"I was a lot of things," Charlotte said.
"Now that's a statement that needs further explanation."
"I guess you could say I was a problem child."
"You? I find that hard to believe," Chuck said.
"Believe it."
"Really?"
Charlotte nodded.
"I was like Emily in many ways. I didn't want to grow up to be a typical wife and mother who looked after a home. I wanted to do things and go places. I wanted to be an independent woman who conquered the world on her own terms."
"Let me guess," Chuck said. "Your parents didn't share that vision."
Charlotte shook her head.
"I ran away five times before I left for college – six if you count the time I walked to Potosi and waited for a train to take me to St. Louis. I was fifteen then."
"Yet your parents still let you go to college."
"They didn't have a choice at that point," Charlotte said. "I was eighteen and had a scholarship in my hands."
Chuck laughed.
"I guess this trip has been more illuminating than I thought it would be. I'm already learning new things about the woman I've pledged to love and cherish."
"I'm sure you'll learn more before the week is out."
Chuck kissed Charlotte again. When she responded by putting an arm around his back, he turned his attention to the acreage in front of the eighty-year-old French colonial farmhouse.
"It's pretty here. I can see why you like coming home."
"It's peaceful," Charlotte said. "That's what I like. When I come here, I can free my mind of complications and clutter and see things clearly."
"Do you see things clearly this morning?"
Charlotte nodded.
"Is that a good thing or a bad thing?" Chuck asked.
"I suppose it's a little of both."
"That's understandable. You're taking a big leap – a very big leap," Chuck said. "Have you told your family about our plans?"
Charlotte sighed.
"No. I don't know if I will either – at least not in person. I'll probably wait until September, write a long letter, and send it with my tears. I know that's cowardly, but I don't know if I can bear seeing my parents' faces when I tell them I'll never see them again."
"Are you going to be all right?"
Charlotte forced a smile.
"I think so. I just need a little more time to sort things out."
Chuck tightened his hold on Charlotte and kissed her again. He had cherished every moment with her since they had announced the news of their engagement to family and friends.
The weekend had passed in a glorious blur. Chuck and Charlotte had notified family and friends of their plans on Friday morning, raced to city hall, and caught a justice of the peace before he left town. Wyatt and Rose, who had announced their own engagement at the same time, served as witnesses, along with Goldie, Justin, Emily, and Anna. The girl had pleaded with her sister to be part of a ritual she had heard about but never actually seen.
Chuck and Charlotte then made a beeline for the Sea View Hotel in nearby High Island, where, for forty-eight hours, they managed to set aside their serious challenges and celebrate their love for each other. By seven on Sunday they were back on a train, an International and Great Northern express that sped toward Charlotte's childhood home in the lush wooded hills of eastern Missouri. The future, their future, was under way.
"Let me know if there's anything I can do for you," Chuck said. "I know this is hard."
Charlotte took a breath and leaned into his side.
"There is one thing, I suppose, that you could do."
"What's that?"
"Tell me about 2016. Tell me what your world is like," Charlotte said.
Chuck smiled sadly and gazed at his wife.
"How much time do you have?"
"I have a lot, as you can plainly see."
Chuck took a moment to think about his reply. He looked to his left, where the Trudeaus' horse-drawn Rockaway carriage sat in the driveway, and then to his right, where a dew-covered pump and two metal buckets glistened in the early morning light.
"Well, it's different, for one thing, much different."
"How so?" Charlotte asked.
"It's different in many ways. Take transportation, for example. There are a lot more cars, or horseless carriages, than there are now. They are bigger, faster, and loaded with enough features to make your head spin. People can fly too. They can get on these inventions called airplanes and fly from San Francisco to New York in six hours."
"Six hours?"
Chuck nodded.
"That's not all either. The people of the future have traveled to the moon, built space stations, and developed electronic networks that allow for instant communications. Do you remember that device I showed you at the beach?"
"Of course."
"It isn't simply a box that displays fancy pictures. It's a telephone," Chuck said. "With that device, I can speak to anyone in the world instantly, directly, and as clearly as if I were standing a few feet away."
"How amazing. Are there other differences?"
"There are many more – countless more. People live longer and are generally better educated because of advances in health, medicine, and public education. They also reside in bigger houses that are loaded with modern conveniences like electric washers and dryers and devices called televisions and computers that provide information and entertainment."
"Your world sounds wonderful," Charlotte said.
"It is in a lot of ways."
"It's not in others?"
Chuck shook his head.
"There are a few areas where man has not taken a great leap forward. Nations still wage wars and do so with weapons that are far more efficient at killing and maiming. There is also a lot of pollution, overpopulation, and political unrest. My world, in many ways, is less safe and inviting than the one you see around you. Scenes like this are becoming more difficult to find."
"I see," Charlotte said.
Chuck leaned forward to get a better look at her face and saw a frown.
"I sense some concern."
Charlotte forced another smile.
"Call it fear of the unknown. I'm sure I'll get over it."
"You'll do fine, Charlotte. You're smart, resourceful, and kind. You'll do better than most of the people who were born into the modern age. You just have to give yourself time and place your trust in me. I won't let you down. I promise."
Charlotte tightened her hold on her new husband and gave him the warmer smile he had waited for. She kissed him on the cheek.
"I'm going to hold you to that, Mr. Townsend."
"Please do, Mrs. Townsend," Chuck said. "Please do."
 



CHAPTER 51: JUSTIN
 
Galveston, Texas – Sunday, July 22, 1900
 
Justin glanced over his shoulders and pulled again on the oars. After thirty minutes of rowing in circles, he knew that passenger unrest posed a far greater threat to his afternoon bliss than the treacherous waters of Woollam's Lake, a shallow peanut of a pond that took up much of a grassy park at Forty-First Street and Avenue Q.
"What do you think of the boat ride, ladies?" Justin asked.
Emily smiled.
"It's glorious."
Justin looked over his shoulder.
"How about you, Anna?"
"I like it!"
Justin laughed. He wondered if it were even possible to fail this child.
"I'm glad to hear it," Justin said. He pulled one hand from an oar, moistened a fingertip, and stuck it in the air. "The wind is just right. I think we're good for one more lap around the lake."
Emily shook her head.
"You're shameless."
Justin grinned.
"I prefer the term 'eager to please.'"
"I'll bet you do."
Justin glanced over his shoulder again to check his course, winked at Anna, and then returned his attention to the girl in the stern. Like her younger sister, Emily Beck wore a frilly pink dress and a matching straw hat and held a white parasol in her hands.
"You look lovely today, Miss Beck."
"Thank you," Emily said. "You look pretty nice yourself."
"I borrowed the suit from my dad. He didn't want to take it along on his honeymoon."
"Have you heard from him?"
Justin nodded.
"He sent a telegram from Potosi, Missouri, on Friday. He and Charlotte will be back in town tonight. Their train arrives at six thirty."
"Are you going to meet them at the station?" Emily asked.
"I'm planning on it. I bought some flowers for Charlotte. I thought it might be kind of nice to welcome my new mother with daisies."
"You're something, Justin Townsend. Do you know that?"
Justin nodded.
Emily laughed.
"Do you want to come with me?" Justin asked. "I'm sure they would appreciate it."
Emily looked at him thoughtfully.
"I'm sure they would. I'd love to go."
"Then it's set. We'll leave for the station after we drop off Anna."
The girl in the bow protested.
"I want to go too."
Justin looked over his shoulder.
"OK. You can go too."
Anna beamed.
Justin tightened his grip on the oars and returned his attention to Emily.
"Do you mind if she comes?"
"No," Emily said. "Anna was part of the wedding party. She should be there."
"I agree."
Emily turned away for a moment and gazed at an amorous couple on the shore. When she looked again at Justin, she did so with mischievous eyes.
"Do you mind if I ask you a question about something that's none of my business?"
"How could I mind when you phrase it like that?" Justin asked. "Of course I don't mind."
Emily smiled prim-and-proper-like and spun her parasol.
"It's nothing really. I was just wondering in a roundabout way where your father is going to live now that he's married."
Justin laughed to himself. He could see where this was going from Cuba.
"He's moving in with Charlotte and Rose."
Emily pulled back a grin.
"I thought that might be the case. So you'll be all alone in that little old shack?"
Justin nodded.
"Won't you be lonely?" Emily asked.
"No. I'll be all right. I'll manage."
Emily blushed.
"I'm sure you will. I'm only expressing my concern, Justin. Be sure to let me know if you need anything."
"I will."
Justin took a deep breath. He didn't need a cold shower. He needed Niagara Falls. He couldn't remember the last time a girl had laid it on that thick, but he didn't mind. He didn't mind at all. He loved the interest almost as much as he loved the girl.
What he didn't love was the challenge he faced in the coming weeks. He still had not figured out what to do with someone he couldn't live without but probably couldn't take with him.
"Now I have a question for you," Justin said.
"OK."
"Have you ever considered leaving Galveston?"
"No," Emily said. "Why would I do that?"
"I don't know. Suppose you wanted to go back to college or take a job. Suppose you wanted to pursue something important. Would you consider it then?"
"I might," Emily said. "It would depend on what I was pursuing."
She raised a brow.
Justin smiled and sighed. He could see that Emily was more interested in teasing him than in providing him with helpful information. Determined to sound her out, he tried again.
"I guess what I'm trying to ask is … would you consider living permanently in a place that was a long way from Texas – a place like, say, California?"
Emily grinned.
"Is that all you want to ask me, Mr. Townsend?"
"Yeah. That's it."
Justin regretted the clinical answer the second he saw the smile vanish from her face and the light go out of her eyes. He began to wonder whether he could say anything right.
"I see," Emily said.
"Would you consider it?" Justin asked.
Emily gave Justin a you-blew-it-buddy frown and turned away. She glanced again at the amorous couple and apparently gave the question some thought. When she returned her attention to the man with the oars, she did so with eyes that revealed sadness, regret, and longing.
"No. I probably wouldn't," Emily said.
"You wouldn't even think about it?"
"No. I might consider living somewhere else for a short period of time, but not permanently. I can't imagine living in a place where I couldn't see my family on a regular basis. That was the thing I liked least about attending college in New York. I was able to see Anna only twice during the school year. I didn't like that at all."
"So you wouldn't do it for any reason?" Justin asked.
Emily shook her head.
"No. I wouldn't. I like it here. This is home."
Justin felt his stomach turn.
"I see."
"Did I answer your question?" Emily asked.
"Yes. You did," Justin said. "You sure did."
 



CHAPTER 52: CHUCK
 
Saturday, July 28, 1900
 
"It is with great reluctance then that I accept these resignations. I wish Mrs. Townsend and Miss O'Malley the very best in the years to come. Please stay for music and refreshments."
Chuck joined a hundred others in a round of applause. He had to hand it to the old fart. The chairman of the board of the Texas Maritime Library knew how to send two valued employees into the world, even if he didn't know how to compensate them properly for their work.
Chuck watched Charlotte and Rose accept gifts from the chairman and then welcomed them with hugs when they returned to a circle of friends in a corner of the library's meeting room. The women had notified the board that they would resign from the library on August 31.
"These people are going to miss you," Chuck said a moment later.
"I certainly hope so," Charlotte said. "I've put a lot into this place. So has Rose."
"Who's going to take over when you leave?"
"Goldie will if a new director hasn't been found by then. She'll have the help of more than a dozen volunteers. I'm not sure if Emily will stay. I haven't had the chance to talk to her much since we returned from Missouri, but I think she's struggling with the decision."
Chuck knew for a fact that she was. He had learned from Justin that Emily was thinking about resigning immediately and returning to Vassar College, which had awarded her a full one-year scholarship on Thursday. He didn't know why she had not yet accepted the offer, but he had a pretty good idea.
Chuck glanced at Justin, who stood next to Emily a few feet away, and noticed that his mood had not improved. He looked as dejected and lost as he had for most of the past week.
"Has Justin mentioned anything about a fight with Emily?"
"No. Is something wrong?" Charlotte asked.
"I don't know," Chuck said. "I just know that he hasn't been the same since we got back. He's done little but mope the last few days. I think he's eager to get back to Los Angeles."
"I don't blame him. I know what it's like to be away from home at his age. I know what it's like to be away from home at my age."
"You say that like you're old."
Charlotte gave her husband a playful glance.
"I am old."
"You're thirty-two, Mrs. Townsend," Charles said. He pulled her close. "In the world I come from, you're still a college girl."
"Thank you for the flattery, dear. I may need more of it in the coming year."
Chuck smiled. He returned his attention to the crowd, which had not thinned since the board chairman had made his remarks, and saw several people he knew, including Levi MacArthur, Goldie Gates, the Becks, Deputy Chief of Police Patrick O'Malley, and three library volunteers.
He also saw Thomas Mack, his mysterious, irritating, and seemingly omnipresent shadow. Mack leaned against the opposite wall and quietly observed the guests at the reception.
Chuck gave serious thought to walking over to Mack and telling him that he was on to him when he detected motion on his left. He turned just in time to see Silas Fitzpatrick approach. The co-owner of the Gulf Star Line wore what appeared to be a genuine smile.
"I see the happy couple has escaped the spotlight," Silas said.
"We like standing in the wings," Chuck said. He grinned. "It makes it easier to observe those who prefer to occupy the center stage."
Silas laughed.
"I see."
"How are you doing, Silas?"
"I'm doing well, thank you. I'm very sorry to hear that Charlotte will be leaving not only the library but also the state," Silas said. He turned to face Charlotte. "May I say, Mrs. Townsend, that you will be sorely missed?"
"You may," Charlotte said.
All three people laughed.
"I do mean it," Silas said. "You have done wonders for this fine facility. I can only hope that your permanent replacement is as knowledgeable and helpful."
"Thank you, Silas. That means a lot to me."
Silas acknowledged the comment with a nod and returned to Chuck.
"My brother tells me that you'll be leaving for Los Angeles in September. Is that true?"
"It is," Chuck said. "We plan to leave on the fourth or the fifth."
"I see," Silas said. He looked at both of the Townsends. "Then plan on dinner at the mansion before you go. I'd like to send you to California on a proper note."
"Thank you," Charlotte said. "That's very kind of you."
"It's my pleasure."
Charlotte smiled at Silas and then shifted her eyes to a spot about twenty feet away, where Rose talked with a board member who looked like he was about to depart.
"Can you hold this, Charles?" Charlotte asked as she held out an empty wine glass.
"Of course," Chuck said. He took the glass. "Are you all right?"
Charlotte nodded.
"I'm fine. I just want to say goodbye to Mr. Chapman before he leaves the reception. He's going on vacation tomorrow and won't be back until October."
"Take your time."
"It was nice seeing you, Silas," Charlotte said. "Thank you again for the dinner invitation. I'm looking forward to making another trip to Houston. Please excuse me."
Silas nodded as Charlotte stepped forward and disappeared into the crowd.
"She's quite a woman," Silas said.
"Yes, she is," Chuck said.
Silas finished his glass of wine and placed it on a small table next to the wall. When a waiter came by with more wine, he grabbed another glass off of his tray and turned to face Chuck.
"I confess I didn't come over here solely to pay my respects."
"I didn't think so," Chuck said. "What do you want to talk about?"
Silas sipped his wine.
"Wyatt seems to think a spate of bad weather is on its way and for that reason wants to make some changes in how we do business. He wants to send each of our vessels to Mobile for maintenance at the end of August and cancel all of our scheduled runs in early September."
"That's interesting," Chuck said. "Why are you telling this to me?"
"I'm telling you because you are the man who put this ridiculous idea in his head."
"I take it you don't approve of the idea."
"I don't," Silas said. "We have operated in the Gulf of Mexico for many years and have never encountered insurmountable difficulties during hurricane season. I have no reason to believe that this year will be any different."
"Then why don't you put a stop to the 'ridiculous idea'?" Chuck asked. "You have just as much say in running the company as your brother."
"That 'say' means nothing in a situation like this. Wyatt and I each have the authority to redirect our ships for up to three weeks without the other's consent. Our father included that specific provision in his will. He was a conservative man who wanted to give each of us the ability to err unilaterally on the side of safety."
"I see your problem. I wish you the best in resolving it."
"I can't resolve it without your help," Silas said testily.
"What is it that you want me to do?"
"I want you to talk some sense into Wyatt and get him to at least moderate his position."
Chuck sipped some wine.
"Why should I do that? I think that sending your ships away from Galveston for a few weeks will save your company. In my mind, I'm doing you a favor."
"It's a favor I don't want and can't afford," Silas said. "Will you please at least talk to him?"
Chuck nodded.
"I'll talk to him, but I can't promise he'll listen."
"Just talk to him."
"OK."
Chuck took a breath as Silas took his leave and headed for the door. He didn't know what to make of the curious exchange, but did know one thing. Either Silas Fitzpatrick knew nothing about the coming storm or he was the dumbest businessman on Earth.
 



CHAPTER 53: EMILY
 
Emily gazed at the sad young man and sighed. She had done more gazing and sighing in the past six days than in the past six weeks but still didn't know what the fuss was about. She knew only that she had said or done something to upset Justin and wished she could find out what.
"So you're still not going to tell me?"
"There's no point, Emily."
"Of course there's a point," Emily said. She looked around the library's meeting room and decided to lower her voice. "I care about you and want to know what's bothering you."
"Can we argue somewhere else?" Justin asked. "I really don't want to spoil Charlotte and Rose's reception by getting into a fight."
"We're not arguing – and we're certainly not fighting," Emily said. She lowered her voice again. "We're trying to find out why you've been so difficult lately. That's different."
"In other words, we're fighting."
Emily frowned.
"Come with me."
Emily grabbed Justin's hand and led him out of the meeting room, out of the library, and down the Strand. She didn't stop until she found the café table that had lent itself to more than a few constructive and contentious conversations.
Emily scanned the surroundings and saw that they had the outdoor dining area to themselves, which did not come as a surprise. The café did not open on Saturdays.
"Sit."
"Don't tell me what to do," Justin said.
"OK. I won't. I'll ask you. Please sit."
Justin did as requested.
Emily grabbed the other chair at the table and made herself comfortable. When she was sure that Justin wasn't going to run away, she resumed the conversation that wasn't a fight.
"Will you please tell me what's bothering you? Does this have something to do with my unwillingness to leave Galveston to 'pursue' whatever it is I might pursue?"
"It might," Justin said.
"Then just say so."
"OK. It does."
Emily stared at her friend with the wavy blond hair and shook her head. She thought she had seen the last of difficult boyfriends and fiancés, but she was wrong. Justin Townsend was as challenging as they got. Were it not for the fact that she loved him, she would have put him on the fastest train to Los Angeles or the slowest boat to China.
"Justin?"
"Yeah?"
"I didn't mislead you the other day. I really can't imagine living apart from my family, except to attend college. I can't imagine moving so far from Anna that I couldn't see her every day."
Emily reached across the table and grabbed his hand.
"Under the right circumstances, however, I would do just that."
"You would follow me to California?" Justin asked.
Emily nodded.
"I would prefer not to, but I would if I had to."
Justin took a deep breath and mustered a weak smile.
"That means a lot to me."
Emily tilted her head and leaned forward.
"Do you mind if I ask why?"
"No," Justin said. "I don't mind. I just don't know if I can answer the question."
"Why is that?"
"It's complicated, Emily. The only thing I'm sure about is that I love you and don't want to lose you. Beyond that, I can't give you any answers – at least not right now."
Emily laughed.
"Well, at least you love me."
Justin smiled warmly.
"I've loved you since you said most men were bad."
"I said no such thing. I said that all men were bad," Emily said. "If you're going to quote me, Mr. Townsend, at least quote me correctly."
Justin chuckled.
"OK."
"Do you feel better now?" Emily asked.
"Yes. I do."
"Do you want to go back to the reception?"
Justin shook his head.
"No. I want to give you something instead."
Emily's heart raced when Justin withdrew his hand, reached into a jacket pocket, and pulled out a velvet box. Her heart slowed when she realized that the box was wider and larger than the ones that typically contained a ring.
"What is it?" Emily asked.
Justin placed the box in front of her.
"Open the box. You'll see."
Emily slowly opened the box and saw that it contained a sterling silver heart-shaped locket on a silver chain. She pulled the item from the box and quickly put it around her neck.
"Anna picked it out," Justin said.
"Anna?"
Justin nodded.
"When you went to the salon last week and asked me to get Anna some ice cream, I did more than get her some ice cream. I took her shopping. She knows you better than your parents."
Emily smiled sweetly.
"She does," Emily said. She looked at Justin. "This is beautiful. Thank you."
"You're welcome. I had planned to give it to you in the rowboat on Sunday, but I couldn't bring myself to do it after our little disagreement."
"I understand."
"Open the locket," Justin said.
Emily did just that. She saw her initials engraved on the left side and Justin's on the right.
"I wanted to put photos in it, but I didn't have any," Justin said.
"Maybe we can do something about that," Emily said.
"Yeah. Maybe we can."
Emily gazed at Justin again and resisted the temptation to jump across the table and smother him with hugs and kisses. She didn't know if it were possible to love a man more than she loved him at that moment.
"With or without pictures, it's perfect. I will wear it always."
"Do you want to go back to the reception now?" Justin asked.
"No. I'm happy right here."
"If you do, we can. I've said what I wanted to say and given you what I wanted to give you."
"That's good," Emily said, "because I haven't."
Emily rose from her chair, scanned the area again for nosy neighbors, and walked slowly around the table. When Justin, still seated, lifted his head, she placed her hands on his cheeks and gave him a long, tender kiss.
"I love you," Emily said. "I think I always have."
She kissed him again and returned to her chair. When she settled in, she put the velvet box in her purse, and resumed looking at the young man she did not want to live without.
"Are you going to be all right?" Emily asked.
"I'll be all right," Justin said. He sighed. "I have a question for you though."
"What's that?"
"I overheard your mom talk about a family vacation to Louisiana and thought I heard her say that you would all be gone for two weeks. Is that true?"
"It's partly true," Emily said.
"What do you mean by 'partly true'?"
"What I mean, Justin, is that my father, mother, and sister are leaving Wednesday morning to see my grandparents in New Orleans. They will be gone until the fifteenth."
"You're not going?" Justin asked.
"I'm not going."
Emily met his gaze.
"I'm staying right here."
 



CHAPTER 54: CHUCK
 
Saturday, August 4, 1900
 
"Are you going to play, Chuck, or stare at your cards all night?"
Chuck looked at the woman to his left and laughed to himself. Rose O'Malley hadn't changed a bit since becoming the future Mrs. Wyatt Fitzpatrick. If anything, she had become more like the feisty librarian he had first met in April.
"Are you in a hurry, Miss O'Malley?"
"I most certainly am," Rose said. She held her head high. "I finally have a decent hand and want to rub it in all of your noses."
Wyatt and Charlotte laughed.
"I see you've mastered the art of the bluff," Chuck said.
Rose raised a brow.
"I've mastered a lot of things, Mr. Townsend."
Chuck smiled, sighed, and shook his head. He looked at Charlotte and saw her blush.
"Do you still want to claim her?"
"She is our housemate, Charles."
"She's a lot more than that," Chuck said.
Rose winked at the reporter.
"I'm going to miss you," she said.
Chuck laughed.
"I'm sure you are."
Chuck collected himself and returned to his hand. He didn't think he could stop Rose from rubbing it in with a king, a queen, a nine, a six, and a four, but he didn't really care. At this point, he cared only about surviving a war of wits with at least a shred of his dignity. He discarded the single-digit cards and motioned with his fingers for replacements.
The dealer paused for a minute, grinned devilishly, and finally pushed three new cards across the table. Wyatt appeared to enjoy watching Chuck interact with Rose almost as much as he enjoyed sipping his whiskey and smoking his Cuban cigar.
"Did I improve your hand, Charles?" Wyatt asked.
Chuck lifted the cards and saw a jack, an eight, and the ace of spades. He groaned and placed the new cards in his hand.
"You didn't even improve my temperament," Chuck said.
"I'm sorry to hear that," Wyatt said with a trace of sarcasm.
Chuck let the comment go unanswered. After bantering with Rose, the last thing he wanted to do was to start a lively exchange with her silver-tongued fiancé too.
He instead settled into his chair and reexamined one of the worst hands he'd had all night. In the process, he noticed something interesting about his cards. Each seemed to represent a person or circumstance in his life.
When he looked at the king of diamonds, a king with an axe, Chuck saw Wyatt Fitzpatrick. He saw a wealthy leader who never went into battle unprepared but who always used his power and influence responsibly and judiciously.
Chuck also saw a man who would not change a course without a compelling reason to do so. For that reason, he didn't put much effort into convincing Wyatt to modify his plan to protect the Gulf Star fleet. Having made the case to mothball the ships in the first place, he didn't want to insult Wyatt's intelligence by insisting that prudence was suddenly a bad idea.
The next card in his hand needed no explanation. When Chuck looked at the queen of hearts, he saw his new wife, a generous, loving woman who almost always put others before herself and brought grace and beauty to an often harsh and ugly world.
Chuck saw a caring mate, a future mother, and a mentor to others. He knew it would be only a matter of time before Charlotte Emerson Townsend made her mark on the twenty-first century.
The third card reminded Chuck of someone just as dear. When he gazed at the jack of hearts, he saw his sensitive and vulnerable but strong-willed son, a young man navigating the difficult transition from adolescence to adulthood.
Chuck had thought about Justin many times during the course of the evening. He worried about how his son would cope if Emily Beck, as was likely, did not accompany the Townsends back to Los Angeles and 2016. He wondered if Justin had even hinted at the idea of taking her along or might do so tonight after they finished watching a show at the opera house.
If the first three cards made Chuck smile, the last two did not. When he looked at the eight of clubs and the ace of spades, he saw trouble.
The eight reminded Chuck of a rapidly approaching date. Though he did not know for certain that September 8 was the date of the storm, he was as certain as he could be without his notes.
He remembered reading that the hurricane had struck the island after Labor Day on a day when many mainland dwellers had come to Galveston for rest and relaxation. That made the second Saturday of the month a prime candidate for the coming calamity.
Chuck needed no help with the fifth card. When he looked at the ace of spades, he saw what people had seen for centuries. He saw death. He saw bodies on beaches and a city in ruins.
"Charles?" Charlotte asked.
"Yes?"
"Are you still with us? You seem a bit distracted."
"He's probably dreaming about California," Rose said matter-of-factly. "I would too if I knew I were going there sometime soon."
Rose glanced at her fiancé and raised a brow.
"That's a hint, Wyatt."
"Has New England lost its luster, my love?" Wyatt asked.
"We can watch the leaves turn purple next year," Rose said. "I'd much rather visit our friends in a place where the mosquitoes aren't biting and the sun's always shining."
"It does rain in Los Angeles," Chuck said.
"It won't if we're there," Rose said.
The others at the table laughed.
When the laughter subsided, Chuck gave Wyatt and Charlotte knowing glances and then returned his attention to the persistent redhead. He felt bad about not bringing Rose into the time-travel loop and vowed to do so at the first opportunity.
"If you're that sure about the weather, Rose, then plan on coming with us," Chuck said. "We can go over the particulars of the trip when the time to leave draws near."
Rose smiled at Wyatt in a self-satisfied way.
"You see how easy that was?"
"Maybe we can discuss the trip the next time we're in Houston," Chuck said. "Silas wants us to come over for dinner before we leave Galveston."
"Does he now?" Wyatt asked.
"That's what he said at the reception."
"That's odd. He didn't mention anything to me."
"I'm sure he was just trying to be civil," Chuck said.
"It doesn't matter why he invited them, Wyatt. All that matters is that he did," Rose said. "Let's plan the dinner now. I can't wait to discuss our new-and-improved honeymoon."
"All right then," Wyatt said. "How does next weekend sound?"
Chuck shook his head.
"Charlotte and I are going to finish our own honeymoon by going back to the Sea View. How about the following Saturday? How about the eighteenth?"
"That won't work if Silas really wants to see you," Wyatt said. "He'll be on a business trip to Austin. He'll be meeting with legislators who are not in the pocket of Max Beck. Imagine that."
Chuck laughed.
"Then we'll go during the week sometime or have dinner in town. Where we discuss our trip to California isn't important. What's important is that the two of you join us on the train."
"Listen to this man, Wyatt," Rose said. She smiled at Chuck. "He's talking sense."
"Thank you, Rose."
Chuck raised his glass of whiskey and waited for the others to do the same.
"Here's to honeymoons and happy travels," Chuck said.
The four clinked glasses.
"To California!" Rose said.
 



CHAPTER 55: JUSTIN
 
Saturday, August 11, 1900
 
Justin watched with awe and affection as the twenty-year-old on his arm came to a gradual stop, inhaled the sea air, and lifted her eyes toward the heavens. A billion stars peppered the late-night sky like diamond dust on a sheet of black satin.
"I've never seen anything so beautiful," Emily said.
Justin gazed at Emily and smiled.
"Neither have I."
Emily looked at Justin, saw his grin, and frowned.
"I'm talking about the sky, Mr. Townsend."
"Oh," Justin said. "The sky is pretty nice too."
Emily laughed.
"You're in a good mood."
"I usually am when I'm around you," Justin said.
The couple resumed walking eastward along the Midway.
"I'm not sure that's true, but I won't quibble," Emily said. "You seem happier than you were last week, before my family left for New Orleans. You seem much happier."
Justin couldn't disagree. He was happier. He was as happy as he had been all summer and maybe all year. Then again, it was easy to be happy when he had succeeded in compartmentalizing his thoughts and had pushed a large and seemingly unsolvable problem to the attic of his mind.
"I guess I am."
Justin guided Emily around a pothole and steered her toward firmer ground – or at least what appeared to be firmer ground on the dark and lightly occupied street. He gazed into the distance and saw that much of the beachfront community had locked up for the night.
"Speaking of your family, how are they doing?" Justin asked. "Have you heard from them?"
Emily nodded.
"Papa sent a telegram yesterday. He didn't say how the family was doing. He just said that the conditions in New Orleans were 'insufferable.' I wasn't sure whether he meant the humidity or his in-laws. He doesn't get along with my grandfather."
Justin laughed.
"Are they still coming back on Wednesday?"
Emily nodded again.
"Their train arrives at 8 p.m. We have only four more days to ourselves."
Justin sighed. He didn't need to analyze her statement to figure out what she was saying. An opportunity to engage in serious mischief was slipping away.
Oddly enough, Justin had been the one to put the brakes on messing around. Each time Emily had asked him to step inside the Beck mansion at the end of a date, he had politely refused, given her a door prize of a kiss, and returned to his beach house two blocks away.
Justin wanted nothing more than to make love to the woman he loved, but he knew that doing so would not be a bright idea. He had come to grips with the fact that he would have to leave her behind and didn't want to do anything to further complicate an already complicated situation.
"We'll have to make the best of them then!" Justin said.
Emily shot him a playful glance.
"Do you have something specific in mind?"
"I do," Justin said. "I want to go to that studio on Market Street and have our pictures taken."
Emily frowned for reasons that were all too obvious.
"You want to sit for some photographs?"
Justin nodded.
"I do. I want to sit for several. I want some solo shots for your locket and my wallet and some bigger pictures of us that I can take to California. I want something to remember you by."
When he saw Emily stare at the ground, Justin decided to do what he had promised himself he would not do. He directly addressed his pending departure.
"I know this is hard, Emily. It's hard for me too."
"Really?" Emily asked in a skeptical voice.
"You know it is."
Emily finally looked at him.
"All right then. We'll go on Tuesday. That's my day off. If you want me to wear something in particular, just let me know. I'll put it on."
Justin pulled her closer.
"Thank you. That means a lot to me."
Justin berated himself for opening the door to negativity. He didn't want to spoil the night any more than she did, but he also knew they couldn't ignore the elephant in the room forever. He would depart in September and depart without her unless he asked her to leave her family forever and she agreed to leave.
For more than ten minutes, they walked in silence between the Midway and the beach. They walked past three bathhouses and dozens of shops and stands that would soon open their doors to a public that could never get enough of the ocean.
When they left the Midway and approached the residences near Fourteenth Street and Avenue O, Justin glanced at the Gulf and saw something move. When he looked again, he saw a well-built man emerge from the water wearing nothing more than a smile.
"Don't look at the water now or you'll see a muscle man in all his glory," Justin said.
Emily stopped in her tracks. She looked at the man on the beach and laughed softly.
"You mean that man? I've seen his kind a hundred times."
"What do you mean?"
"What I mean, Mr. Townsend, is that I've lived in this town my whole life. Men swim naked on this beach several nights a week. Most have the good sense to wait until after eleven at night, but not all. I've seen the exhibitionists here as early as nine thirty."
Justin chuckled.
"What's so funny?"
"It's nothing," Justin said. "I just keep forgetting there's nothing you haven't seen before."
"Are you saying that I'm a worldly woman?"
Justin laughed again.
"I guess you could say that. You're out of this world anyway."
"That doesn't sound like a compliment," Emily said.
"It is. Trust me. It is."
"If you say so."
Justin glanced again at the beach and saw that the man had disappeared.
"In any case, I thought you might want to avert your eyes. Watching a naked man emerge from the ocean on a moonlit night is not something I see everyday – and I'm a lifeguard."
"You mean you've never gone skinny dipping?" Emily asked.
"No," Justin said. "I've never even gone swimming this late at night."
"Well, maybe we should do something about that."
"You mean now?" Justin asked.
"That's exactly what I mean."
"I don't know, Emily. Something tells me that's not a good idea."
Emily smiled mischievously.
"Of course it's not a good idea. That's what makes it so delicious."
Justin laughed.
"What do you have in mind?"
Emily let go of Justin's arm and turned to face him.
"Do you still have the bathing suit I bought you?"
"You mean the prison-stripe special?" Justin asked.
"Yes. I mean that. Do you have it?"
"I have it. It's back at the beach house."
"That's good," Emily said. "After you drop me off, I want you to put it on and meet me on the beach in front of my house."
Justin smiled.
"You really want to do this?"
Emily nodded.
"If you want me to sit for some pictures, then you have to do something for me," Emily said. "It's about eleven thirty now. Meet me at midnight. We're going for a swim."
 



CHAPTER 56: JUSTIN
 
Sunday, August 12, 1900
 
Justin stood waist-high in the warm, rolling water and looked up at the moon. It wasn't quite as full as it had been on Friday night, but it was full enough to illuminate a young fool who had agreed to do something that could have no G-rated outcome.
I am way too gullible.
Justin smiled at the thought of his principal shortcoming and then scanned the beach for raven-haired beauties. Failing to see any, he turned to face the Gulf and waded into deeper water. When the shifting sands fell away from his feet, he started to swim. He didn't stop until he heard a woman call his name.
"Justin? Justin?" Emily asked. "Are you out there?"
Justin stopped, turned around, and treaded water for a few seconds. When he saw Emily start to walk away, he whistled and waited for her to look in his direction.
"I'm over here," Justin said. "Don't move. I'm coming in."
He swam toward the beach. When he could finally stand, he did so and walked the rest of the way. He stopped about ten feet shy of his adventurous date, who had already entered the water.
"I'm disappointed," Justin said. "I didn't think you'd wear your bloomers."
"What did you think I would wear?" Emily asked.
Justin grinned.
"I had hoped you would wear your birthday suit. That's what I did."
Emily's eyes grew large.
"You did what?"
Justin chuckled.
"I'm just kidding. I wore my prison stripes," Justin said. He swam into shallower water so that Emily could see his bathing suit. "See?"
"I see," Emily said.
"Just what kind of man do you think I am?"
"You're a dangerous one. That's what."
Justin smiled.
"Dangerous? I'm nothing compared to my friend."
"What friend?" Emily asked.
"Just wait a second. I'll get him."
Justin noted Emily's location, dove into the chest-high water, and remained below the surface for more than thirty seconds. He emerged from the depths, behind Emily, and announced his presence from about five feet away.
"Growl!"
Emily screamed and turned around.
"You scared me! Who do you think you are?"
Justin lowered his body into the water until only his head stuck out. He then extended his arms and splashed the surface with hands he had turned into snapping jaws.
"I'm a Nile crocodile – and I've come to eat you."
Emily shot him a hard glance.
"You stay right there, Mr. Crocodile … at least for now."
Justin laughed.
"But I'm a friendly crocodile."
"I'll be the judge of that," Emily said.
Justin smiled.
"Wow. You're tough."
"I'm just protecting myself, though I doubt I need to," Emily said. "You're no crocodile. A real crocodile wouldn't growl. He'd hiss."
"Hiss?" Justin asked. He laughed. "You're killing me."
"Well, what would he do?"
"I don't know. But he sure as hell wouldn't hiss."
Justin laughed again and held his sides.
Emily pointed her nose in the air and huffed.
"I don't think I like you."
Justin smiled and slowly moved forward. When he reached the babe in the bloomers that only a nostalgic time traveler could love, he put his arms around her waist and pulled her close.
"I know you don't like me. But that's OK," Justin said. He lifted his hands and gently pushed Emily's wet, curly hair away from her face. "It's OK because I know that you love me."
He kissed her tenderly.
"I guess growling crocodiles aren't so bad, after all," Emily said.
Justin grinned.
"We're not once you get to know us."
"Luckily for you, I'm a patient sort."
Justin returned his arms to Emily's waist, kissed her again, and took a long look at the woman who occupied his thoughts from dawn to dusk. He saw a person who represented everything he had ever wanted in a mate. Then he looked at her swimsuit again and started to laugh.
"What's so funny?" Emily asked.
"It's your bathing suit," Justin said. "I guess I'm still getting used to it."
"What's wrong with it?"
"There's nothing wrong with it. It's just – I don't know – different."
"Most women wear suits like mine," Emily said defensively.
"I know."
"Don't women in California wear suits like this?"
"No," Justin said. "They go for the minimalist look."
"You mean they don't wear much at all."
Justin smiled.
"That's one way of putting it."
Emily frowned.
"I must admit I envy you. Men can wear anything."
She tugged at the top of her suit.
"This outfit is not ideal for swimming," Emily said. "In fact, it's downright restrictive."
Justin grinned.
"I'm sorry to hear that, Miss Beck. Perhaps I should free you from your burden."
Emily gazed at him with eyes that revealed both excitement and fear.
"Perhaps you should."
Justin didn't need another hint. He pulled Emily close, kissed her gently, and waited to see if she meant what she had said. When she threw her arms around his shoulders and kissed him back, he concluded that she did. He kissed her again, much harder, and started what would surely be a long, fumbling, exhilarating journey toward satisfaction.
Moving in tight circles, like dancers on the floor of the Garten Verein, the two slowly made their way from chest-high water to waist-high water, never giving their eager hands and mouths a rest. When a high wave sent them toppling, they simply picked themselves up and started again.
Justin didn't know much about Victorian swimsuits, but he did know one thing about Emily's. It had buttons. When he had a chance to reach for one, he unfastened it and then quickly went for another. By the time the amorous couple reached the beach, he had unfastened every single one.
"I love you, Emily."
"I love you too," she replied breathlessly.
When the clumsy lovers stumbled again and fell to the sand, Justin again went to work on her top, which stuck to her wet body like a second skin. He began to slide it up and over her shoulders when she gently grabbed his hands and arrested his progress.
"Not here," Emily said. "We'd be horsewhipped."
Emily got off the ground, straightened her top, and waited for Justin to get to his feet. When he stood up and brushed the sand from his shorts, she stepped forward, put her hands on his face, and found his mouth again.
"I can think of a better place," Emily said. "Follow me."
Emily grabbed Justin's hand and led him from the beach to the unlighted street to the gate of the house at Tenth and M. She stopped, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him with the energy and passion of a woman possessed.
"This is crazy," Justin said.
"Yes, it is," Emily said. "Come on."
She took his hand and pulled him past the gate, through the front door, and into the dark mansion. When they reached the base of the stairs, she repeated her familiar greeting.
Justin caught his breath and took another look at his girl-gone-wild. Even with matted hair and sand-caked clothes, she looked like a dream. He needed only a second in the moonlit hallway to see her wide grin and know that the end was near. When she embraced him again and led him up the stairs, he followed with eagerness and anticipation.
After another minute of kisses, stumbles, and breathless exploration, the impatient pair reached a bedroom that overlooked Tenth. Large and lavishly furnished, the room contained a four-poster bed, a massive vanity, and two upholstered chairs that appeared ready for royalty.
"This is my room," Emily said. She beamed. "I hope you like it."
"What if I don't?"
"Then I'll kick you out."
Justin chuckled.
"No, you won't."
Emily laughed.
"You're right. I won't."
Justin sighed and put his hands on her face.
"Are you sure about this, Emily?"
She nodded.
"I'm sure."
Justin leaned forward and found her waiting mouth one last time.
"I love you …"
"No more talk, Justin. We can do that tomorrow."
Emily grabbed both of his hands.
"Right now I want to do something else."
She smiled sweetly.
"I want to make some music."
 



CHAPTER 57: CHUCK
 
Thursday, August 16, 1900
 
Chuck had to hand it to his wife. When given the opportunity to opt out of a weekly tradition, she did just the opposite. She made sure that the last breakfast for the staff of the Texas Maritime Library was one to remember.
Sitting at a newly refinished dining table, Chuck gazed at a feast fit for a king – or at least three men, four women, and a girl who could put away pancakes like a lumberjack. He laughed when he saw Anna Beck build a stack of pancakes that resembled a multi-level parking structure.
"It appears that someone at this table likes pancakes," Chuck said.
The adults laughed. Anna blushed and wiggled in her chair.
"That's all right, Anna. I do too. Pancakes are good for you. They give you more energy."
The girl beamed.
"An eight-year-old doesn't need more energy, Mr. Townsend," Rose said. "Those of us with expanding waistlines and creaky joints do."
Chuck laughed.
"Point taken, Miss O'Malley. Point taken."
"I hope everyone is enjoying the meal," Charlotte said. "It's a shame we won't be able to do this again. Perhaps Goldie or Emily can keep the tradition alive."
"That would require the ability to cook," Goldie said. "Emily, I'm certain, would do just fine. I'm afraid I would turn away more people than I'd attract."
"Don't sell yourself short, Goldie. I'm sure you'd do just as well as me."
Chuck didn't know about that. He didn't think there was a woman in the city who could cook as well as Charlotte, but then there probably wasn't a woman in the city who could do a lot of things as well. If there was one thing he liked about his wife, it was that she did practically everything with passion and style.
Chuck looked around the table and noticed that most of the diners seemed to be in a better mood than the last time they had gathered in one room. He concluded that that was a good thing, given the challenges that some of them faced.
Wyatt and Rose appeared happier and mellower. Chuck didn't need to guess why. As people who had been in and out of fleeting relationships for most of their adult lives, they no doubt looked forward to settling down and enjoying the fruits of marriage.
Charlotte, too, seemed more at peace with herself. In the past few days, she had spoken less about the past and more about the future. Chuck had no doubt that her transition to modern life would be successful, if not seamless.
Even Charlotte's demeanor, however, had not changed as much as Emily's. The young woman with the long black hair had gone from somber to sunny in the span of a weekend. Chuck suspected the obvious, which gave him both comfort and concern.
Justin was the hardest to read. Though he smiled a lot and conversed with nearly everyone at the table, he appeared slightly disengaged. He had said little about his relationship with Emily or what he planned to do with her when he returned to Los Angeles.
Only Goldie seemed unchanged. She was as quiet, reserved, and emotionless as she had been on every other occasion Chuck had seen her. When Chuck saw her keep to herself as the others talked and laughed, he brought her into the larger conversation.
"Is it true, Goldie, that you'll be the library's interim director?"
Goldie turned to face Chuck.
"It's true. The board has asked me to serve in that capacity through November."
"Are you looking forward to the challenge?" Chuck asked.
"Not really."
"Is that so?"
"That's so," Goldie said. "I've seen the amount of work that is involved. I've seen Charlotte fight a hundred battles on a hundred fronts. I can only hope that I'm up to the task."
"You'll do fine," Charlotte said. "If there is one person who can bring all of those volunteers into line, it's you. I know you'll do well."
"Are you planning to take some time off before Charlotte and Rose leave?" Chuck asked.
"I am," Goldie said. "I'm taking off the rest of August."
"Are you traveling anywhere?"
Goldie nodded.
"I'm going to San Antonio to spend a couple of weeks with my sister and her family. I leave on the early train tomorrow."
"That's great," Chuck said. "You deserve a vacation."
Chuck glanced at Emily.
"How about you, young lady? Do you plan to take some time off?"
Emily gazed at Justin for a moment before turning to face Chuck.
"No. I want to spend as much time as I can here – in Galveston – with you, your son, and Charlotte before you leave for California. I can take a vacation later, if I need one."
"Have you considered taking that scholarship and going back to Vassar?"
"I have. I've notified the dean that I will return to school next month unless my situation here changes," Emily said. She glanced at Justin again. "I want to keep all of my options open before deciding on a course."
Chuck felt both happy and sad. He was happy that Emily still thought enough of Justin to consider a future with him but was sad that that future would probably never happen. He knew that Justin had not come clean about his past and knew that the time to do so was growing short.
"I think that's smart," Chuck said. "I wish you the best no matter what you do."
"Thank you," Emily said. She took a sip of coffee. "Have you finalized your own plans?"
"We have, Emily, or at least I think we have."
Emily stared at Justin and raised an eyebrow. When she got the indifferent reaction that she probably didn't expect, she returned her attention to Chuck.
"Please share, Mr. Townsend. I don't think I've heard this."
Chuck saw the minefield ahead and decided to choose his words carefully.
"The first thing we've decided is that we won't travel alone. Wyatt and Rose will join Charlotte, Justin, and me on the trip to Los Angeles. They intend to spend their honeymoon getting us settled into our new home in Southern California."
Chuck took a quick inventory of the reactions at the table and saw some hits and misses. Wyatt, Rose, and Charlotte beamed. Justin and Emily frowned. Goldie forced a smile.
"I see," Emily said. "Have you decided when you'll leave?"
"We have," Chuck said. "We'll remain in Galveston through Labor Day and maybe the day after that, but not any longer. By the fifth of September, we expect to be on the Sunset Limited. By the eighth, we expect to be home."
 



CHAPTER 58: WYATT
 
Saturday, August 18, 1900
 
"So tell me about this time-travel business," Rose said.
Wyatt lifted his head from Rose's uncovered bosom and laughed to himself. She never failed to pick the best time to have a thoughtful conversation. He sat up and looked at the woman who wanted to discuss science fiction – a woman tied to four bedposts.
"What would you like to know, my dear?"
"I'd like to know everything," Rose said. "Chuck gave me the condensed version yesterday. I want the one with all the juicy details."
"I don't have all the 'juicy details,' darling. I'm not certain I know more than you do. I know only that I believe the man."
"You believe everything?" Rose asked. "Even the part about you murdering someone?"
Wyatt paused before answering. He wasn't as sure about that as he was that the Townsends had come from the future, but he was sure enough to take precautions. He hadn't carried a gun once since Charles had advised him not to.
"Yes. I believe him. I believe that when 1900 played out the first time that all of these things actually happened. I also believe that, this time, 1900 may play out differently. Charles, in fact, thinks it already has."
Rose smiled.
"You have me thinking, Wyatt. That's always a dangerous thing."
"It's never a dangerous thing, my love. Your mind is a beautiful thing."
Rose shook her head.
"Next thing you'll tell me is that's the part of me you admire the most."
Wyatt smiled.
"You know I wouldn't lie, Rose. You know I wouldn't lie."
Rose laughed. A moment later, she looked at her fiancé thoughtfully.
"Wyatt?"
"Yes, dear?"
"What do you think the future is like?"
"I think it's far less interesting than the woman in my bed."
"I'm serious," Rose said.
Wyatt kissed Rose and got out of the bed. He grabbed a robe that was draped on the back of a chair, put it on, and walked to a window that overlooked Mechanic Street. He opened the window and looked out of it just in time to see a police officer get off of his horse, tie it to a post, and walk into a bakery.
"I think the future is different from this time – very different," Wyatt said. He turned to face Rose. "I believe we would recognize few things if we ever saw it."
"That's kind of what I'm getting at."
"What do you mean?"
"What I mean, my dear beloved, is that Charles didn't specifically say we couldn't come along for a little look-see," Rose said. "He did say we were more than welcome to go wherever he and Charlotte and Justin went. I have to believe that includes the future."
"It may."
"You don't sound very enthusiastic. Don't you want to see Chuck's crazy little world? I want to see it based solely on the pictures I saw in that amazing gadget of his. I want to ride in one of those sleek automobiles and fly in an airplane – or whatever he called it."
Wyatt sat on the foot of the bed.
"It would be interesting," Wyatt said.
"It would be more than interesting. It would be more fun than watching two fat ladies wrestle at the circus. I can't imagine a better way to spend our honeymoon," Rose said. She smiled and batted her lashes. "Can you?"
Wyatt laughed.
"I guess not."
"Will you talk to him then? Will you ask Charles if it's all right if we come along?"
"Are you sure that's what you want?"
"Yes, Wyatt, that's what I want. I figure that before I birth your six little ragamuffins I should at least see a different world – or the same one in a different time. I think it would be exciting," Rose said. She raised a brow. "We might even get some ideas on how to enjoy ourselves more back here."
Wyatt chuckled.
"That's all the incentive I need to ask our friend about extending our vacation."
Wyatt walked around the bed and reclaimed his old place. He admired the beauty of the feminine form at his side and then placed a hand on Rose's smiling face.
"I noticed that the bakery across the street just opened. Would you care to join me for coffee and a pastry?"
Rose shook her head.
"You go ahead. You can bring me back a jelly roll."
"Are you sure you don't want to go?"
"I'm sure," Rose said. "Besides, as you can plainly see, I'm underdressed and a little tied up."
Wyatt smiled.
"I can free you of at least some of your burdens, if you'd like."
"No. Just leave me as I am. I want to think about the shackles of married life before you drag me off to the land of blissful domesticity."
Wyatt laughed.
"Very well, my love. I won't be long."
Wyatt quickly donned his tailored suit, grabbed his hat, and went to the door of his large but modestly furnished hotel room. When he exited the quarters, he shut the door, stepped into the hallway, and greeted a cleaning girl who appeared ready to enter the adjacent room.
As he proceeded down the long carpeted hallway and started down the stairs, he thought about how his life was about to change. He knew that he and Rose would eventually stop meeting at the Stratford Hotel as Mr. and Mrs. Smith. He knew they would embrace most, if not all, of the trappings of domestic life.
That was OK too. That's what couples did when they traded one set of priorities for another and headed down a different path. Wyatt felt fortunate that he had the opportunity to head down that path with someone he loved and respected.
When he reached the hotel lobby, he walked to the front desk and asked the clerk if the morning paper had arrived. When the clerk told him it had, Wyatt paid for a copy, tucked it under his arm, and headed for the front door.
He reached the sidewalk just as a bright sun poked through a bank of clouds. He could see, even at eight fifteen, that it was going to be a good day.
Wyatt waited for two carriages to pass before crossing the street. When he reached the front of the bakery, he stopped and took a moment to enjoy the smell of the best pastries in the city.
He stepped forward, put a hand on the door, and pulled it open. He started to walk through but stopped and stepped back to allow two bakery customers to leave.
Wyatt tipped his hat and started to say, "Good morning, ladies," but didn't get the first word out before he heard a sound he would remember for the rest of his life – a blood-curdling scream.
 



CHAPTER 59: CHUCK
 
Monday, August 20, 1900
 
In one respect, Chuck's second visit to the Galveston police station was a lot like the first. He stated his business, badgered the first cop he met, and cooled his heels while he waited to meet the deputy chief of police.
In another respect, it was night-and-day different. When Chuck finally got his audience with Patrick O'Malley, he didn't find an officer who wanted to help him solve a burglary. He found a man who was hell-bent on punishing Wyatt Fitzgerald for the murder of his sister.
"You're not his brother. You're not his lawyer," O'Malley said to Chuck at the front desk. "In my book, that makes you a nobody. Now please excuse me."
"All I want to do is see him," Chuck pleaded.
"Not today, mister. Not today."
Chuck was furious. He had as much right to visit Wyatt as anyone. Then he remembered he was in 1900 Texas and not 2016 California. The rights and privileges he had enjoyed as a beat reporter who had interviewed many prisoners were simply not in play.
Even so, he couldn't allow himself to give up. He felt responsible for allowing this to happen and helpless as he considered the possibility that history might, in fact, repeat itself. So when he saw O'Malley turn his back on him and walk away, he decided to play hardball.
"Is that badge of yours just for show, Chief?"
O'Malley stopped, turned around, and slowly returned to desk.
"What did you say?"
"You heard me," Chuck said. "I want to know if you intend to treat Wyatt's defenders like you would those of any other inmate. Tell me what you think."
O'Malley fumed.
"You want to know what I think? I'll tell you. I think your friend liked to play sick games with women and got angry with my sister when she had finally had enough. Rose was strangled, Mr. Townsend. She was killed in the prime of her life. I believe Mr. Fitzpatrick is responsible and am going to do everything in my power to keep him here until his case goes to trial."
"You don't believe he's responsible," Chuck said. "You don't at all. You know that Wyatt, despite his unusual tastes, loved your sister and would have never done anything to hurt her."
"What I believe no longer matters. Mr. MacArthur has already filed murder charges. Your friend is going to stay here until he is brought to trial or until someone can convince the state to drop the case."
"That's why I'm here," Chuck said. "I believe I can prove Wyatt's innocence and maybe help you find the person or persons responsible for Rose's death. All I want is fifteen minutes with the accused. Then I'll get out of your hair and let you do your job."
O'Malley stared at Chuck for several seconds, as if considering his options, and then turned to face an officer who filled out forms at a desk a few feet away. He summoned his colleague to the front and returned his attention to the difficult man who had walked into the station.
"This is Officer Young. He will escort you to the jail."
"Thank you," Chuck said. "I appreciate it."
"You have fifteen minutes, Mr. Townsend. Don't waste a single one."
 
Chuck followed Officer Young through a door and down two corridors that led to the jail. He signed a log sheet; left his hat, jacket, and other belongings on a table; and then followed two other policemen into a room that contained a dozen cells. A moment later, he found himself behind iron bars with a man accused of killing his fiancée.
"How are you doing?" Chuck asked the inmate, who sat on the end of an unmade bed with his face buried in his hands.
Wyatt lifted his head and stared at Chuck.
"How do you think I'm doing?" Wyatt asked. He turned away when moisture filled his eyes. "They killed my Rose. They killed my sweet, precious Rose."
"Who killed Rose, Wyatt? Who killed her?"
"I don't know," Wyatt said. He met Chuck's gaze. "I don't know."
"The police report says that a maid found Rose minutes after you left your room. It says that she had been strangled. Who could do such a thing?"
Wyatt sighed.
"If I knew the answer to that, Charles, I would not be here."
Chuck sat on the cell's other bed and stared at Wyatt. He couldn't believe that the broken man in front of him was the same confident captain of industry he had dined with on Thursday.
"The authorities have already filed charges."
"I know," Wyatt said. "They say I not only committed this act but planned it. They want to hang me. They want to hang me for killing the woman I loved."
Chuck knew they did – or at least he knew Levi MacArthur did. He knew that the prosecutor who blamed Wyatt for his wife's suicide would do everything in his power to send the co-owner of the Gulf Star Line to the gallows.
"Has Silas seen you?" Chuck asked.
Wyatt nodded.
"He visited this morning, along with my attorney. They tried to convince a judge to free me on bail but didn't succeed. The court considers me a flight risk."
"I see," Chuck said. "Have they notified other family members?"
"Yes."
"That's good."
Wyatt stared at Chuck.
"This is what you warned me about, is it not?"
Chuck nodded.
"It is. I thought I had influenced my surroundings enough to change the course of events, but it's clear that I hadn't. What's important now is doing something to remedy this injustice."
"What do you suggest?" Wyatt asked.
"I suggest we do what someone apparently did not do the first time. I suggest we prove your innocence by proving that someone else committed this crime," Chuck said. "Has your attorney come up with a strategy?"
"No," Wyatt said. "He's still gathering facts."
"I understand."
"It doesn't look good, does it?"
Chuck shook his head.
"No. It doesn't," Chuck said. "It doesn't help that you checked into the hotel using a phony name. Nor does it help that no one saw another person enter or leave your room. I won't lie to you. You're in a tough spot, but you're not in a hopeless spot. All we need is more information."
Chuck looked at the officer outside the cell and then at a wall clock.
"I have only a few more minutes, Wyatt. Can you think of anything that might help me clear your name and get you out of here?"
Wyatt shook his head.
"Think harder," Chuck said. "There has to be something."
Wyatt sighed and closed his eyes. When he opened them a moment later, he looked at Chuck like he was his one and only hope.
"There is one thing."
"What? Please tell me."
"Whoever did this knew Rose and me well enough to know how we spent our weekends," Wyatt said. "If you truly want to prove my innocence, my friend, you will start there. This was no random act by a stranger."
 



CHAPTER 60: CHUCK
 
Wednesday, August 22, 1900
 
Standing next to his wife of forty days, Chuck watched closely as six pallbearers, including the deputy chief of police, carried Rose O'Malley to her final destination. Each of the men wore a red-rose corsage as a tribute to a beloved daughter, sister, friend, and librarian who had made a mark on her native Galveston like few other women.
When the bearers placed the casket near the edge of the open grave and stepped back, Chuck took a moment to scrutinize some of those in attendance, including a few he considered suspects in the murder of a beautiful woman and the framing of an innocent man.
They included Levi MacArthur, who stood next to several community leaders, and Max Beck, who stood next to his family. Like Silas Fitzpatrick, who occupied a space near the mayor, they appeared genuinely saddened by the passing of a woman they all knew well. Unlike Silas, who had lobbied everyone from judges to the governor to get Wyatt freed on bail, they didn't seem to mind that the woman's accused killer continued to languish in a jail cell.
Chuck looked deeper into the crowd and saw another figure of interest, a man he had viewed with deep suspicion for months. Though Chuck had no reason to believe that Thomas Mack had murdered the deceased, he had every reason to believe that he knew something about the crime. The private investigator, like so many others, it seemed, was a man with secrets.
Chuck had made little headway in two days in his drive to prove Wyatt's innocence. He had spoken to the suspect's attorney, the arresting officer, and even some of the staff at the Stratford Hotel, but he was no closer to solving the crime than when he had started.
As a priest read the first six verses from the twenty-third Psalm, Chuck gazed again at the assembled mourners and let his mind drift. He thought about what Wyatt had said in his cell and about a timeline that was tighter than a drum.
The murderer would have had no more than five minutes to enter the hotel room undetected, kill Rose, and leave the room without drawing the attention of others. Pulling off a crime like that would have required knowledge of the suspect, familiarity with the hotel, and strength. Whoever had murdered Rose had done so swiftly and without incurring much of a struggle.
Chuck returned his attention to the graveside service, the mourners, and the woman at his side. He had done what he could to comfort her in the past four days but knew there was only so much he could do. Charlotte had lost not only a friend and a colleague but also a de facto sister, a person she could count on and confide in – a person that simply could not be replaced.
Chuck then looked to his left and saw another challenge in the form of a son who was fighting his own demons. Justin had said little since learning of Rose's death. He had instead holed up in the beach house and kept mostly to himself.
Even Emily hadn't managed to draw Justin out of his shell. In three separate visits to the beach house, she had been unable to get him to say more than a few words.
Chuck also thought about people who were not in attendance. A few far-flung relatives, including George O'Malley, Rose's globetrotting younger brother, and a beloved aunt in Ireland, couldn't be reached until the eve of the funeral. Many others, including several college friends and Goldie Gates, couldn't be reached at all. Goldie had not provided Charlotte with her sister's address in San Antonio.
When Chuck looked at the mass of mourners one last time, he thought again about how much he disliked funerals. He hated them, in fact. Though they could be beautiful celebrations of a life well lived, they were all too often just the opposite. They were painful reminders of human mortality and the cruel and random nature of the world itself.
He couldn't see mourners finding solace in Rose's achievements any more than they could find it in her recent happiness. People didn't find solace in the murder of a wonderful woman.
Chuck hoped that the hundreds around him would not have to experience a day like this again – or at least anytime soon – but he knew that they would. They most certainly would.
Somewhere off the coast of West Africa, nature was conspiring to bring a whirlwind of pain. Death was already knocking on a thousand Galveston doors.
 



CHAPTER 61: EMILY
 
Saturday, August 25, 1900
 
As Emily Beck went through a bedroom closet in a house on Nineteenth Street, she noted the little things – a brush covered with red hair, a theater program, a library bookmark, and an issue of National Geographic Magazine touting the glories of California.
To most people, the items would have been nothing more than disposable knickknacks. To someone who loved and admired Rose O'Malley, they were priceless reminders of a vivacious, achieving, fun-loving woman who always had one foot in the past and the other in the future.
They were also things that Charlotte Townsend couldn't bring herself to touch. One week after the violent murder of her best friend, she had found it nearly impossible to do much more than breathe. So on the morning she had left with Chuck for a weekend of reflection at the Sea View, she had asked Emily and Justin to pack Rose's belongings and take them to her family.
Emily sat on Rose's bed, flipped through the pages of the magazine, and stopped at an article about mountains, beaches, and giant trees. Like her late friend and colleague, she had more than a passing interest in the state with the Golden Gate.
"Have you found something interesting?" Justin asked.
"I've found several interesting things, including this magazine," Emily said. "It has a long article about a place you know well."
Justin walked over to the bed.
"May I see it?"
"Of course," Emily said.
Justin gently lifted the periodical from Emily's hands. He looked at the table of contents on the cover, frowned, and handed the magazine back to its finder.
"This is old information."
"It was published four years ago, Justin. How much can a state change in four years?"
"It can change a lot. Trust me."
Emily frowned as she watched Justin return to a chest of drawers. She didn't know why he was more sullen than he had been even before the funeral, but she was determined to find out.
"I can see that something is bothering you. Tell me what."
"No," Justin said.
He continued to empty a drawer with his back turned to Emily.
"Is it Rose's death? If it is, I would understand."
"It's not Rose's death."
"Then what is it?" Emily asked. "Please tell me why you're troubled."
"I can't," Justin said.
"You can't or you won't?"
"What difference does it make?"
Emily slid off the bed.
"It makes a lot of difference, Justin Townsend."
"No. It doesn't."
Justin started on another drawer.
"Why doesn't it?"
"Why? I'll tell you why," Justin said. He rose to his feet and turned to face Emily. "It doesn't make a difference because even if I tell you what's bothering me it won't change the outcome."
"What outcome? What are you talking about?"
"I'm talking about our outcome," Justin said. "I'm talking about why I can't ask you to marry me and go to California."
Emily stepped back. She knew they would face challenges keeping their relationship alive after he left for Los Angeles, but she didn't consider any of them insurmountable. After four days of intense lovemaking, she had assumed that there were no obstacles they couldn't overcome.
When Emily saw the hurt on Justin's face, she stepped forward. She walked up to him, grabbed his hands, and gazed at him with sympathetic eyes.
"I don't understand what you just said," Emily said. "But if you're asking me to marry you, then you already know my answer. I told you I would follow you to California."
She kissed him lightly on the lips.
"I would follow you to Timbuktu."
Justin took a deep breath.
"Would you follow me to the future?"
"The what?"
"The future," Justin said.
"The future?"
"Yes. The future. Would you follow me to the twenty-first century knowing you could never come back? Would you follow me knowing you could never see Anna again? Would you?"
"What?"
"I'm from the future, Emily!" Justin said. "I came here from the year 2016. I walked through some sort of magic tunnel in Los Angeles and popped out in 1900. I'm not from this time."
Emily let go of Justin's hands and stared at him as if he were a complete stranger. Stunned, fearful, and speechless, she stepped backward until she bumped into the bed and fell onto the mattress. When Justin stepped forward, she held out a hand.
"Don't come any closer," Emily said.
"Emily?"
"I mean it. Don't come any closer, Justin, if that's really your name."
"It is my name."
"You're from the future?"
"I'm from the future," Justin said.
Emily closed her eyes and counted to five. She could not believe her luck with men. She had gone from an arranged marriage to a philanderer to the Man from Mars in less than a year.
"I don't believe you."
"Really?"
"That's right," Emily said.
"OK. I'll prove it then. Ask me a question."
Emily glared.
"When were you born?"
"January 5, 1995."
"You're lying," Emily said. "Where did you grow up?"
"Mission Viejo."
"Never heard of it."
"It's still a cattle ranch," Justin said.
"Who's the president?"
"Barack Obama."
"Who?"
"Never mind," Justin said.
"I think you're making this up."
"Why would I make anything up?"
"Because you're a man," Emily said. "Men lie."
"So we're back to that?"
"Yes."
"You really don't believe me?" Justin asked.
Emily glared.
"I don't believe a word."
Justin frowned and sighed.
"OK. I hear you."
Justin grabbed Emily's hand and pulled her off the bed.
"Where are you taking me?"
"I'm taking you to another room," Justin said with an edge in his voice. "If you don't believe me, then maybe you'll believe someone else."
 



CHAPTER 62: JUSTIN
 
Justin pressed a button on his father's cell phone and watched a clip he had seen a dozen times. The young man on the high-definition screen was almost as compelling as the one he saw every day in the beach-house mirror.
"That's you?" Emily asked.
"That's me on a cruise to Mexico," Justin said. "Given what your father does for a living, I thought you might like this video."
"What do you call this device?"
"Most people call it a cell phone or a smartphone."
"You mean it can make telephone calls too?" Emily asked.
Justin nodded.
"It can where I come from."
"You're not lying to me again, are you?"
Justin shook his head.
"I didn't lie to you earlier, Emily. I came from the future. I came from a time so different than this it would make your head spin. I've wanted to tell you for days, but I didn't know even where to start. That's why I've been so quiet and distant lately."
Emily looked at Justin with humble eyes.
"I thought it was because you didn't want to marry me."
Justin put his hands on Emily's shoulders as they stood in the middle of a bedroom usually occupied by Charles and Charlotte Townsend.
"No. Nothing could be further from the truth," Justin said. "I do want to marry you."
"Then why don't you?"
"I can't unless you agree to come with me to 2016."
"Why must I leave? Why can't you stay?" Emily asked. "You've told me many times that you like it in Galveston. We can be happy here. Why can't you stay?"
Justin sighed.
"I could stay if I wanted to, but I don't. I want to return to my time. It may not be perfect, but it's better. It's where I belong."
Emily gently removed Justin's hands from her shoulders and walked to the bedroom's only window. She pulled back the curtains and stared blankly at the front yard.
"I can't give you an answer today, Justin. This is much too sudden."
"I understand."
Emily turned away from the window and faced her suitor.
"I'll give you an answer well before you leave. That's all I can promise."
"That's fair," Justin said.
Emily smiled sadly and returned to the time traveler who wanted to return to his time. She kissed him on the cheek, grabbed his hand, and pulled him toward the bed.
"Emily, what are you doing?"
"It's not what you think."
"Then what are you doing?" Justin asked.
"I'm leading you toward a comfortable place. I want to be comfortable when you tell me why you are here and why you want to return to this time of yours."
Emily let go of Justin's hand, sat on the bed, and patted the mattress.
"Please sit, Justin. Let's sit and talk," Emily said. "We have a lot to discuss."
 
Forty minutes later, Justin played yet another video. This clip showed Charlotte, Rose, and Emily helping patrons at the front desk of the Texas Maritime Library.
"That's me!" Emily said.
"That's you," Justin replied.
"How was your father able to take these pictures without drawing attention to himself?"
"He was able to do it by using a device that doesn't draw attention to itself. My dad probably put the phone on one of the tables in the back of the room and let it sit there like a deck of cards."
Emily frowned.
"It's hard to look at Rose. I miss her so."
"I do too," Justin said.
"Has your father shown Charlotte this 'video,' or whatever you call it?" Emily asked. "Has he told her who you really are?"
Justin nodded.
"He's shown her and told her everything."
"How about the others?" Emily asked.
"He told Wyatt back in June and Rose the day before she died."
Emily turned away when her eyes started to water.
"Are you OK, sweetheart?" Justin asked.
Emily nodded.
"I'm all right. I just need a moment."
Justin's heart sank as he watched Emily deal with the death of her friend and colleague. He knew she couldn't compartmentalize her pain any more than he could and wanted to give her all the time she needed to recover from her periodic bouts with grief.
"Maybe we should get back to packing Rose's belongings."
"No," Emily said as she turned to face Justin. She wiped an eye. "We have until tomorrow to pack her things. I want to know more about your time travels."
"What do you want to know?" Justin asked.
"One thing I'd like to know is why you really came to Galveston."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean that your father didn't come here to write a book. He hasn't done any research at the library since June and hasn't, to my knowledge, written a word about what he's learned," Emily said. "Charlotte told me last week that she has never seen him write in anything but a diary."
Justin threw his arm around Emily as they sat upright against an oak headboard. After thinking about what she said, he turned to face her and sighed.
"You're observant, Miss Beck," Justin said. "My father didn't come here to write a book. I didn't come here to help him write a book. We both came to Galveston to prove that an innocent man didn't commit a murder for which he was later hanged."
"You mean Wyatt?"
Justin nodded.
"He's a very distant relative."
"How do you know that he didn't kill Rose?" Emily asked.
"I don't."
"Yet you believe he's innocent?"
"I do," Justin said. He looked at Emily. "Do you think that Wyatt killed Rose?"
"No. I don't. But what I think doesn't matter. All that matters is that Levi thinks he killed her. He won't let up unless a jury acquits Wyatt or someone proves he's innocent."
"That's what we're trying to do."
"Do you have any evidence that would support his case?" Emily asked.
"No. All that we have is a letter from Wyatt's natural brother Benjamin. He apparently heard about a deathbed confession in 1926 that was made by the person who actually killed Rose."
"Who's the real killer?"
"We don't know. We didn't even know who the victim would be until a week ago," Justin said. He grabbed Emily's hand and waited until she met his gaze. "You have to believe me when I say that there was no way we could have prevented this."
"I believe you."
"We tried to prevent the murder before it happened, but we couldn't. We didn't have enough information to go on," Justin said. "Now we don't even have what little information we brought with us. The letter from Wyatt's brother was stolen in the burglary."
"Surely you remember more details."
"We do. We know that the real killer was named Mack or Max."
Emily slumped against a pillow.
"My father's name is Max."
Justin nodded.
"He's on our short list of suspects. So is Levi MacArthur and Thomas Mack, our friendly neighborhood stalker. He's really high on my list."
"I don't know Thomas Mack, but I do know my father," Emily said. "He would never kill a friend of mine or have her killed. He would never kill a woman."
"Are you sure about that? Nothing would make it easier for him to acquire the Gulf Star Line than to knock Wyatt out of the picture," Justin said. "He even made a thinly disguised threat about 'circumstances' changing when I visited your house the first time."
"I don't care what he said. He would not kill Rose."
"What about Levi?" Justin asked. "He still blames Wyatt for his wife's suicide. What better way to pay him back than to kill his fiancée and put him on death row at the same time? As the prosecutor in this case, he's in a perfect position to get revenge."
"That doesn't mean he's a killer."
"So you're defending Levi too?"
"No. I just don't think he did it," Emily said. "Levi may be a philanderer and a liar and a very bad kisser, but he's not a murderer. He's too much of a coward."
"He wasn't a coward when he tried to put your father in jail. That took brass."
"Can we talk about something else?" Emily asked.
"OK. We can," Justin said. "I'm sorry for getting you worked up. I'm just feeling pretty bad about failing Rose. I want to see Wyatt cleared before we have to leave."
"That's the other thing. Why do you have to leave next month? Why can't you stay through the fall and help Wyatt as best you can? Why can't you stay a little longer and be with me?"
Justin sighed and looked away.
"It's not an option, Emily."
"Why is it not an option? You're keeping things from me again."
"I'm not," Justin said. "I'll tell you exactly why we have to leave next month. There are two reasons."
Emily folded her arms and stared at the end of the bed.
"What's the first?"
"The first is that our ticket back to 2016 will expire soon."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean that a gypsum crystal we used to travel though time loses its power in less than a month," Justin said. "If we don't take it back to that tunnel in Los Angeles by September 18, then we'll be stuck here forever."
"How tragic," Emily said with obvious sarcasm.
"Please try to understand my position."
Emily frowned.
"I'm sorry. My 'petulant side' is back."
Justin kissed her on the cheek.
"That's the side I love the most."
Emily forced a smile.
"What's the other reason you have to leave so soon?"
Justin took a breath and looked away. He knew he would have to mention the storm at some point, but he had hoped it would be later rather than sooner. He didn't look forward to telling Emily that her town and perhaps many of the people she knew and loved would soon be obliterated.
"The other reason is that we don't want to be here when a hurricane hits."
Emily looked at Justin with concern in her eyes.
"Please continue."
"A hurricane is going to hit Galveston, Emily, and it's going to hit soon. It'll strike this town with the force of a hundred tornadoes and turn even brick buildings into rubble."
Justin felt Emily slacken in his arms.
"What about the people here?" Emily asked in a tentative voice.
Justin sat up and leaned forward. He wanted to see her face when he told her what she didn't want to hear.
"Six thousand people are going to die," Justin said. "Most won't be identified. Many will be buried where they lie – or burned. The carnage will be worse than you can possibly imagine."
"What about my family?"
Justin tightened his hold on her when he heard her voice crack.
"I don't know. I don't remember the names of the victims in the newspaper articles I read. I can't get the names either. The articles were stolen too."
Justin sighed.
"All I know is that the part of Galveston that faces the sea will be wiped clean. That means the Midway and the bathhouses and the hotels will all be destroyed. So will some schools and an orphanage and hundreds of homes."
Justin kissed Emily on the side of the head.
"I won't have a place to stay in two weeks, Emily – and neither will you."
 



CHAPTER 63: CHUCK
 
Thursday, August 30, 1900
 
Chuck sipped his chicory-laced coffee, gazed at the nearly empty dining room in the nearly empty house, and tried to remember how it had looked not so long ago.
At the last library-staff breakfast, the room had been a noisy gathering place for happy people who were doing things and going places. Two weeks later, it was a quiet shell of its former self – a chamber filled with sadness, memories, and regret.
Chuck looked at a dusty china cabinet, a crooked picture on a wall, and then at a grandfather clock that hadn't chimed in days. Rose O'Malley hadn't been around to wind the clock, as she had done every Monday for months, and Charlotte Townsend hadn't had the heart to do it in her absence. She hadn't had the heart to do a lot of things since her friend, colleague, and confidante had been lowered into the ground.
"Are you going to be OK?" Chuck asked.
Charlotte lowered her coffee cup and stared at Rose's empty chair before turning her attention to the man seated at her side. She looked at her husband like a dispirited child might look at a comforting parent.
"I'll be all right," Charlotte said. She took a deep breath. "I just need another day or two to adjust to the way things are."
Chuck placed his hand on hers.
"Take all the time you need, Charlotte. There's no need to rush through your grief."
Charlotte smiled sadly.
"I appreciate your patience, Charles, but I think we both know that's not true."
"What do you mean?"
"What I mean is that we need to focus on other things," Charlotte said. "We need to focus on saving the lives of the people we love before we go through this again."
Chuck didn't bother to offer even a feeble objection. He knew she was right. In the time that remained to them in 1900, they would have to do what they could to free an innocent man from jail and warn others of a storm that would change the city forever.
"You're right."
"Have you made any progress on Wyatt's case?" Charlotte asked.
"No," Chuck said. "Neither have the police. At my insistence, they checked the whereabouts of Max, Levi, Thomas Mack, and even Silas. All four have solid alibis. Mack and Silas weren't even in Galveston. Mack was in Corpus Christi visiting his brother. Silas was in Austin meeting with legislators. All of this makes me wonder whether I've been wrong all along."
"I don't follow."
"How well do we really know our friend, Charlotte? How do we know that the police don't have their man and that justice is not in the process of being served?"
"You don't believe Wyatt killed Rose any more than I do."
"I didn't yesterday," Chuck said. "Today I'm not so sure."
Charlotte stared at him.
"Wyatt didn't do it," Charlotte said with the kind of conviction Chuck hadn't heard in days. "He may be a man with peculiar tastes and unorthodox ways, but he is not a killer. I watched him fall in love with Rose. I watched him change from a self-absorbed cad to a selfless gentleman who talked about marriage and children. He could no more have killed Rose than he could have killed his own mother. He loved her as purely and completely as I believe you love me."
Chuck smiled weakly.
"That settles it then. If Wyatt loved Rose as much as I love you, then there's no way he could have killed her," Chuck said. He squeezed Charlotte's hand. "I don't really think he killed her, but what I think is not important. What I can prove is. If I do nothing else in the next few days, I must at least convince the police that someone else could have committed the crime."
Charlotte looked at him thoughtfully.
"Is there anything you could have overlooked? You've seen the police report, Charles. Surely there is something that stood out, something you can use to dig a little deeper."
Chuck took a moment to recall what he had read. He couldn't remember anything in the report that raised any flags, but he did remember thinking that the statement by Beatrice May, the sixteen-year-old maid who had found Rose dead in her bed, seemed incomplete. The police had apparently not asked the girl some questions that he would have asked, including what she had witnessed before she had seen Wyatt leave the scene of the crime.
"Maybe there is," Chuck said.
"What is it?"
"I'm not sure exactly. I just know that I need to pay another visit to the Stratford. I think it's time I had a chat with the person who may be able to clear up this whole mess."
Chuck lifted Charlotte's hand and kissed it.
"Get your purse, Mrs. Townsend. We have a cleaning girl to see."
 



CHAPTER 64: CHUCK
 
The sitting room in the Stratford was not as fancy as those in the major hotels, but it was comfortable and quiet. That made it more than sufficient as a venue to interview a frightened witness who seemed to have little interest in revisiting a morning that had shaken her to the core.
"How are you doing?" Chuck asked.
Beatrice May glanced nervously at Charlotte and then at Chuck. All three sat at a small table in a corner of the otherwise unoccupied room.
"I'm doing all right, I guess."
"I assume the manager told you who we are and why we wanted to talk to you."
"He did," Beatrice said.
"I won't take up much of your time, Miss May. I know that you've spoken to the police and to reporters and are probably tired of answering questions about the crime, but I have to ask you to do it again. I'll need your full cooperation if I hope to prove that Mr. Fitzpatrick is innocent."
"I understand. I'll do my best."
Chuck looked at the fidgety black girl and sighed. He didn't doubt her willingness to do the right thing by telling the truth, but he wondered how helpful anyone could be when asked to provide information that might run counter to a narrative that the police, the press, and her image-conscious employer had taken as gospel.
"I'm sure you will," Chuck said. "Let's get started then. The first thing I want to ask you is how you began your shift that day. I understand you came to work around seven."
Beatrice nodded.
"I came to work at seven, just like I always do."
"What did you do between seven and eight?"
"I swept and mopped. I swept and mopped the lobby floor. That's all any of us are allowed to do before eight. Mr. Miller, the manager, won't allow us to even knock on the doors until then."
"I see," Chuck said. "When you were sweeping and mopping, did you see anything unusual? Did you see or hear anything you don't normally see or hear between seven and eight?"
"No, sir. I just saw what I always see."
"What about when you went up to the second floor to start cleaning the rooms? Did you see anything out of the ordinary up there?"
"No, sir. I saw the same old things."
"How does the process work?"
"How does what work?" Beatrice asked.
"When you go up to the second floor to clean, how do you know which rooms to enter and which to leave alone? Are there procedures or rules you have to follow?"
"Oh, we have rules. We have lots of rules."
"Tell me about them," Chuck said. "Can you just walk into a room?"
"No, sir. We can't do that. We have to knock first."
"What if no one answers?"
"Then we knock again and say, 'Maid service.'"
"What if they still don't answer?"
"Then we try to open the door," Beatrice said. "If it's locked, we get our key. If it's unlocked, we open it. Mr. Fitzpatrick's room was unlocked."
Chuck nodded.
"Did you see any other guests enter or leave their rooms?"
"No. Everybody was sleeping, I guess. Only one other room was open. That was the room next to Mr. Fitzpatrick's room. That's the only one I cleaned before I …"
Chuck gave the girl a moment to collect herself when he saw her eyes moisten. He could only imagine how she felt when she saw a dead naked woman tied to four bedposts.
"It's all right, Beatrice. I know this is hard."
Chuck glanced at Charlotte and sighed when he saw a soft, supportive smile form on her face. It did his heart good to know that his wife was slowly but surely emerging from her crippling grief. He returned the smile and then looked again at the witness.
"The police say you saw Mr. Fitzpatrick leave his room about ten after eight. Is that right?"
"That's right," Beatrice said. "I saw him just before I made the bed in the other room."
"How did he appear when he left his room? Did he look nervous? Angry? Happy?"
"He looked happy, sir. He looked real happy."
Chuck made a mental note of the maid's observation, which had not appeared in the official police report. Wyatt Fitzpatrick was either a self-satisfied murderer or a man in love. Chuck didn't have any difficulty figuring out which of the two was true.
"Did he say anything to you?" Chuck asked.
"Yes, sir. He said, 'Good morning.' Then he tipped his hat and walked away."
Chuck smiled at Beatrice. She was giving him clear answers, but she wasn't giving him much he could work with. He began to think this was just another fruitless pursuit of the truth when something came to him – something he should have thought of days ago.
"I want to go back to something you said earlier."
"All right," Beatrice said.
"You said a few minutes ago that you didn't see anything out of the ordinary that morning, at least until you entered Mr. Fitzpatrick's room. Is that correct?"
"That's correct."
"Did you see anyone in the hotel who looked like they didn't belong there?"
"No, sir."
"So you saw only your coworkers and some hotel guests?" Chuck asked.
"No, sir. I didn't say that."
Chuck leaned forward.
"Then what did you say, Beatrice?"
"I saw someone else too. I saw the flower lady."
Chuck felt his sturdy stomach lurch the second he heard the word "flower."
"Who is this 'flower lady'?"
"I don't know her name. I just know she brings flowers every Saturday morning."
"Can you tell me what she looks like?" Chuck asked.
"I sure can. She's a pretty lady with blond hair. I'd say she's about twenty-five or thirty."
Chuck glanced again at Charlotte and saw that her smile had vanished. She had no doubt drawn the same conclusion about the identity of the flower lady.
"Is there someone who works here who might know the name of this woman?"
"My boss would," Beatrice said. "Mr. Miller knows all the folks who come here."
Chuck got out of his chair. When Beatrice and Charlotte did the same, he thanked the maid for her time and led his wife out of the sitting room and down a long hallway to the lobby. Chuck approached the clerk at the front desk and requested to see the Stratford's manager. Three minutes later, he stood face to face with Theodore Miller for the second time in twenty minutes.
"That was quick," Miller said. "Did Beatrice give you the information you wanted?"
"She did," Chuck said. "She was very helpful. The only thing she couldn't tell me was the name of the woman who delivers your flowers on Saturdays. She told me that you might know."
"Of course I know. The woman is Maxine Gates. She has delivered our flowers for months."
"Her name is Maxine?"
"Yes. Her name is Maxine. Some people call her Goldie, but most call her Maxine. She signs Maxine on all of her invoices," Miller said. "Why is this important?"
Chuck looked at Charlotte and then at the manager.
"It's important, Mr. Miller, because your flower lady was supposed to be out of town the morning Rose O'Malley was murdered in your hotel. She knew and disliked the deceased."
"I hope you're not saying she's responsible."
"I'm not saying that at all," Chuck said. "What I am saying is that Maxine Gates has some questions to answer and that the door to this open-and-shut case has just been kicked wide open."
 



CHAPTER 65: CHUCK
 
Sitting next to Charlotte in an otherwise unoccupied waiting room at the Galveston police station, Charles Townsend closed his eyes and shook his head. Not once had he considered that Max could be a woman. Because of that neglect, a dear friend lay in a grave.
"This is my fault," Chuck said. "I knew Goldie didn't like Rose. I should have considered her a suspect along with the rest."
"This is not your fault, Charles. I'm the one who should have made the connection," Charlotte said. "I knew Goldie's christened name was Maxine. I knew the killer's name was Mack or Max. You told me that. I just didn't know that Goldie was capable of violence."
"We still don't. Let's be fair. It's entirely possible that Goldie is as innocent as Wyatt. We don't have a strong case right now. We don't even have a motive."
"That's not entirely true," Charlotte said.
"What do you mean?" Chuck asked.
"What I mean is that I haven't told you everything about Goldie and Rose."
"Tell me then."
"You know that Goldie envied Rose's ability to make and keep male friends. I told you that much," Charlotte said. "What I didn't tell you is that she also envied her ability to keep Wyatt."
"What?"
"Goldie dated Wyatt for several weeks. She loved him, as best I could tell, but he did not love her. Wyatt ended their relationship about the time he started seeing Rose."
Chuck tilted his head.
"Why didn't you tell me this earlier?"
"I didn't think it was relevant. Even after Rose died, I didn't think it was relevant. I didn't think Goldie was violent and, like everyone else, I thought she was visiting her sister at the time of the murder. I'm sorry, Charles, but it simply didn't occur to me."
Chuck pulled her close and kissed her on the side of the head.
"I'm not blaming you. You saw the best in Goldie, just like you see the best in everyone. You should never apologize for that."
Chuck started to say something else but stopped when Silas Fitzpatrick and Hannibal Butler, the defense attorney, stepped into the room. Chuck got out of his chair and stepped away from the table when they approached.
"The police tell me you learned something that could help our case," Butler said. "Is that true? If so, please tell me. I may need to modify Wyatt's defense."
"I did learn something, counselor – something that could prove to be big. If my hunch is correct, you'll want to do more than modify Wyatt's defense. You'll want to move to have all charges dismissed."
"What is it then?"
"Sit down. I'll tell you," Chuck said.
Chuck pointed to the only table in the room. He waited for Silas and Butler to each take a seat and then returned to his own chair.
"So what did you learn?" Butler asked.
"I learned several things. I learned that I should never completely trust first impressions or underestimate a person's capacity to commit violence. I also learned that it pays to explore even the smallest lead in a case, like the one I uncovered a few hours ago."
"What are you getting at?" Silas asked.
"I met this morning with Beatrice May, the cleaning girl who found Rose. It seems that Miss May saw Goldie Gates, also known as Maxine Gates, deliver flowers at the Stratford Hotel shortly before Rose was murdered," Chuck said.
"So?" Butler asked.
"Goldie wasn't supposed to be in Galveston that day. She was supposed to be in San Antonio visiting her sister. No one has seen or heard from her since August 17."
"That does not prove she committed the crime," Butler said. "Even if Goldie was at the hotel at the time of the murder, she may have done nothing more than deliver flowers."
Chuck sighed.
"How many people at the Stratford that morning knew and disliked Rose O'Malley? How many had dated Wyatt for several weeks and been tossed aside in favor of the deceased?"
"I see your point," Butler said.
"In all probability, Goldie knew that Wyatt would take Rose to the Stratford. She knew he would check into the hotel using a false name, tie Rose to the bedposts, and leave her unattended at some point to get coffee or a newspaper or a pastry across the street. As his former lover, she would have known each and every one of his peculiar habits."
Chuck glanced at his wife.
"I'm sorry for being so descriptive, Charlotte."
"Don't hold anything back on my behalf, Charles. These men must know exactly what you are thinking if they are going to free Wyatt from jail."
Chuck laughed to himself. Most women in 1900 would have fainted after hearing "bedposts," "lover," and "peculiar habits" in consecutive sentences, but not his wife. She was a tolerant, unflappable, progressive soul who would always have his back. Chuck returned his attention to Butler and saw that his skeptical eyes had softened.
"I can't argue with your logic, sir. Your reasoning is sound," Butler said. "At the very least, it casts doubt on the notion that only one person could have killed Miss O'Malley. It does not, however, provide us with what we need to free Wyatt. We need more than a theory to win this case. We need hard evidence."
A man entered the room.
"You may have it, Mr. Butler."
Chuck turned toward the sound of the voice. He needed only a second to determine that the man was Deputy Chief of Police Patrick O'Malley and that he had more to offer the defense than a promise to investigate other suspects.
"What do we have, Chief?" Butler asked.
"You have something you didn't have yesterday," O'Malley said. "You have evidence."
"Please explain."
"I'd be happy to. It seems that Mr. Townsend's theory isn't as far-fetched as I thought it was. I just got a telegram from my counterpart at the San Antonio Police Department. At my request, they contacted Goldie Gates at her sister's home and brought her in for questioning."
"What did she say?" Butler asked.
"She didn't say a thing," O'Malley said. "Miss Gates refused to answer questions. She refused to cooperate on any matter."
"I don't understand," Chuck said. "If the police in San Antonio could not get her to talk, how did they obtain evidence that is relevant to Rose's murder?"
"The evidence, Mr. Townsend, was not a statement. It was a ring," O'Malley said. "It was a sapphire ring that was found in Miss Gates' purse. It was a ring that belonged to my sister."
 



CHAPTER 66: JUSTIN
 
Sunday, September 2, 1900
 
Standing where the beach grass met the beach, Justin Townsend stared blankly at the gray waves and tried to come to terms with two unpleasant things – the pending destruction of Galveston, Texas, and the decision by Emily Beck to remain in 1900.
Justin knew he could do little to mitigate the first. There was little even a time traveler could do to convince Gulf residents that the next big blow was going to be worse than the last.
There was nothing he could do to stop the hurricane itself. A "storm of moderate intensity" had already been reported southeast of Cuba and was slowly making its way west.
In a few days, it would come ashore, turn even sturdy buildings into kindling, and claim six thousand lives. It would remind at least one college dropout that when nature and man had it out, nature usually won.
Justin had hoped for a better outcome with Emily. Though he knew he had asked her to do the unthinkable, he had hoped she would do just that.
People left their families all the time to pursue opportunity. In the last fifty years, sixteen million Europeans had left their native lands to come to the United States. In the same period, hundreds of thousands of Americans from the East, the South, and the Midwest had left their homes to settle in places like California and Oregon.
The difference, of course, is that these individuals knew they might see their families again. They knew that even if a reunion with their loved ones was unlikely, it was possible. People with hope of certain outcomes took chances. People without hope did not.
Justin also thought about Wyatt Fitzpatrick, the reason he had come to Texas with his father in the first place. Though Wyatt's guilt in the murder of Rose O'Malley had been called into question with the arrest of Goldie Gates, his freedom had not been secured. He remained in the Galveston jail pending a further investigation into the facts of the case.
"What are you thinking about?" Emily asked.
"I'm thinking about a lot of things," Justin said. "Just now I was thinking about Wyatt and the investigation into who killed Rose."
"Do you think Goldie did it?"
Justin faced Emily and nodded.
"I do. How else could she have gotten the ring?"
"I don't know," Emily answered. "I don't know anything anymore."
"Sure you do," Justin said. "You know Galveston is going to be wiped out in a few days – and you know you're not going to Los Angeles with me. Those are two things right there."
Anger and tears filled Emily's eyes.
"Why must you torment me? You know why I won't go."
Justin turned away for a moment as he tried to decide whether one more fight was worth it. He didn't know how to solve the impasse any more than she did, but he wanted to keep looking for answers. Leaving Emily's life forever simply wasn't acceptable.
"If you won't leave your family, then why don't you bring them along?" Justin asked. "My dad and I can find a place for them in the future. I know we can."
"I won't bring them along because I can't," Emily said. "I've already tested those waters."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean I told my parents you wanted to marry me and take me on a one-way trip to Australia. I figured if they considered moving to a place on the other side of the world, they might consider taking an even bigger leap. So I asked if they would do that. I asked them if they would move to Australia under any circumstances."
"What did they say?" Justin asked.
"They said no. Do you think most people would have answered differently? My parents don't even like to travel to Houston, much less places farther away."
"Were you able to convince them to leave town this weekend?"
"Yes, Justin. I did what you asked me to do," Emily said with an edge in her voice. "I can save their lives, but I can't save us. It's hopeless."
Justin watched as Emily, tearful and flustered, shook her head, turned around, and walked away. He paused to consider her words. He knew she was right. Their situation was hopeless. The relationship had to end. He just didn't want it to end like this.
"Don't leave," Justin said.
Emily looked back as he rushed forward.
"Stay away from me!"
"I'm sorry," Justin said when he reached her. "I'm sorry for putting you through this."
Emily stared at him with watery eyes.
"Do you think I want to leave you?" she asked. "I love you as much as I love them, but I can't give them up. I won't."
Justin wrapped Emily in his arms as she started to sob.
"I know," he said. "I understand too."
Emily withdrew from his grasp.
"Do you?" she asked. "Do you really understand how difficult this is for me? A few months ago, I never wanted to see another man. I hated all of you. I hated what men had done to me. Then you had to come along and remind me that some men are kind and decent and loving. You got me to stop thinking about some things and start thinking about others. I want a life with you more than I want to breathe, but I won't leave my family to get it."
Justin pulled her in again.
"Don't say another word," he said. "You don't have to explain a thing. I'm the one who's being selfish, not you."
Justin waited for Emily to lift her head and meet his gaze. When she did, he put his hands on her face. He wiped away her tears, smiled warmly, and gave her a tender kiss. When she returned his smile, he kissed her again.
"I'm going to miss this the most," Emily said.
"Miss what?"
Emily smiled sweetly.
"Kissing you."
"Why?" Justin asked.
"Because you know how."
Both of them laughed. They laughed until the anger and frustration that had kept them apart for much of the past hour dissipated into the sea air. When they finally regained their composure, they exchanged loving smiles and fell into each other's arms.
"That's what I'm going to miss the most," Justin said.
"What?"
"Your smile. If I remember nothing else about my time here, I'll remember your smile. It's already etched in my mind."
Justin looked at Emily's smiling face and watched the tears return. Only this time, he knew they came from a happy place.
"We should go back," Justin said. "Your parents are probably wondering where we are."
"You're right," Emily said. She sighed. "When do you plan to leave?"
"You mean leave your house?"
"No. I mean Galveston."
"I'm not sure. My dad wants to stay here as long as necessary to free Wyatt from jail. That means we'll probably leave on Friday," Justin said. "We'll catch a train to Houston, ride out the storm over the weekend, and take off for California on Monday."
"You can't stay longer?"
"We can't if we don't want to risk getting stuck in 1900. We don't know exactly when the crystal will run out of power. The sooner we get back to Los Angeles, the better."
"That means we have just a few more days together," Emily said.
Justin smiled.
"In fact, we have eight – if you and your family go to Houston this weekend."
"We're going. We'll probably leave on the same train," Emily said. "What's strange is that Papa didn't object to my suggestion that we leave town for a few days. He never takes my ideas seriously, but he did this time."
"Maybe he finally realizes that he has an intelligent daughter who is capable of doing more than giving him grandchildren," Justin said.
"I'd like to believe that, but I think it was something else. I didn't have to even try to persuade him. When I suggested that we do some shopping in Houston before Anna started school, he just nodded. A few hours later, he called a hotel and reserved a room."
Justin pondered the comments for a moment. Did Max comply so easily because he respected his daughter's opinion or because he knew that a hurricane was coming?
"Has your father redirected any of his ships to new destinations?" Justin asked.
"I don't think so," Emily replied.
"Do you know if any will be in port this weekend?"
"I don't know. Why do you ask?"
"I'm just curious," Justin said. "I'd hate to see any of his assets damaged by the hurricane. Make sure he reads the weather reports in the papers this week."
"I will."
Justin smiled softly and looked at a face he would never forget. He put his hands on Emily's shoulders and kissed her again.
"I have just one more question," he said. "Will you see me off when we leave next Monday?"
Emily nodded.
"You know I will."
"I was hoping you'd say that."
"Now, I have a question for you," Emily said.
"What?"
"What are you doing Wednesday night?"
"I don't think I'm doing anything," Justin said. "What are you doing?"
"What I'm doing that night is not important. What I'm not doing is. I won't be attending a performance of The Merry Wives of Windsor with my parents and Anna."
Justin blushed.
"When they leave at six, I want you to pay a visit to the house," Emily said. She kissed him on the lips. "Before I say goodbye to you, I want to say goodbye."
 



CHAPTER 67: CHUCK
 
Wednesday, September 5, 1900
 
Chuck needed only a quick glance at the newspaper's weekly digest of events to know that there was more going on in the world than a murder investigation in Texas.
Robert Leroy Parker and Harry Longabaugh had robbed a Union Pacific train in Tipton, Wyoming, on August 29. Known to the world as Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, the outlaws had made off with more than fifty thousand dollars.
The next day, "Gentleman Jim" Corbett had knocked out Kid McCoy in the fifth round of a bout at Madison Square Garden. It was the former boxing champion's first win in six years.
On September 1, the German-American Telegraph Company had opened the first direct line between Germany and the United States. Spanning nearly five thousand miles, the line was the longest across the Atlantic Ocean.
Then there were the usual updates on the Boer War, the Boxer Rebellion, and the presidential campaign between William McKinley and William Jennings Bryan. It was enough to give a world-weary time traveler a serious case of déjà vu.
"Do you see anything interesting in the paper today?" Charlotte asked.
"I see a lot of interesting things, like stories on robberies, fights, and transatlantic cables," Chuck said. "What I don't see is an update on the hurricane. It has to be getting close."
"How do you know?"
"I can feel it," Chuck said. "The weather is starting to get more intense. That thunderstorm last night did more than make a lot of noise. It took out the power downtown. The police had to use bicycle lights and railroad lanterns just to find their way around."
"Did you go to the station this morning?"
Chuck nodded.
"I did while you were sleeping. I wanted to see if the police in San Antonio had made any progress with Goldie. The officer in charge didn't know anything about Wyatt's case, but he knew everything about the power outage. I guess the electricity is still out in some buildings."
"Did you see Wyatt?" Charlotte asked.
"No. I asked to see him, but the officer wouldn't allow it. I hope to see him later today when I meet with Hannibal Butler. He's still trying to get the charges dismissed based on the discovery of Rose's ring in Goldie's purse."
"We have to get Wyatt out of jail before the weekend," Charlotte said. "Do you still think the storm is coming on Saturday?"
Chuck sipped his coffee.
"I do. It's the only day that makes sense. I distinctly remember reading that the hurricane hit town on a weekend and that cleanup efforts began on a Sunday. We all need to be on a train to Houston by Friday."
Charlotte gazed at her husband, who sat across from her at their small kitchen table, and then at a painting on a wall. The painting showed a farmer and his son racing toward a barn to escape a coming storm. When she looked again at Chuck, she did so with troubled eyes.
"We have to warn people, Charles. We can't just leave Galveston and let people die."
"I agree, Charlotte, but there's only so much we can do. We can't force the mayor to issue an alert or the papers to warn their readers. We can't physically put people on trains and boats."
"So what can we do?"
"We can do a lot," Chuck said. "We can talk to everyone we know and say what we must to persuade them to leave. Justin has already succeeded with Emily and she, in turn, has succeeded with her family. The Becks have reserved a hotel room in Houston for the weekend."
"What can I say to people who don't believe a hurricane is coming?"
"Don't mention the storm. Mention something else. Invite them to a Saturday picnic on the mainland. Tell them they have to be there by noon or they will miss out on something big. Make something up, Charlotte. They'll believe you."
"I don't like to lie."
"I don't either," Chuck said, "but this is one time we have to. The truth probably won't cut it. You know how people are. They believe if they can ride out one storm, they can ride out another. What they don't understand is that this will be no ordinary hurricane. If they are not off this island by Saturday afternoon, they won't get off at all."
"There has to be something we can do to persuade more people to leave. Have you spoken to Mr. Cline at the Weather Bureau?" Charlotte asked.
"I did yesterday. He's tracking the storm as well, but he hasn't issued any warnings. I'm not sure it would do any good if he did. When people think they are immune from harm, it's hard to convince them otherwise."
"We have to do more," Charlotte said.
"We will, darling. We will."
"I hope so."
Chuck reached across the table, put a hand on Charlotte's forearm, and gazed at her lovely but tired eyes. He could see that she had a lot on her mind – and not just the storm or the ongoing investigation of the murder of her best friend. Something was different.
"Are you feeling all right? You seem tense."
Charlotte smiled sadly.
"Is it that obvious?"
"Yes," Chuck said. "I've noticed a difference. I know you've had a rough month, but it seems like you have more on your mind than Rose, Wyatt, and the hurricane."
Charlotte sighed.
"I do."
"What is it then?"
Charlotte gazed at Chuck for several seconds with eyes he couldn't read. When the awkward moment passed, she placed a hand on his face and caressed his cheek.
"When you ran your errands yesterday, I ran one of my own," Charlotte said. "I paid a visit to Dr. Wilkinson."
Chuck sat up in his chair.
"Are you all right?"
Charlotte nodded.
"I haven't felt the best the last few mornings, but I'm OK."
"Are you sure?"
"I'm sure. At least Dr. Wilkinson thinks I'm OK."
Charlotte took a breath.
"He thinks I'm about six weeks along."
She smiled softly.
"We're going to have a baby."
 



CHAPTER 68: CHUCK
 
Friday, September 7, 1900
 
Two hours after receiving a telephone call from Hannibal Butler, Chuck found himself in a police waiting room that had become as familiar to him as his own living room. He put his arm around Charlotte, who stood at his right, and then glanced to his left, where Justin and Emily patiently awaited news about a break in the Rose O'Malley murder case.
"How are you doing?" Chuck asked his son.
"I'm antsy," Justin said. "I wish Mr. Butler had told you more."
"I'm sure he would have told me more if he could have. We just have to be patient. I don't think we'll have to wait much longer."
Chuck looked at the young woman standing at Justin's side.
"How are you doing, Emily?"
Emily turned her head and gave Chuck a smile that looked forced.
"I'm doing all right."
Chuck nodded and then returned his attention to his wife. He didn't believe Emily for a minute. He knew for a fact she was miserable, but he also knew there was nothing he could do to make her feel better or change a situation that had left her in the dumps for days.
Justin had updated Chuck on that situation on Sunday. He had said that Emily would not leave her family permanently, under any circumstances, and that he would have no choice but to return to Los Angeles and 2016 without her.
As Chuck considered each of the people in the room, he thought about the opportunities and challenges that each of them confronted. Each faced a period of adjustment.
He worried least about Emily. He knew that even though she was heartbroken, confused, and angry that she would get back on her feet. She would return to Vassar, find a satisfying career, and eventually meet another man who would remind her that men were not so bad after all. She would thrive in the early 1900s because that was her time.
Chuck knew that Justin, too, would adjust. Like Emily, he would return to college, make a new life for himself, and find someone special to share that life. He would use the perspective he had gained in 1900 to excel and thrive in his time.
He worried most about Charlotte. Unlike the others in the room, she was leaving her time and everything she loved about it. He wondered how she would adjust to the digital age and to raising a child in an environment that would surely seem as strange and scary as a foreign country.
When Chuck thought about his own situation, he smiled. He had come to Texas to save an innocent man but in the process had saved himself. He had found answers and happiness in one incredible woman. He looked forward to life with his beautiful wife and their new child.
Chuck glanced again at Justin and saw him fidget. He could see that his son was nervous about the outcome of a case that had taken on new importance in the past week.
Justin had asked to assist with Wyatt's defense after visiting the Becks on Sunday. He had told Chuck that if he couldn't return to 2016 with the woman he loved, he wanted to at least return with the knowledge that he had helped to save a man's life.
So Justin had spent the next four days asking questions, running errands, and even poring over Texas law. He had been the best investigative assistant that Chuck could have asked for and clearly looked forward to seeing his efforts bear fruit.
Chuck started to say something soothing to his son but stopped when he heard footsteps in the corridor that led to the waiting room. He looked up just in time to see Deputy Chief of Police Patrick O'Malley walk through the door with Hannibal Butler, three local reporters, and Wyatt Fitzpatrick. Wyatt walked toward his friends the second he entered the room.
"Does this mean what I think it means?" Chuck asked.
"It does, Charles. They're letting me out," Wyatt said. "I'm a free man."
The two men embraced.
O'Malley greeted two more reporters as they passed through the door and then asked all of the people in the room to take a seat. When they did, he walked to the front of the room, turned around, and addressed his audience of eleven.
"Thank you for your patience, folks. I apologize for the delay, but I wanted to make certain that I had all of the facts before providing a statement to reporters."
O'Malley gave Wyatt a sympathetic glance and then looked at the others.
"About three hours ago, I learned that Maxine 'Goldie' Gates, age twenty-nine, of Galveston confessed to the murder of Rose O'Malley. Miss Gates had been a suspect in the case since incriminating evidence, an engagement ring belonging to the deceased, was found in her purse after she was brought in for questioning last week in San Antonio. Miss Gates, a former colleague of Miss O'Malley's at the Texas Maritime Library, made a full confession following a week of negotiations between her attorney and prosecutors. She continues to cooperate with authorities. As a result of the confession …"
Chuck watched closely as O'Malley paused to collect himself. He could only imagine the pain he had suffered in the past two weeks and admired him all the more for sticking with a case that he could have – and probably should have – turned over to others.
"As a result of the confession, prosecutors have dropped all charges against Wyatt Fitzpatrick in connection with this case. Mr. Fitzpatrick is today a free man. I will be happy to share more information on these developments as I learn about them. Are there any questions?"
Chuck waited for the reporters to ask some questions and was more than a little surprised when they didn't. They instead scribbled away on tiny pads and kept to themselves.
So Chuck did what he had done so often in the past and jumped into the fray. He got out of his chair, looked at O'Malley, and asked the most obvious question of all.
"I have one, Chief."
"What's that, Mr. Townsend?"
"You said that Miss Gates is continuing to cooperate with authorities."
"That's right."
"Why would she 'continue to cooperate' if she has already made a full confession?"
"That's an excellent question, sir. I'll give you an answer," O'Malley said. "But before I do, I must ask the reporters in the room to put down their pencils and pads. Anything I say from this point on is strictly off the record."
Chuck knew instantly that the case was about to take a sudden and unexpected turn. He knew that police spoke off the record only if a crime was still under investigation.
O'Malley stared at the five reporters in the room.
"Can I rest assured, gentlemen, that you will not print a word of this?"
Each of the reporters nodded or muttered an affirmative answer.
"That's good. Then I will continue."
O'Malley took another breath.
"In her confession to authorities in San Antonio, Miss Gates said she conspired with another individual to kill Miss O'Malley. She said that her fellow conspirator was not at the Stratford Hotel on the morning of August 18 but had participated fully in the planning of the crime."
Chuck felt his stomach drop when he saw O'Malley stare at Emily. Was he about to give her bad news? Was Max Beck the conspirator?
"We believe that the statement offered by Miss Gates is credible. For that reason, we will issue, within the next two hours, an arrest warrant for Silas Fitzpatrick of Galveston. I expect to make an official statement on this development at that time. Thank you."
Chuck scanned the room as O'Malley headed for the door and saw five scribbling reporters, two stunned women, a shocked son, a furious friend, and an attorney who didn't look the slightest bit surprised that Silas had been charged as a conspirator. He looked at Butler.
"You saw this coming, didn't you?" Chuck asked.
"I suspected Silas might be involved when he said he had to leave town the day after Miss Gates was arrested," Butler said. "I haven't heard from him since."
"Did he tell you how you could reach him?"
"No. He said he would contact me."
"This makes no sense," Chuck said. "A crime like this would require an incredible amount of trust. Why would Goldie and Silas trust each other on anything? They barely know each other."
"That's not true," Wyatt said in a cold, deliberate voice. "They know each other very well. They've been lovers for weeks."
 



CHAPTER 69: CHUCK
 
Houston, Texas
 
At 5:30 p.m. on the day before Chuck believed the hurricane would hit, he followed two men, two women, and an eight-year-old girl into the house that Hiram Fitzpatrick built.
The house was empty. Though police had searched it from top to bottom in an effort to learn the whereabouts of Silas Fitzpatrick, they were gone by the time Wyatt, Chuck, Justin, Charlotte, Emily, and Anna walked through the door.
Chuck considered that a blessing. After getting less than ten hours of sleep in the past three days, he didn't want to do anything but rest and relax in a mansion that was built for rest and relaxation. He had accomplished his mission and more. It was time to take a break.
He escorted Charlotte to their room, helped Emily and Anna with their luggage, and then walked to a second-story porch that overlooked the north side of the property. He found Wyatt sitting in a rocking chair, smoking a cigar, and staring blankly into space.
"I'm afraid to ask what you're thinking," Chuck said.
"Perhaps it's better if you don't," Wyatt said.
Chuck sat in another rocking chair a few feet away. After a moment of awkward silence, he turned to face his distant relative and not-so-distant friend.
"You can't go after him, Wyatt. You can't kill him."
"I can and I will."
"He's not worth throwing your life away," Chuck said.
"My life is worth nothing without Rose!"
"Let the police take care of this. You've already cut off his assets. Silas won't last long on the run without money. If you want to honor Rose's memory, let the police do their job. Then find that happy life that I know Rose would have wanted you to have."
"You make it sound easy."
"It's not easy," Chuck said forcefully. "It won't be easy. Your brother conspired to kill your fiancée. You will never be able to purge that from your mind, but you will be able to move on and have a good life if you leave justice to others."
"Perhaps you're right," Wyatt said.
"I know I'm right."
Wyatt closed his eyes and massaged his temples, as if trying to stave off a headache. When he was done, he stared at Chuck with eyes that reflected concern and not anger.
"Where are the others?"
"Most are resting in their rooms," Chuck said. "Like you and me, they need a break from all the drama. There will be plenty more in the days to come."
Wyatt took a puff of his cigar.
"Indeed."
"Emily and Anna asked me to thank you for letting them come here," Chuck said.
Wyatt turned to face Chuck.
"Do they wish to spend the night?"
"I don't know. The only thing I know for sure is that they don't want to leave Justin's side."
Wyatt smiled sadly.
"They have become quite attached to him."
Chuck nodded.
"Yes, they have."
"Where are Max and Isabella?" Wyatt asked.
"They are presumably on the five-fifteen, the last train out of Galveston. Max apparently wanted to grab some things in his office before coming out here."
"Do you think he was involved?"
"No," Chuck said. "I don't think Max had anything to do with the murder or even the theft of my papers, but I honestly can't rule it out. I can't rule out anything anymore."
Wyatt took another puff.
"Did I tell you that Max moved his ships?"
"No."
"Well, he did. He moved them about the same time that Silas finally agreed to move ours," Wyatt said. "The Beck Atlantic fleet is now docked in Vera Cruz."
"That can't be a coincidence."
"I doubt it is. My guess is that if Max did not steal your papers, then he heard from the person who did. He has never before confined his vessels to a single port."
"It doesn't matter," Chuck said. "Even with all of his ships, he will never be able to get his hands on yours. You'll be able to run your company as you see fit."
Chuck started to ask a question about Hiram Fitzpatrick's will when Justin and Emily burst through the doors and stepped onto the deck. Charlotte and Anna followed closely behind. Chuck could see from the looks on their faces that something was wrong.
"We have a problem," Justin said.
"What's that?" Chuck asked.
"I left the crystal at the beach house."
Chuck sighed.
"Justin!"
"I forgot. I made a mistake. I'm sorry," Justin said. "The good news is that I can get it tonight. That last train to the island hasn't left yet."
"You stay right here. I'll get it."
"No, Dad, I'll get it. I moved it to a different hiding place, a very-hard-to-reach hiding place. You wouldn't be able to find it even with instructions."
"Then let me go with you," Chuck said. "Even if you catch the last train there, you won't be able to catch the last one back. It has already left Galveston."
"I know. Emily's folks are on it. It doesn't matter. I'll just catch the first train tomorrow morning. We both know there will be a train tomorrow. We read about it in one of the stories."
"I don't know, Justin."
"I do, Dad. Let me do this. There's no need to risk anyone else's safety," Justin said. "If it makes you feel any better, I'll call you when I get to the station. Then I'll call you again when I leave. Please let me go – and let me go alone."
Chuck glanced at Charlotte, Emily, and Anna and saw the concern on their faces. Emily looked like she had been crying. Anna simply looked lost.
Chuck knew the situation. If someone didn't retrieve the crystal before noon, when the first destructive waves hit the shore, the beach house and the crystal would be lost forever.
"He'll be all right," Wyatt said. "Let him go."
Chuck looked at Wyatt and then slowly returned his eyes to Justin.
"OK. If you have to go, then go. Go now. Get in, get out, and do nothing else," Chuck said. "I don't want to return to California without a son."
 



CHAPTER 70: JUSTIN
 
Galveston, Texas
 
Justin knew the second he hung up the phone that his quick and simple trip to Galveston was about to become long and complicated. Or at least it looked that way.
Emily had reported that Max and Isabella had not boarded the five-fifteen train to Houston. They hadn't answered her repeated calls to the house or to the Beck Atlantic office. Nor had they made any attempt to contact her.
So when Emily finally got the chance to talk to someone on the island, she asked for help. She asked Justin if he would kindly collect her stubborn parents and put them on a train.
Easy as pie.
Justin thought about his new mission as he exited Union Station and stepped onto the Strand. He didn't mind fetching the Becks, so long as they offered no resistance. He just didn't want to have to persuade them to do something they should have already done.
He thought about calling them first and then reconsidered. There was no need to disrupt their evening just yet. He had until eight the next morning to rustle them out of their house.
So he decided instead to take a circuitous route to Tenth and M. He opted to take one last stroll down Memory Lane before Mother Nature turned it to rubble.
Justin found many memories on the Strand itself. When he passed the café, he thought of the time Emily had given him a piece of her mind and the time she had given him a piece of her heart. When he passed the library, he thought of their first walk, their last walk, and every walk in between. The facility had been the starting point for a hundred pleasant strolls.
Then there was the state medical school. When Justin saw Old Red, he saw a young woman with dreams and an unquenchable thirst for life. When he turned to the campus green, he saw a bicycle built for two and a couple kissing under an oak tree. He saw two young people who had not yet decided to go their separate ways.
When he turned onto Tenth Street and started toward the beach, Justin once again lamented the unfairness of it all. Why did he have to choose between the time he loved and the woman he loved? No one else had to make that choice. Even Dear Old Dad got to bring home his girl.
Justin pushed Emily to the side and concentrated on the matters at hand. He had a gypsum crystal to retrieve and a couple to save – or at least coax out of their own house. He also had a hurricane to avoid. If he did nothing else on Saturday, he hoped to do that.
When he reached the intersection of Tenth and Church, Justin lifted his head and took a long look at a surprisingly tranquil September sky. The wild blue yonder was more mild than wild and still decidedly blue. A thin layer of white clouds that hung above the Gulf of Mexico like a frayed baby blanket provided the only contrast.
Justin didn't allow himself to be fooled. He knew the tranquil sky was nothing more than a mirage. Somewhere beyond the pleasing curtain of blue and white was a monster, a beast of unimaginable size and strength that would strike the city in hours and make its mark on history.
As he walked from one neighborhood to another, he tried to imagine what the businesses, schools, and houses would look like in twenty-four to thirty-six hours. Would the gingerbread houses sprinkled all over the city have a chance? Would the structures made of brick? Or would residents have to flee to the larger hotels and religious sanctuaries to survive?
Justin pondered the possibilities when he crossed Broadway and again when he reached Avenue M and turned east toward Eighth Street. A few minutes later, he opened the unlocked door of a structure he knew had seen its last full day. The beach house, his home for the past four months, would be driftwood by Saturday night.
After checking drawers, shelves, and cabinets for forgotten valuables, he walked to a corner of the room, lifted a loose floorboard, and stuck a hand in the space below. When he felt a nail he had placed on the ground, he pushed the nail aside, and began to dig with the hand.
He dug until he felt a small metal box. A moment later, he pulled the box out of the sandy soil and through the gap in the floor. He opened the box and sighed when he saw his ticket home. The blue gypsum crystal had not been disturbed.
Justin placed the gem in his jacket pocket and gave the residence one last look. When he saw a dirty plate on the dining table, he grabbed it, walked to the sink, and washed the dish. He put it back in the cabinet, atop a stack of other dishes, and closed the cabinet door.
Then he took a broom and swept small piles of sand and breadcrumbs out the front door. He knew it was pointless – and arguably OCD-ish – to clean a doomed house, but he did it anyway. Everything deserved a dignified death – even a creaky old shack.
Justin exited the cabin, locked the door, and walked around the structure to a stretch of beach that was more rocks and weeds than sand. For several minutes, he did nothing but stare at the ocean. He noticed that the waves had become larger and more intense in just the past day. He didn't even want to guess what they would look like in twenty-four hours.
He started toward his next stop. A few minutes later, as darkness began to fall over the city, Justin reached the mansion at Tenth and M and gave it a quick inspection. With the shutters closed and the lights turned off, the residence appeared to be unoccupied.
 Justin opened the gate and walked to the front door. He knocked twice. When he didn't hear any activity inside the house, he knocked again – harder – and announced himself with a shout. No one answered. No one answered when he shouted a second time.
He knew another round of knocks and shouts would probably be fruitless. Max and Isabella were undoubtedly pulling files at Beck Atlantic, visiting friends, or sleeping upstairs.
Deciding that he would rather damage a house than abandon a sleeping couple, Justin picked up a rock he found in the yard and threw it at an ornamental window that ran along the side of the door. He put his hand through the broken window, turned a knob, and opened the door.
Justin searched the first floor first. He entered every room, turned on nearly every light, and occasionally called out for Max and Isabella.
Justin found each chamber empty. No one occupied the dining room, the kitchen, or the living room. When Justin entered Max's study on the south side of the house, he found books on shelves and papers on desks but no shipping magnates in their chairs.
So Justin proceeded to the second floor. He ascended the steps, walked down a hallway to the master bedroom, and knocked on the door. When no one answered, he opened the door and stepped inside. He saw jewelry on a dresser and clothes in a closet but nothing to suggest that the Becks were either home or planning to leave town for a few days.
Justin did a cursory search of Anna's room and then moved on to Emily's. Just the sight of the latter was enough to trigger memories of love on moonlit nights and goodbyes that were more than just goodbyes. For the second time that day, he questioned whether he could actually leave Emily Beck. The answer was not as clear as he thought it would be.
When he finished searching a house that probably hadn't been occupied for several hours, Justin turned off all of the lights and headed for the front door. When he reached the entry, he saw a dozen pieces of glass on the floor and swept them to the side with his foot.
He considered cleaning up after himself, like he had in the cabin, but decided against it. The Becks would find evidence of a break-in no matter what he did and would soon have bigger issues to contend with than broken windows and glass on the floor.
Justin opened the door, closed it, and then walked briskly toward the sidewalk. When he reached the gate, he took one last look at the Gulf and noticed that it was as restless as ever.
He thought about where he should go next, decided that Beck Atlantic was the logical choice, and passed through the gate. He turned north and started to head up Tenth but didn't take five steps before he ran into a policeman with his gun drawn.
"Hold it right there," the lawman said. "Turn around and put your hands on top of the fence."
Justin did as instructed.
"It's not what you think, Officer."
"I'll be the judge of that," the policeman said.
The officer frisked him with one hand and then took a step back.
"Please empty your jacket pockets."
"I didn't take anything," Justin said.
"I won't ask again."
Justin reached into his empty left pocket and turned it inside out.
"Now, pull out the other."
Justin reached into his not-so-empty right pocket. When he slowly pulled out the lining, the blue crystal fell to the ground.
"It's mine, Officer."
The policeman picked up the stone and put it in his pocket.
"That will be for a judge to decide."
"You don't understand," Justin said. "I didn't take anything. I just went into the house."
"You broke into the house," the officer said. "That itself is a crime."
"You don't …"
"Don't say another word," the cop said. He handcuffed Justin. "You're coming with me."
 



CHAPTER 71: EMILY
 
Houston, Texas – Saturday, September 8, 1900
 
"You haven't seen him?" Emily asked in a panicky voice.
"No, dear, we haven't seen him," Isabella Beck said by telephone. "We haven't seen Justin since he came for you yesterday morning."
Emily closed her eyes and tried to wish away a headache. She couldn't believe that Justin hadn't stopped by the house. Then again, she couldn't believe her parents were still at the house.
"Listen to me, Mama. Listen to me carefully. You have to leave the house," Emily said. "You have to get to the train station as quickly as possible and get off the island."
"We can't do that now."
"What do you mean you can't do that now? Get Papa out of bed and go!"
"He can't move, Emily. He hurt his leg going up the stairs last night."
"I don't care if he broke his leg. You have to leave now! Call someone …"
Emily's stomach dropped when she heard a click. It dropped again when she tried to reestablish contact with her mother and was told by an operator that she couldn't.
Emily pounded the wooden side of the public telephone booth with a fist and stormed out of the station and onto a large platform, where Charlotte and Anna sat on a bench. She looked at an ornate clock that sat atop a tall cast-iron pole, noted the time of nine thirty-five, and reclaimed her spot on the bench next to Anna.
"Were you able to reach them?" Charlotte asked.
"Yes."
Emily frowned.
"What's the matter?"
"They haven't left yet," Emily said. "They haven't even left the house."
"What?"
"Papa hurt his leg."
"Oh, no," Charlotte said.
"I tried to tell Mama to call for help when we were disconnected."
"Can you call her back?"
Emily shook her head.
"No. I think the lines are down. They'll probably be down for the rest of the weekend."
Emily glanced at Charlotte and Anna and then put her face in her hands. She couldn't believe that her parents could be so naïve and reckless.
When she finally lifted her head and looked around the platform, she saw about thirty people gather near the side of a train that would soon leave for the island. She saw several others stand or sit in a waiting area. She did not see Charles Townsend or Wyatt Fitzpatrick.
"Where are the men?" Emily asked.
"They went to a store to get some supplies in case the storm knocks the power out. Charles said they would be back before the next train from Galveston arrives," Charlotte said.
"How do they know Justin will be on that train?"
"They don't."
"Have they even heard from him?" Emily asked.
"No. They haven't heard from him since last night."
Emily dropped her head again. The morning from hell had just become a little more hellish.
"What are they going to do if Justin's not on the next train?"
"I don't know," Charlotte said. She sighed. "I don't know."
Emily glanced again at the clock and saw that the big hand had moved five more clicks. She had less than five minutes to decide whether to do the unthinkable. When she saw a man run out of the station and make a beeline for a car near the front of the train, she got off the bench.
"Can you stay with Anna?" Emily asked.
"Can I what?" Charlotte asked.
"Can you stay with Anna?"
"Where are you going?"
"I'm going to Galveston. It's the only way I can be sure that my parents get out of the house. I don't have a choice now. This may be the last train into the city today."
"I want to go too," Anna said.
"No! You stay here."
"I think you should wait," Charlotte said. "Keep trying to reach your folks by phone. Or call the authorities and ask if they can help. It's much too dangerous to go there now."
"I don't have time to argue, Charlotte. Will you watch Anna?"
"Of course."
"If telephone service resumes, call my parents at the house. If you can't reach them, call the police. Tell them that my father is unable to leave the house on his own and needs assistance."
"What about you?"
"I'll be fine," Emily said. "I'll go to the house, get my parents if they are there, and at least take them to a place where we will all be safe. If the trains are still running, we'll take the first one back. Please tell the others that."
"I will."
"I want to go!" Anna said.
"No," Emily said. She dropped to a knee and looked her sister in the eyes. "I want you to stay with Charlotte. I will get Mama and Papa and bring them back. I promise."
Emily glanced at the clock. It was nine forty-three.
"Will you be a good girl for Charlotte?"
Anna glared at her sister for a few seconds and then reluctantly nodded.
"Thank you," Emily said.
Emily gave Anna a hug and a kiss, rose to her feet, and looked at Charlotte.
"I'll be back. Even if it's Sunday or Monday, I'll be back."
"I'll tell them," Charlotte said.
Emily smiled sadly at her former boss and then turned her attention to the train. The line of people waiting to board had dwindled to five. She ran inside the station, paid for a ticket, and then ran out the door to the last of six cars. The train had already started to inch its way forward.
With the help of a porter, Emily accessed the lowest step, climbed up two more, and turned around. She waved to her sister, who held Charlotte's hand thirty feet away, and then entered the back of the passenger car. With that, Emily Beck became the last person to leave mainland Texas for an island city that would soon be destroyed by the sea.
 



CHAPTER 72: JUSTIN
 
Galveston, Texas
 
Justin gazed at the iron bars and shook his head. As long as he lived, he would never get over the irony of the situation. Nearly four months after an unknown burglar had taken one of his family's two gypsum crystals, he found himself charged as a burglar with stealing the other.
After being hauled in a paddy wagon to the city clink, Justin had explained who he was and what he was doing, but his explanation had fallen on deaf ears. The police seemed convinced they had found a burglar who had victimized the neighborhood for weeks and not a family friend who had broken into a mansion only to warn a couple of an impending storm.
Justin could only imagine the fun Levi MacArthur would have if given the opportunity to prosecute the case. Levi would no doubt treat the well-intentioned vandalism as a crime against humanity and insist that Emily be a part of any plea-bargain agreement.
Justin knew that his show trial, of course, would occur only if he survived the next twenty-four hours. He hadn't seen any references to damaged jails or dead inmates in the hurricane articles he had read, but he knew that was no guarantee he would escape harm. He was as vulnerable as any other person in town and perhaps more so because he couldn't move.
He worried as well about the security of the crystal. Even if the police were kind enough to keep him from drowning, they might not take adequate care of the evidence. Justin would need his freedom and his pretty little rock to return to the future.
Justin let his mind wander to better things, like bike rides and midnight swims, but brought it back to the here and now when he saw a fortyish jail officer enter the cellblock – or whatever one called a room filled with innocents. When the officer passed his cell, he spoke up.
"Excuse me, sir."
The officer stopped and turned to face the accused.
"Yes."
"I'm wondering if you can answer a question for me," Justin said.
"It depends on the question, but I'll try."
"It's about an alleged crime last night. I just want to know whether the police have contacted Max and Isabella Beck about the property I didn't steal from their house. Have they?"
The jailer stepped closer.
"You must be Mr. Townsend, the burglar."
"I'm not."
"You're not Mr. Townsend?"
"No. Yes. I am Justin Townsend, but I am not a burglar. I'm a family friend who got caught in a situation that made me look like a burglar. Except for breaking a window to get in the house, I did nothing wrong."
The officer laughed.
"The judge should have fun with that."
"You shouldn't laugh. It's not funny," Justin said.
The jailer chuckled.
"I'm serious. It's not even mildly funny."
"I suppose it's not."
"It's not. Trust me," Justin said. "In any case, if you can help me out, I'd still like an answer to my question. Has anyone contacted the Becks since last night?"
"I haven't heard about anyone contacting the family. I'm sure if someone had – and you're as innocent as you claim to be – then you'd be a free man right now and not in here."
"Could you ask someone to call? I'm sure the Becks are home by now," Justin said. "The police could clear up this mess with one phone call or, better yet, a visit to the house."
"Even if that's true, young man, I don't expect anyone will take the time today. We've had a pretty busy morning, in case you haven't noticed."
"What's going on?"
"A storm is rolling in," the jailer said. "Most of our officers are out in the mud and water helping people get from one place to another."
"How bad is it?"
"It's bad. The waves along the Midway are getting very high. We've already had more than two dozen reports of property damage."
"Do you know if the houses near Tenth and M have sustained any damage?"
"I don't."
"Will you let me know if you hear anything?" Justin asked.
"I will if I get the time."
"Thank you."
"You best settle into your cell, son," the jailer said. "It's going to be a long day."
 



CHAPTER 73: CHUCK
 
Houston, Texas
 
"What do you mean the last train has already left?" Chuck asked.
"I mean, sir, that the last train has already left," the stationmaster said. "It left an hour ago and is currently en route to Galveston. When it gets there is anyone's guess."
"Why can't you send another one?"
"I don't have another one."
"Are any freight trains or emergency trains headed to the island?" Chuck asked.
"Not that I am aware of."
"Are you sure?"
"I'm sure."
Chuck sighed, looked at the staring people around him, and concluded that it was time to shut up. He knew that arguing would accomplish nothing now or maybe even later. He could no more force the stationmaster to send a train to Galveston than he could force God to stop the hurricane.
"Thank you," Chuck said.
"You're welcome, sir."
Chuck exited the station and walked toward two oak-and-iron benches that faced each other on the large covered platform. Charlotte and Anna sat in one, Wyatt in the other. When Chuck reached the bench with the unoccupied seat, he sat next to Wyatt and looked at his wife.
"Were you able to reach Emily's parents or the police?" Chuck asked.
"No," Charlotte said. "The lines are still down. I'm afraid they might be down for quite a while too. If this storm is as bad as you say it will be, we may not be able to call for days."
Chuck closed his eyes. It was bad enough that Justin had not called the house or boarded one of the morning trains. Now Emily had rushed to the island to save her parents. Two young people who had seen the storm coming for days were now directly in its path.
"We have to do something. We can't just sit here," Chuck said. He turned to Wyatt. "Do you have a ship nearby that can take us to Galveston?"
Wyatt shook his head.
"I've sent all of my vessels to distant ports."
"What about renting a smaller boat? Can you hire someone to help us?"
"I can't in this weather," Wyatt said. He put a hand on Chuck's knee. "I made some calls while you were gone. People I know with boats have put them away. They have taken steps to protect their property. You convinced me to do that long ago. I'm afraid I'm of no use now."
Chuck got off the bench, walked to the edge of the platform, and stared at the southern horizon as the elements struck his face and body. The wind and the rain had gone from barely noticeable to annoying to troubling in just the past two hours.
When Chuck looked at the distant sky, he noticed that it, too, had changed and changed dramatically. Ugly black clouds had all but squeezed the life out of a bright summer morning. The great hurricane of 1900, a storm days in the making, had finally come to the Texas coast.
Chuck looked over his shoulder and glanced at his wife as she tried to calm a crying child. He felt bad for Anna and also for Charlotte – who had been suddenly thrust into an impossible role – but he was comforted by the knowledge that both would survive the storm.
He found nothing comforting about the scene fifty miles to the south. In the next twelve to eighteen hours, the wind and water moving in from the Gulf of Mexico would do more than annoy a city of thirty-eight thousand. They would batter, bury, and drown it. They would take the lives of many who had ignored the warnings and the lives of some who had not.
As Chuck stared at the storm in the distance, however, he refused to look at it as a historical event or something he could view dispassionately from the sidelines. He couldn't.
The hurricane was more than a piece of living history or a meteorological spectacle like the northern lights. It was a threat – a very personal threat. It was a beast that threatened to steal his only child and render his once empty and meaningless life empty and meaningless again.
 



CHAPTER 74: EMILY
 
Galveston, Texas
 
When Emily Beck stepped off the last train to Galveston, she stepped into two feet of water and more trouble than she could have possibly imagined – or at least imagined before she had made the impulsive and incredibly foolish decision to rush into harm's way.
She knew she had made a bad call even before she had reached Galveston Bay, where frothy eight-foot waves rocked a fragile trestle. She had seen and felt the intensity of the wind and the rain, which had shaken her train like a toy and seemed to grow with each passing minute.
Emily scolded herself for exercising poor judgment and then turned her attention to the business at hand. She had places to go and people to save. She would have all the time in the world to reexamine her stupidity if and when she managed to leave the island alive.
She walked away from the station, looked for options, and found one in the form of a horse-drawn wagon parked near the intersection of Twenty-Sixth and Mechanic. She knew from the wagon's advertising that its driver, an independent businessman named William Skinner, ferried train passengers to the major hotels several times a day. She waded across the street.
"Where are you going, Mr. Skinner?" Emily asked.
"I'm headed to the Tremont."
Emily glanced at the open carriage. Two young couples and their small children huddled in their seats in a pathetic attempt to stay dry.
"Where are you going after that?"
"I'm coming back here," Skinner said.
Emily reached into her purse and pulled out a bill.
"I have ten dollars that says you're going to Tenth and M."
"I'm not going near the beach, ma'am. The water is just too high."
Emily reached into her purse and retrieved another bill.
"I have ten more that says you'll reconsider."
The portly driver gazed at the swirling gray heavens, as if seeking divine guidance, and then returned his eyes to the lady with the loot. With a furrowed brow and a frown, he looked like a man who weighed his personal safety against feeding his family for a month.
"Get in," Skinner said.
Emily climbed onto the wagon, sat next to the driver, and gave the man his due. When he yanked the reins and pulled away from the curb, she settled into her seat, covered her rain-soaked head and shoulders with a flimsy shawl, and did her best to keep the elements at bay.
As the carriage moved slowly down Mechanic Street, Emily turned her attention to people and matters she had not considered since leaving Houston. She had much to think about.
Emily thought about Anna, of course. She wondered how her sister was holding up in her absence and worried how she would react if her family did not return intact. Emily had not even considered that possibility when she had hopped on the train but was now more or less consumed by it. The thought of an eight-year-old going it alone in the world left her cold.
Emily also thought about Charlotte, her friend and former supervisor. She admired her stoicism in the face of Rose's murder and her bravery in making the leap to the future. She wished the best for Charlotte, her new husband, and their unborn child.
When the wagon passed the police station and the city jail, Emily turned her thoughts to the young man she desperately wanted but knew she could never have. She wondered why he had not contacted her parents Friday night – or anyone Saturday morning. For the first time since Justin had left Houston in a rush, she began to seriously worry about his safety.
Emily set thoughts of Justin aside when the carriage driver pulled in front of the Tremont and let the others off. She didn't have to guess why the two families and dozens of others who approached from all directions seemed so eager to reach the famed hotel. Built like a rock and situated far from the Gulf, the Tremont was the perfect refuge from a storm like this. It might make a perfect refuge for the Becks – if they could make it back.
Emily knew that before she could check into one place she had to convince her parents to check out of another. She didn't look forward to that task. She knew her father, in particular, was a stubborn soul – one who would gladly drown before suffering the indignity of having his even more stubborn daughter tell him what to do.
When Emily realized that she might not be able to physically get her father out of the house and into the carriage, she offered Skinner another ten dollars to help her do it. She offered to pay even more if he drove directly to the Tremont and helped her get Max to the door. She sighed when the driver grabbed two bills from her hand and stuffed them in his pocket.
"Thank you for helping me," Emily shouted over the rush of the wind.
"You can thank me when we get back to the hotel."
Emily understood Skinner's pessimism. Both the wind and water had changed for the worse since the carriage had left the station. Rain no longer fell from above but struck from the side. Drops that were once merely annoying were now painful. Each hit her face like shrapnel.
When Emily was able to shield her eyes, she saw sights that ranged from the bizarre to the heartbreaking. To her left, two teenage boys sailed a homemade raft through a sea of floating boxes, barrels, clothes, and toys. To her right, a woman with an infant in her arms struggled to maintain her balance in the churning water. The boys laughed and sang. The woman did not.
Farther in the distance, at the intersection of Nineteenth and K, two nuns led a dozen or so children in a westerly direction. Emily knew they were headed to the Ursuline Academy, a prestigious parochial school she had attended as a girl. She had little doubt that the three-story castle that housed the school would be a welcome port for those fleeing the storm.
When the wagon neared Nineteenth and L, Emily took a long look at a house she knew well. Once the home of two merry librarians, it now sat abandoned – a monument of sorts to happier times that now seemed all too distant. Emily noted its physical condition, which was better than that of neighboring houses, and then turned her attention to the street ahead.
"Are we going to make it?" Emily asked.
"We'll make it," Skinner said. "Getting back will be more difficult. We must be quick when we reach your home. I won't stand for delays."
"I understand."
Emily did too. She understood the risks of procrastination as well as anyone. Had Max and Isabella Beck taken their train to Houston, she wouldn't have had to return to this windy hellhole in the first place.
What she didn't understand, at least until her driver turned onto Avenue M and started toward Tenth, was the reason behind his reluctance to go near the beach. Much of the waterfront, or at least what she could see of it, was gone or under assault. The sea and wind had tipped entire houses onto their sides and scattered the contents of those houses in every direction.
"Please hurry!"
"I'm going as fast as I can," Skinner shouted over a howling wind.
Emily clung tightly to her seat for the next few minutes as the wind picked up and threw light debris, such as cardboard, clothing, and garbage into the air. For the first time since leaving the train station, she feared for her life and wondered whether this trip might be all for naught.
She didn't allow herself to relax until she caught a glimpse of her home and saw that it was still intact. When she and Skinner finally reached the mansion at Tenth and M, Emily jumped out of the wagon into waist-high water and sloshed toward the house a few steps ahead of the driver.
Emily noticed a broken window by the door but didn't give it a second thought. She pushed open the door, called out for her parents, and waited for a reply. When she didn't hear one, she commenced a frantic room-to-room search for two people she hoped were still alive.
"Mama! Papa! Where are you?"
Emily went from the living room to the kitchen to the dining room but found nothing to suggest that her parents had even occupied the house in the past day. She opened the door to her father's study and saw more of the same – a flooded floor, furniture in place, and no people.
As Emily raced back to the entry and started up the stairs, she began to ask some questions. Had her parents taken her advice and left? Had they sought refuge in a safer place? Had she risked her life – and that of a reluctant and gutsy carriage driver – for nothing?
Emily didn't know the answer. She knew only that she had to rule out possibilities, pull herself together, and move on. When she reached the second floor, she ran to the master bedroom and found a made bed, jewelry on a dresser, and an open suitcase but no parents. Max and Isabella had not retreated to their quarters. Nor had they taken residence in hers. When she opened the door to her chamber, Emily saw the room as she had left it.
Emily shut her door, dashed down the hallway, and approached the last unchecked room. She didn't know what she would do if she found it empty, but she knew she would do something. If she did nothing else in her mixed-up, unfulfilled life, she would bring her family together.
When she reached Anna's bedroom, she opened the door and saw two interesting sights. The first was William Skinner standing next to an open closet with his arms folded. The second was Max and Isabella Beck in the closet with their arms around each other.
The people who had brought Emily into the world had not escaped to Houston or even to the Tremont. They had instead found refuge in each other in the unlikeliest of places.
 



CHAPTER 75: JUSTIN
 
Justin knew his luck had changed the moment he heard one jailer talk to another and say "Chief," "burglar," and "free" in the same sentence. He knew that unless he missed the context of the words, he was about to be freed.
The jailer from the morning shift selected one of several skeleton keys attached to a ring and stuck it in the cell door as his colleague watched. When he disengaged the lock and opened the door, he looked at the "innocent" burglar and smiled.
"It looks like you made at least one friend today," the jailer said.
"What do you mean?" Justin asked.
"I mean that the deputy chief of police wishes to speak to you."
"Is he letting me go?"
"It appears so. Follow us."
Justin did as he was told. He followed the jailers through a long corridor that he knew connected the city jail with the police department. When the men released him into what looked like an interrogation room, he walked toward a table, as instructed, and saw Patrick O'Malley for the first time since he had announced the break in his sister's murder case.
"Please take a seat, Mr. Townsend," O'Malley said.
Justin pulled out the nearest chair and sat down. When he finally made himself comfortable in the uncomfortable chair, he looked at a police officer who appeared to have more on his mind than the particulars of a burglary case.
"The jailer said you wanted to see me."
"I do."
"Did I do something wrong?" Justin asked.
O'Malley shook his head.
"No. If anything, you did something right."
"I don't understand."
"What I'm saying is that I believe your story," O'Malley said. "I believe that you broke into the Becks' house to warn them about the storm and not to take their valuables."
"Have you spoken to them?"
"No. I haven't."
"Then why do you believe me?" Justin asked.
"I believe you because I know you are a friend of the Becks and because I remember the particulars of our first meeting. More to the point, I remember something you showed me."
O'Malley reached into a jacket pocket and pulled out the blue gypsum crystal. He placed the gem in the middle of the table.
"Can I take it?" Justin asked.
"You might as well. It's yours."
Justin picked up the rock and gave it a close inspection. When he was convinced that it had not been damaged in any way that might affect its special powers, he put it in his pocket.
"Thank you."
"You're welcome," O'Malley said.
"I mean thank you for giving me the benefit of the doubt."
O'Malley smiled sadly.
"It's the least I could do for a person who helped to bring my sister's killer to justice."
"Thank you, anyway."
Justin looked at a clock on the wall and saw that it was five after four. He had spent the better part of a critical day in jail – completely cut off from family, friends, and a storm he had heard about but had not yet experienced.
"Am I free to go?" Justin asked.
"You're free to go. May I ask what you intend to do?"
"Of course. I plan to go back to Tenth and M, get the Becks, and put them on the first train to Houston."
O'Malley frowned.
"I think you might want to change your plans."
"Why? Has the storm gotten worse?"
"You might say that," O'Malley said. "You might also say that circumstances have changed a bit since you arrived here last night."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean you won't find the Becks at their house. You won't find them at their house because their house no longer exists."
"Do you know that for a fact?" Justin asked.
O'Malley nodded.
"One of our officers returned from the Eleventh Ward thirty minutes ago. He said that all of the buildings near the beach are gone. You wouldn't find anyone or anything even if you managed to get there."
Justin closed his eyes for a few seconds as the magnitude of the situation set in. The storm had not only worsened. It had already started to take down the city.
"Do you have any idea where the Becks might be?"
O'Malley took a breath.
"I'm afraid I do."
"What?" Justin asked.
"An hour ago I spoke to a carriage driver named William Skinner. He reported picking up the Becks at their home shortly before the streets became impassable."
"He picked them up? Where are they?"
O'Malley frowned.
"I don't know."
"You don't know? What do you mean you don't know?" Justin asked. "Didn't the driver tell you where he dropped them off?"
O'Malley turned away for a moment. When he looked at Justin again, he did so with eyes that revealed concern, regret, and helplessness.
"He didn't drop them off."
"I don't follow."
"Mr. Skinner had planned to take the Becks to the Tremont, but he never made it," O'Malley said. "He got as far as Nineteenth and L when a large wave hit the carriage, flipped it on its side, and sent everyone into the water."
"Didn't he try to save them?" Justin asked.
"He did. He said he tried to swim back to the wagon and help the others, but he couldn't. He said the wind and the water were just too much. So he rode the current until he reached shallower water. He walked into the Tremont at a quarter to two."
"Does he at least know what happened to them?"
O'Malley shook his head.
"He doesn't. He knows only that all three managed to stay together."
Justin's stomach lurched.
"What do you mean 'all three'?"
The officer looked at Justin with puzzled eyes.
"I mean all three – Max, Isabella, and Emily."
"Emily? Emily is in Houston."
"She wasn't this afternoon," O'Malley said. He sighed. "At one fifteen she was clinging to the side of a wagon."
 



CHAPTER 76: JUSTIN
 
Justin needed only a few seconds to determine that the storm was every bit as bad as others had made it out to be. When he exited the police station and descended the steps, he stepped into three feet of water and a gale-force wind that blew him to the side.
He fought the urge to return to the station or even walk a block to the Tremont, where he could find refuge in a building that he knew had survived the storm. He knew he would never be able to live with himself if he didn't do everything in his power to find Emily.
As he walked to Nineteenth Street, turned south, and slogged his way toward the intersection with Avenue L, Justin battled not only the elements but also anger. He was angry at the Becks for staying on the island and angry with himself for breaking into their home.
Justin knew he could have saved a lot of people a lot of trouble by leaving a note on the front door or by paying a visit to Beck Atlantic Friday night. He was certain now that Max had made good on a promise to work as long as possible before boarding a train.
He let the anger run its course and then turned his attention to more pressing concerns. With wind and water swirling around him, there was never a shortage of things to think about.
Justin knew from the newspaper articles he had read that the weather would get worse before it got better. He remembered that conditions didn't get really bad until the evening, when the wind speed and water level had doubled and made even slow travel impossible. At four thirty, however, they were bad enough to make Justin wish he had stayed in Houston.
Of most concern was the debris that flew into him and around him with increasing frequency. Some things, like clothing and sheets, were merely annoying. Others, like the tiny frogs that fell from the sky, were amusing. Still others, like the slate shingles that had been standard equipment on all new buildings since the 1880s, were downright scary.
Then there were the horizontal sheets of rain that stung his face and cut visibility to fifty feet. Nothing he had experienced in California could compete with this. Nothing he had experienced in his life could compete with this.
When he pushed his way past Post Office, Church, and Winnie streets – or Avenues E, F, and G – Justin also noted the presence of others. Men with briefcases and women with babies scurried from store to store and home to home, while laughing children played on rafts and jumped into the water from porch railings. Couples cuddled under jackets on street corners.
Though some seemed to be irritated by the elements, few appeared to be alarmed. Most went about their business as if they were planning to return home in time for supper.
Justin could hardly blame the natives for their nonchalance. He knew that they had seen this sort of thing before. Violent storms on the Texas coast were as almost as common as blizzards in Maine. Even serious flooding was a regular event. It was part of life.
As he drew closer to Broadway, however, Justin saw fewer signs of life and far more signs of the deadly times to come. On Ball Street, he saw a dead dog and two dead horses. On Sealy, he saw his first body. It wouldn't be the last. By the time he reached Nineteenth and L, he had come across six corpses. At least three wore dresses.
Justin stood at the Becks' last-known position and looked for things that might bring him closer to the people he wanted to find. Though he saw debris of every shape and size, he did not see two horses tied to an overturned wagon or a raven-haired beauty standing on a porch.
He gave serious thought to turning back when he saw a nun lead several women and children in a westerly direction. When he saw a family of four follow close behind, he walked across the street and intercepted the husband and father.
"Excuse me, sir," Justin shouted over the roar of the wind. "Where are you headed?"
"We're going to the school," the man said. "If you have any sense, you'll do the same."
"I might. Thank you."
Justin watched the man rejoin his family and catch up to the other party. He didn't need to hear more to know that they were headed to the Ursuline Academy, a parochial school that was housed in a three-story fortress at Twenty-Seventh and N. He had read about the institution on the train and knew that it had opened its doors to hundreds and kept most of them safe. 
Justin paused for a moment to consider his options, including one that seemed as clear as the crystal in his pocket. He knew the smart thing to do would be to turn around and walk toward the city's public buildings and its major hotels. No rational person walked closer to a hurricane.
On the late afternoon of September 8, 1900, however, Justin Townsend was not an entirely rational person. He was a man determined to find the woman he loved. He wanted to find her and guide her to safety before the winds and waters of this unnamed storm claimed her for their own.
Justin gave the matter more thought and finally decided to do what Emily and the Becks had probably already done. He changed direction and headed west. He joined the stream of people on Avenue L and moved slowly toward a school that Emily had once called home.
 



CHAPTER 77: EMILY
 
Emily took a swig and passed the bottle to her mother. She didn't like whiskey. She didn't like the taste or the smell or what it did to men on a Saturday night. But when you rode out a hurricane with your parents in a dead woman's bedroom, you learned to like a lot of things.
"How are you doing, Mama?" Emily asked.
Isabella Beck started to answer but paused when flying debris struck the side of a house once occupied by two librarians and currently occupied by three terrified souls. She took a pull on the bottle, breathed deeply, and smiled sadly at her daughter.
"I'm managing, honey. This stuff helps. It helps a lot. Where did you find it?"
"I found it in Rose's liquor cabinet," Emily said. "She has a whole case if we need it."
"I didn't know Rose was such a drinker," Isabella said.
"She was. She used to go through bourbon like most people go through sweet tea. Rose loved her whiskey. She loved this brand."
Isabella grabbed a bedpost with her free hand when a strong gust shook the two-story house and knocked a figurine from a shelf. When the wind let up slightly, she took another sip.
"It seemed Rose loved a lot of things," Isabella said. "She was a different kind of woman."
Emily bristled at the statement. She knew her mother didn't care for Rose's carefree ways or her many high-profile dalliances with powerful men.
"She was a good woman, Mama. If people remember nothing else about her, they should remember that," Emily said. "Despite her unusual ways and tastes, Rose O'Malley was a good, kind woman and one of the best friends I've ever had."
"I meant no disrespect. I just meant that she lived life a little differently than the rest of us," Isabella said. She handed the whiskey bottle to Max, who sat next to her on Rose's bed. "I liked her too. I only wish she'd lived long enough to get married. I think she and Wyatt would have made a handsome pair. Marriage would have been good for the both of them."
"Marriage is not the answer to every problem," Emily said from a chair beside the bed. She stared at her mother and then at her father. "It's really not."
Max put down the bottle.
"I see you're still sore about Silas."
"Yes, Papa, I'm still sore you tried to marry me off to a man twice my age who is now on the run from the law. That leaves a mark."
Max gazed at his daughter.
"I'm sorry."
"You're forgiven."
"No, Emily. I mean it," Max said. "I'm sorry I tried to force you into something you clearly didn't want. I was wrong. I can see that now."
Emily smiled.
"Why, Papa, I think you're getting soft in the heart."
"I'm getting soft somewhere. I know that," Max said.
Emily laughed.
"How is your leg?"
"It's getting better. In another day or two, I should be as fit as a fiddle."
Emily took that as a good sign. Max Beck had not been as fit as a fiddle since William Skinner's carriage had overturned in front of Charlotte and Rose's house. He had not been fit to even stand up. He had required assistance from his wife and his daughter to move from the street to the front door and from the door to Rose's bedroom on the second floor.
Emily reached across the bed, grabbed the bottle from her father, and took another swig of a spirit she swore she didn't like. She didn't know what the bourbon was doing for her father's leg, but she knew it was doing wonders for her fear. For most of the past hour, she had been able to enjoy her parents' company and forget about the monstrous winds that threatened to crumple the house and the water that had already risen above first-floor doorknobs.
"Would you like me to light another candle?" Emily asked.
Max and Isabella both nodded.
Emily put the bottle on the floor and got out of her chair. She walked around the bed to Rose's dresser and looked at two items she had carefully monitored for hours.
The first was a small clock that inched ever closer to a time the storm would take a turn for the worse. When Justin had revealed his knowledge of the hurricane, he had said that the level of the water sweeping over the city would double in an instant around seven thirty. It was then, he said, that the storm would pose the greatest threat to the residents of Galveston.
Emily noted the time of seven twenty and then turned her attention to the second item on the dresser, a porcelain candelabra that held one lighted candle. She pulled the sole remaining candle out of a drawer, lowered it into an empty tube, and lighted it.
"Is that better?" Emily asked.
"That's much better," Isabella said. "Thank you."
Emily walked to a window that overlooked Nineteenth Street. She could see from the soft lights in nearby houses that others were coping with the storm in similar ways. She could only hope that this part of the city would fare better than the Midway and the neighborhoods along the beach, which had already succumbed to the elements.
Emily returned to her chair and handed the bottle to her mother, who seemed all too eager to receive it. She wasn't sure what to make of the parents she had seen on this taxing day, but she knew she liked them. They were kinder, gentler, and far more approachable.
"How was Anna when last you saw her?" Isabella asked.
"She was upset and disappointed. She was very disappointed," Emily said. She felt her stomach drop as another gust rocked the house. "She wanted to come with me."
"I'm glad she didn't. She's safe now. She's in good hands."
Isabella sighed, leaned against the headboard, and stared at the flickering candles on the dresser. A few minutes later, she returned her attention to Emily.
"How is your young man?" Isabella asked.
Emily heard her mother's voice but paid no attention to her words. She was too busy staring at an open locket in her hands. Recent photographs of Justin and Emily filled the two halves.
"Emily?"
"Yes, Mama?"
"I asked you a question. How is Justin?"
"I don't know," Emily said. "I haven't heard from him since last night."
Isabella, glassy-eyed, took another pull on the bottle.
"You love him, don't you?"
Emily lifted the silver chain that held the locket and clasped it around her neck.
"You know I do."
"Then go with him," Isabella said. "Even if he wants to take you far from home, go with him. Don't let us stand in your way."
Emily looked at her mother.
"What if I never saw you again? What if marrying Justin meant that I would never see you or Papa or Anna again? Would you say I should 'go with him' then?"
"Yes," Isabella said. "I would."
Emily couldn't believe what she was hearing. She glanced at her father.
"Papa?"
"I agree with your mother," Max said. "I would miss you, Emily. I would miss you now more than ever, but I would support your decision. You must follow your dreams, daughter, just as I once followed mine."
Emily stared at Max.
"Do I know you?"
"What do you mean?" Max asked.
"I mean you have never encouraged me to follow my dreams."
Max chuckled.
"That may seem true, but it's not."
"Really?" Emily asked.
"Really."
"Would you care to explain?"
"I'd be happy to," Max said. He smiled sadly. "Long ago, when you were a young girl and I cared more about your interests than my own, I would read to you at bedtime. I would read the stories of the Brothers Grimm. It didn't matter whether I read 'Rapunzel,' 'Hansel and Gretel,' or 'Rumpelstiltskin.' You loved them all."
Emily beamed.
"I remember that! I remember that like it was yesterday."
"Then you remember there was one story you loved above the rest," Max said. "It was a story I read at least once a week."
"'Cinderella,'" Emily said. "You read 'Cinderella.'"
"Indeed, I did. I read it as often as I could because I knew it made you happy."
Emily tilted her head.
"What does that have to do with following my dreams?"
"It has everything to do with it," Max said. "Whenever I asked you why you liked 'Cinderella,' you gave the same answer. You said you liked the story because Cinderella followed her dreams. She followed her dreams and got the prince."
Emily and Isabella laughed.
"She got more than that," Emily said.
Max laughed, too, and then sighed.
"My point, Emily, is that I encouraged you then to follow your dreams and find your prince. I am encouraging you now to do the same. If you really love this man, then make a life with him. I will be happy just knowing that you are happy."
Emily looked at him with incredulous eyes.
"You're serious."
"I've never been more serious in my life," Max said.
"Mama?"
"Follow your dreams, dear."
Emily took a breath and then looked away to hide tears that seemed to come from nowhere. She had waited years to hear her distant father and overprotective mother speak this way. Now that they had, she knew she could never leave their side. She got out of her chair, slipped onto the bed, and gave her parents a warm embrace.
"I love you both."
"We love you too," Max and Isabella said in near unison.
Emily pulled back and took a moment to admire two special people.
"Thank you for opening my eyes."
"Does that mean you will follow Justin?" Isabella asked.
"No, Mama. It means just the opposite. Even if I could leave the two of you, I could never leave Anna. No man is worth that," Emily said with a laugh. "I am staying right here."
Isabella smiled.
"You've done us proud."
Emily leaned forward for another round of hugs but stopped when she heard a thumping sound against the side of the house. When she heard glass break, she jumped off the bed.
"I should check that out," Emily said.
"Don't go," Max said. "There is nothing to be gained."
"There is always something to be gained. I won't be long."
Emily kissed her father on the cheek, smiled at her mother, and then walked to the dresser. She grabbed the candelabra, exited the bedroom, and proceeded nervously down a dark hallway to an even darker stairway. As she neared the first floor, she could see that Justin's prediction had come true. At seven thirty, the water level had more than doubled.
Deciding that there was nothing she could investigate in six feet of water, Emily turned around and slowly headed up the stairs. She did so with renewed confidence.
Though she worried about the debris that hammered the house with frightening frequency, she had faith that the structure would not fail. She knew if one residence on Nineteenth Street could survive this storm, it would be the one with a solid foundation and a brick base.
Emily's confidence in the house that Isaac Emerson built did not last. The instant she stepped back onto the second floor, she heard a structural groan that sent her stomach into a free fall.
Within seconds, walls that seemed sturdy shifted and came apart. The floor buckled and glass broke. A massive tidal surge lifted the house off of its foundation and sent Emily tumbling down the stairs and into water that was black, murky, and surprisingly cold.
When Emily heard her mother scream, she discarded her extinguished candles, scrambled up the steps, and felt her way down a dark hallway. She moved her hands along the west wall until she found Charlotte's bedroom and went from there to the room she had left.
Emily pushed open the door and looked for her parents but saw nothing but a dark mass in the middle of the dimly lit room. Unable to walk without support, she let go of the wall, dropped to the floor, and started to crawl.
"Mama!" Emily said. "Where are you?"
"I'm in the bed," Isabella said. "Please hurry!"
Emily scrambled toward the sound of the frantic voice. She picked up the pace when flying debris crashed into the house and Isabella screamed again. When she reached the side of the bed, she stood up, extended her arms, and moved forward until she found her trembling mother.
"I'm here, Mama. I'm here."
Emily embraced Isabella.
"Don't go, child. Please don't go," Isabella said.
"I won't," Emily shouted over a howling wind. "I promise I won't."
Emily moved a hand across the bed. She felt nothing except a ruffled spread.
"Papa? Papa? Where are you?"
"I'm over here – on the floor."
"I'll be right back," Emily said to Isabella.
Emily released her mother and slid off the bed. Using the edge of the mattress as a guide, she walked around the bed to the window side of the room, looked down, and found her fifty-five-year-old father sprawled on the floor.
"Are you all right, Papa?"
"What?"
Emily raised her voice.
"Are you all right?"
"I think so," Max said. "Help me get to the bed."
Emily lowered herself, put her arms around Max, and helped him to his knees and then to his feet. When she was confident she could move him across the shaking, ruptured floor without falling, she stepped forward. When she felt the side of the bed, she eased Max onto the mattress.
"You old fool. I told you not to get out of bed," Isabella said. She wrapped Max in her arms and placed two pillows between his back and the headboard. "Now stay put. "
Max muttered something unintelligible.
"She's right, Papa," Emily said. "You need to stay in bed."
Emily straightened the covers on the bed and then returned to a window that had incredibly remained intact. When she looked out at the street beyond, she saw damage and despair. She saw crumpled houses on their sides, debris in the air, and people in the water. Wind and waves continued to shake the home on Nineteenth Street and Avenue L.
Even so, Emily Beck felt a sense of peace. She and her parents and the tough-as-nails house that protected them had taken a serious shot and survived. For the first time since she tumbled down the stairs, she began to think they would make it through the night.
"How is it out there?" Max asked.
Emily turned away from the window.
"It's bad, Papa. It's really bad, but I think we've seen the worst of it," Emily said. She walked back to the side of the bed, sighed, and put a hand on her father's shoulder. "I think we're going to be all right. I think …"
Emily threw her hands in the air as the floor beneath her began to drop and separate.
"Papa!"
Max reached for Emily as she lost her balance and started to fall backward. He grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the bed, but he couldn't maintain his hold. She fell back again. When Max went for Emily a second time, he succeeded only in ripping the chain off of her neck.
Emily reached for her father and then the bed and finally a beam that supported the part of the floor that had remained intact. She grabbed the beam with both hands and held onto it long enough to see the entire front side of the tough-as-nails house slide into the water.
She screamed as the elements she had kept at bay for several hours hit her like a freight train. The wind caught her dress and lifted her into a nearly horizontal position, while the relentless, burning rain made it difficult to see or get a firm grip on the beam. When she could hold on no longer, she let go of the beam and fell into the surging sea.
Emily sliced through the eight-foot-deep water and hit Charlotte Emerson's submerged front yard with a thud that was both shocking and painful. She fought the urge to panic when she swallowed some brine and found herself trapped by a submerged strip of wrought-iron fence.
Emily shoved aside the debris, extended her legs, and pushed her way toward the surface but found her path blocked by something hard, wide, and uneven. She pulled herself along the bottom of the obstacle until she reached the edge.
When she finally poked her head out of the water and looked at the house, she saw that the storm had removed most of its exterior. The front of the structure looked like the exposed side of a dollhouse – a dollhouse with living occupants.
Emily used some of her dwindling strength to pull herself on top of the obstacle, a raft-like slab of wood that was once part of a roof. She moved to the middle of the raft, shielded her eyes from the rain, and focused on the open sore that was once Rose O'Malley's bedroom. Barely visible in the middle of the room were Max and Isabella Beck.
"Papa! Mama! Stay right there!" Emily cried.
Emily feared that the wind and the water would push the raft away from the house, but they did something else. They spun the slab like a slow-moving merry-go-round and more or less held it in place in the middle of the flooded street.
When Emily saw her parents step closer to the ledge in an apparent effort to see her, she decided to act. She jumped off the raft and paddled toward a tree that stood in front of the house.
Emily didn't get far. The same elements that held the raft in place prevented her from advancing more than a few feet. When Emily felt her arms and legs turn to jelly, she retreated to the slab and pulled herself to safety.
She lay motionless on the raft for more than a minute and tried to gather her strength. When she was finally able to lift her head, she saw her parents stand near the edge of the open-faced bedroom and frantically wave their arms.
Emily forced herself into a sitting position and stared at Max and Isabella as they tried to summon her attention. Deciding that she had no choice but to try again for the house, she slid carefully to the side of the raft and began to lower herself into the churning water.
She stopped, however, when she heard the sickening sounds of a structure under stress. Even over the roar of the wind she could hear walls collapse, beams snap, and glass break.
Emily returned to the center of the raft, shielded her eyes, and got her first glimpse of a new nightmare in progress. The wind and the water had pushed a mountain of debris against the house and begun using the debris as a lever to tip the residence onto its open side.
She watched helplessly as the house lurched forward and chairs, tables, and dressers spilled one by one out of the two bedrooms. When Rose's bed slid across the floor of her room, struck Max and Isabella from behind, and pushed them into the brine, Emily screamed.
Emily scanned the front of the house and searched for signs of life. She saw furniture, framed paintings, and other small debris but not the people who had raised her. She slid to the side of the raft and braced herself for another plunge when she saw two heads pop out of the water.
"Papa! Mama! I'm over here!"
Max and Isabella turned their heads, waved their arms, and shouted. They appeared shaken and frightened but physically sound. They had survived the fall.
Emily grabbed a board out of the water and started paddling. She was going to save them. If it took every last ounce of her strength, she was going to paddle to the house, pull her parents onto her seaworthy raft, and get them out of harm's way.
The dream of a family reunion didn't last long. Less than a minute after Max and Isabella had emerged from the water, another surge from the sea slammed into the house, lifted it from its foundation, and began to slowly roll it forward. This time nature didn't let up.
Emily shouted, waved her arms, and pointed at the house in a desperate attempt to warn her parents of the new danger but apparently succeeded only in confusing them. She watched in horror as they moved toward the doomed residence rather than away from it.
The end, mercifully, came quickly. Seconds after Max and Isabella reached what they no doubt believed was the most stable structure around, the stable structure turned on them. The two-story residence, once the pride and joy of a young naval officer and his blushing bride, completed its slow but unstoppable forward roll, crushing the Becks instantly.
Emily lifted her head and her arms and screamed at the sky. She could not believe that fate could be so incredibly cruel. Just minutes after she had found her parents in a most wonderful way, she had lost them again and lost them for good.
She fell to the raft and started to sob as the cold, hard truth began to take hold. Life as she knew it was about to change. At the age of twenty, Emily Beck was an orphan.
 



CHAPTER 78: JUSTIN
 
Justin watched the nun leap out of the second-floor window and reminded himself that she wasn't Sally Field. She wasn't a stuntwoman or an immortal or a sorority-pledging college girl with nine lives either. She was an incredibly courageous woman who threw herself into a hurricane so that others might live to see another day.
"How long has she been doing that?" Justin asked.
"She's been at it for more than an hour," a fiftyish woman said.
Like the much younger woman standing beside her at the window, she wore a black tunic, a white coif, and a cross around her neck. Like the other woman, she held a knotted rope that was tied to a cast-iron radiator on one end and the Flying Nun on the other.
"How many people has she saved?" Justin asked.
"She's pulled out six on my watch."
"Can I do anything to help?"
The older nun started to speak but stopped when a teenage girl bolted through a door at the far end of a gas-lighted corridor. The youth waved her arms as she approached.
"Sister Margaret! Sister Margaret! We need you in the infirmary."
"What is it, Belle?"
"We have another mother," the girl said. She put her hands on her hips and paused to catch her breath. "This one floated here in a trunk."
"Is she in labor?" Sister Margaret asked.
"Yes, ma'am."
Sister Margaret turned to face Justin.
"Can you pull a rope, sir?"
"I can pull two if I have to," Justin said.
"You just may on a night like this," Sister Margaret said. She handed the rope to Justin. "Sister Teresa will tell you what to do. Thank you."
Justin watched Sister Margaret and the teen walk quickly down the corridor, stop to help another nun pull a drowning man through an open window, and continue toward the door. When they disappeared from sight, he turned his attention to Sister Teresa.
"Is she going to do what I think she's going to do?"
Sister Teresa nodded.
"She's already delivered three babies tonight. This will make four."
Justin shook his head and smiled.
"You people are amazing."
"We're not amazing, Mister …"
"Townsend. My name is Justin Townsend."
"We're not amazing, Mr. Townsend. The Lord is amazing," Sister Teresa said. "We merely do the Lord's work."
Justin appreciated her modesty but thought she was selling the outfit short. The sisters were doing more than saving lives. They were saving a community.
"OK," Justin said. "What does the Lord want me to do?"
Sister Teresa smiled when something or someone tugged on the rope twice.
"Right now He wants you to reel in Sister Ruth and whoever she has in her arms."
Justin tightened his hold on the rope.
"You've got it," Justin said. "If you need to do something else, I can probably manage."
"No. I'll help," Sister Teresa said. "This is my station."
"Fair enough. Can we trade places though? I can do more from the window."
Sister Teresa nodded.
Justin waited for Sister Teresa to step out of his way. When she assumed a position in the rope line behind him, he walked to the window and got his first good look at the outside world since seven thirty, when a surge had flooded the main floor and sent dozens scrambling up the stairs. Even from his limited vantage point, he could see that the storm had worsened.
No matter where he looked, he saw people in the water. Many waved their arms in a desperate attempt to stay afloat. Some clung to furniture, barrels, and parts of houses. A few did nothing at all. They drifted past the window with their backs to the sky. Like so many others on this dreadful day, they were silent testaments to the hurricane's deadly toll.
Justin also saw debris zip through the air like it had been shot out of a cannon. Bricks and metal now flew as freely as boards, glass, and shingles, creating a "one and done" situation for anyone lifting his head at the wrong time.
Flying debris threatened not only people floating in the water but also those standing near the open windows of stable buildings. Justin learned this firsthand when he stuck his head out the window to check Sister Ruth's position and nearly took a shingle to the noggin. The slate tile whizzed past his ear, smashed into the side of the window, and exploded into a hundred pieces.
Justin reacted to the near miss by letting go of the rope and quickly moving out of harm's way. As he stepped back from the window, he tripped over his own feet and fell to the floor.
Sister Teresa let go of the rope and dropped to her knees.
"Are you all right?"
Justin sat up.
"I'm fine. At least I think I'm fine," Justin said. He sighed, shook his head, and laughed. "That was too close for comfort. I think someone's watching over me today."
Sister Teresa stood up and extended a hand.
"That's how it works," the nun said with a smile. "Let me help you up."
Justin took Sister Teresa's hand and slowly rose to his feet. He brushed the dust from his pants and returned his attention to the window. He felt his stomach lurch when he saw an unattended rope slide back and forth across the windowsill.
"Oh, crap!" Justin said. "We forgot about Ruth."
Justin returned to his station, grabbed the rope, and pulled as hard as he could. When he felt the rope go slack, he stuck his head out the window and saw that Sister Ruth had drifted toward the building. Even in the darkness, he could see that she held a young woman in her arms.
"Can you see her?" Sister Teresa asked.
Justin looked over his shoulder and nodded.
"She's right outside the window. She's got someone too. Keep pulling."
Justin pulled the rope hand over hand until he heard something thump against the side of the building. When he looked back at Sister Teresa and saw that she had a firm grip on the rope, he let go of the rope, stuck his head out the window, and looked down.
What he saw made his heart race. He saw not only the indestructible flying nun but also a girl who looked an awful lot like the one he had left in Houston. Petite and slim with long black hair, she was at first glance the spitting image of Emily Beck.
"Grab her arms!" Sister Ruth said.
Justin did as instructed. He leaned out the window, reached down about three feet, and grabbed the victim's flailing arms. When she wrapped her arms around his neck, he took a deep breath, gathered his strength, and pulled her through the window.
Justin knew the moment he lowered her safely onto the floor that she wasn't the person he had wanted to see. She was smaller and lighter than Emily and at least a year or two younger. Even so, he felt good – really good – about playing a role in saving her life.
"Are you OK?" Justin asked.
The girl nodded.
"What's your name?"
"Amelia."
"That's a pretty name," Justin said. "My name is Justin."
He glanced at Sister Teresa.
"Can you manage the rope for a minute?"
"I'll be fine," Sister Teresa said. "I'll let you know if Sister Ruth gives it a tug."
Justin nodded and returned his attention to the girl.
"Where do you live, Amelia?"
The girl averted her eyes.
"Amelia, where do you live?"
The teen hesitated again before finally offering an answer.
"Twenty-Ninth and Q."
"That's not too far from here," Justin said. "Where's your family?"
Amelia stepped back and looked down each end of the corridor, as if seeking a place where she could avoid questions she clearly didn't want to answer.
"I'm just trying to help, honey. If you tell me who your parents are, maybe I can help you find them. There are a lot of people here. Maybe your folks are here now."
Amelia started to shake.
"What's wrong?" Justin asked.
He put his hands on her shoulders.
"Amelia, what's wrong?"
The girl looked away.
Justin slowly turned her toward him.
"Amelia?"
"They're not here. They're dead!" Amelia said. She started to sob. "They're all dead!"
"Are you sure?"
Amelia nodded and exploded into tears.
Justin took her into his arms and held her for the next few minutes. He didn't know what to say to someone who had just lost her family, but he knew he couldn't leave her side.
When Sister Teresa recruited another man to help with the rope and asked Justin to take Amelia to the comfort and safety of the third floor, he did just that. He took her to a classroom where nuns attended to the needs of children who had been separated from their parents.
As Justin tried to comfort the young woman who looked like Emily, he thought about the genuine article and started to ask questions he didn't want to ask. Where was she? Was she safe? Was she even alive? If she was, could he bring himself to leave her now?
He didn't have the answers and didn't know where to look for them. He knew only that the frightened girl at his side had given him hope that the woman he sought, the woman he had not found in the Ursuline Academy, was still out there – safe, sound, and waiting to see him again.
 



CHAPTER 79: EMILY
 
The hurricane that claimed Emily's parents gave her no time to mourn. Just minutes after it threw a house on Max and Isabella Beck, it turned on their daughter with a vengeance.
Lying on her stomach, Emily clung to the raft as the winds picked up and the waves rose higher. She didn't dare lift her head. Boards, bricks, and slate shingles flew above and around her like bullets and destroyed nearly every living thing in their path.
When Emily looked to her left, she saw a shingle strike the neck of a man standing on a roof and remove his head as cleanly as any guillotine. When she looked to her right, she saw bricks hit a woman floating on a slab much like her own and turn her to pulp.
Emily vomited over the side of her raft and then pulled herself to the middle. She resisted the temptation to throw herself overboard or offer herself up to the flying debris. Though the appeal of death was strong, so was the desire to see Anna again. If she did nothing else on this horrible night, she would try to survive so that she could give her sister the support she would need.
Emily pushed her hands through two slots in the raft and held on as best she could. She rested the left side of her head on the slab's rough surface and stared at a scene that seemed torn from a nightmare or a painting of a biblical flood.
No matter which way she turned, Emily saw and heard destruction, misery, and death. She saw massive houses implode and people flail helplessly in the churning water. When she heard a boy scream for his mother and then suddenly go silent, she closed her eyes and sobbed. Even the toughest challenges of her twenty years had not prepared her for this.
For the next two hours, Emily hung onto the raft and willed herself to live. She wanted to live not only for her sister, whom she would now have to raise, but also for the young man who still owned her heart. He was as much a part of her now as anyone.
As Emily struggled to stay on the raft, she began to ask old questions. Did she really have to let Justin go? Was there any way they could bridge their differences? Was it too late to consider 2016? She could raise Anna anywhere. The unthinkable suddenly became thinkable.
Emily wondered what her parents would advise now if they were able to do so. Would they insist that she take Anna to New Orleans and surround her with the only family she had left? Or would they still encourage her to follow her dreams to a place from which there was no return?
Emily put the questions aside when the winds picked up again and forced her to redirect her thoughts to survival. She tightened her hold on the raft when it hit a haystack of debris and again when it slammed into what was once a working streetlight.
She didn't know how far she had traveled, but she gathered that she was somewhere near the train tracks when she saw a boxcar float by. She turned her head toward a glowing light and saw that the moon – a full moon, no less – had poked its nose through a hole in the swirling clouds.
When she passed between the wreckage of two large buildings and drifted into open water, Emily began to believe she might make it. If she could simply hold on to the raft for a few more hours she would eventually reach dry land or find another way to safety.
Emily held on to that happy thought until she peered into the distance and saw what appeared to be two low trees – trees that could easily stop her advance and allow the waves to flip the raft. She got up on her knees and looked for something she could use to paddle around the trees and found what she needed in the form of a four-foot piece of siding.
Emily pulled the narrow board from the water and began to paddle furiously as the current propelled her toward the trees. She cheered when she cleared the first tree and cheered again when she started to move away from the second.
She never had a chance to cheer a third time. When she lifted the board out of the water and prepared to paddle again, she was struck in the back of the head by flying debris.
Emily dropped her paddle in the water as her head grew light. She threw out her hands when she plunged forward but succeeded only in partially breaking her fall. She fell flat on the rough wood as the raft crashed into the second tree.
As she slid face first toward the edge of the raft and began to drift toward unconsciousness, Emily became aware of numbness, pain, and burning. Water rushed into her mouth and then her lungs. When she tried to push herself up, waves, wind, and wood conspired to hold her down.
She battled for a few more seconds and then slowly gave up the fight. There were worse things, she thought, than drowning in a hurricane. Never knowing love came to mind.
Emily felt the burning sensation intensify and then lessen as she began to relax. She thought of Anna and Justin and her parents in heaven before she welcomed the encroaching darkness.
In the next moment, Emily Beck found what she had searched for her entire life. She found contentment and tranquility. She found happiness and peace.
 



CHAPTER 80: CHUCK
 
Sunday, September 9, 1900
 
Standing near the bow of the Harmony, a sleek thirty-foot sailboat, Charles Townsend looked down and watched the bodies go by in a blur. He didn't flinch.
He knew there was a chance – a good chance, in fact – that his son was a part of the carnage in Galveston Bay, but he refused to believe the worst. He wouldn't succumb to his fears unless he had a reason. He knew if there was one person who could survive this mind-numbing tragedy, it was the young man who knew how it would all play out.
"Thank you for doing this," Chuck said.
"It's the least I could do after all you did for me," Wyatt said. "I owe you, my friend. I owe you more than I can possibly repay."
Chuck didn't know about that. While it was true that he had helped to free Wyatt from jail, Wyatt had done something no other private citizen had been able to do. He had secured a ride to Galveston, Texas, the morning after it had been hit by one of the worst hurricanes in history.
"Can he get us there?"
"I think so," Wyatt said. "He knows the harbor better than I do."
Chuck stared blankly at what was left of the nation's fourth-largest seaport.
"I ask only because I don't see a harbor. All I see are piles of sticks."
"It doesn't matter. He knows where to go," Wyatt said.
Chuck didn't doubt that. He knew that Dave Schmidt, a longtime friend of Wyatt's, knew the local waters as well as anyone. What he doubted was whether the skipper could sail a pleasure craft through a minefield of debris that appeared to stretch the length of the waterfront.
Chuck had seen such wreckage all morning. No matter where he had looked, he had seen mountains of twisted wood and metal.
Some piles had already drifted across the bay and run aground. Others still floated aimlessly in the water. A few collected on pilings that once supported a trestle.
Chuck turned away from the water and looked at Wyatt, who was busy at work on his fifth cigarette. He could only imagine what he was thinking as he looked at the destruction.
"Are you all right?" Chuck asked.
"I'm fine," Wyatt said. "My challenges are small compared to those of others. My ships are safe. My assets are secure. I should be back in business by the end of the year."
"I'm sure you will."
"What saddens me is that I will have to rebuild without Rose at my side and without the help of my traitorous brother. Life will be different now."
"It will be different for all of us."
Wyatt lowered his cigarette and turned to face Chuck.
"That's enough about me. Let's talk about finding your son," Wyatt said. "Why do you think he went to the Tremont? He could have gone anywhere."
"I think he went to the hotel because he knew it would survive the storm, just like he knew the Ursuline Academy would survive it. Justin had read about both places in the news articles we brought with us. He knew which buildings would make it and which ones wouldn't."
"I see," Wyatt said.
"I figured that we would start with the Tremont, since it's closest to the harbor, and then walk to the school, if necessary," Chuck said. "I suspect we might be here a while."
Wyatt took a puff.
"You say that like you know something."
"I know only that finding Justin is going to be very difficult if he's not where I think he is," Chuck said. "Then there are the Becks. Don't forget about them. I made a promise to Anna before we left the house that I would bring her family back. I don't want to let her down."
Chuck thought about Anna as he glanced at the rapidly approaching waterfront. He had regretted making the promise as soon as he had made it. He couldn't guarantee a happy outcome for her any more than he could for himself. For all he knew, the Becks were already dead.
Chuck also thought about his pregnant wife and wondered how she was coping in his absence. He had asked her to stay behind to look after Anna and was more than relieved when she agreed to do it. He had not wanted to traipse through a death zone with an eight-year-old.
"Do you know where we might find them?" Wyatt asked.
"I don't," Chuck said. "The only thing I'm sure about is that we won't find them at home. I know from the news articles that the storm wiped out their neighborhood. If the Becks managed to survive, they did so by seeking refuge in a hotel or a public building."
"Then it sounds like we'll be looking for your family and Anna's in the same places."
Chuck nodded.
"If we're lucky, we'll find them together. I can't imagine celebrating much in light of all this, but I'd celebrate that. If we find them alive, I will never again complain about my troubles."
"That makes two of us," Wyatt said.
Chuck put his hand on Wyatt's shoulder and gave it a pat. He didn't know how much longer he would have this man in his life, but he was happy to have him now.
Chuck started to expand on his point but stopped when he heard the skipper bark orders at his two teenage sons, who formed the crew of the Harmony. He watched the boys lower the sails and their father steer the boat to the edge of what was once a long pier. A moment later, he heard a splash. Schmidt had dropped anchor, bringing the vessel to a complete stop.
The skipper let go of the wheel in back and stepped carefully toward the front. When he reached his passengers in the bow, he pointed to his watch.
"I have ten fifteen, gentlemen. I suggest you set your watches to the same," Schmidt said. "I will return at six o'clock each of the next three mornings. If I have not heard from you by Wednesday, you're on your own."
"Thank you," Wyatt said. "I owe you, Dave."
The skipper smiled sadly.
"Just bring back your man, Wyatt. That will be payment enough," Schmidt said. He glanced at the stern, where his sons untied a rowboat. "My boys will take you the rest of the way and give you each a bag of provisions. Use them wisely. Godspeed to both of you."
 



CHAPTER 81: JUSTIN
 
Justin sat on the front steps of the Ursuline Academy and stared at a city he knew would never be the same. To his left he saw men pull bodies from houses that had fused together during the night. To his right he saw women search through debris for personal belongings.
He knew it would be bad. He had read all about it on the train trip to Texas. Yet nothing he had read could prepare him for what he saw now. Galveston on September 9, 1900, was not merely a hurricane scene. It was Nagasaki, Pompeii, and Katrina New Orleans rolled into one.
Justin gazed at the destruction a few more seconds and then turned his attention to something far more important and immediate. He threw his arm around the girl who had lost more than a home, pulled her close, and kissed her on top of the head.
"Is there anyone I can contact?" Justin asked.
"I have an aunt and uncle in Corpus Christi," Amelia said.
"What are their names?"
"Jo and Jimmy Gaines."
"I'll send them a telegram as soon as I can," Justin said. "You just have to promise me that you'll stay right here until they come for you. Will you do that?"
Amelia nodded.
Justin adjusted the blanket over Amelia's shoulders and then pulled her close once again. He didn't know why he felt a need to comfort and protect this one individual, when there were so many others who needed help, but he suspected it had a lot to do with her appearance and the sound of her name. Amelia reminded him of the woman he had given up and maybe already lost.
"Justin?" Amelia asked in a weak voice.
"Yeah?"
Amelia lifted her head and looked at him with sad, vacant eyes.
"Do you have to leave?"
Justin frowned.
"I'm afraid I do."
Justin sighed when he thought more about the question – a question he had considered many times. In the context that it had been asked, it was easy to answer. In other contexts, it was difficult. It was difficult because of fears, concerns, and doubts that had cropped up over the weekend. The answer to the question depended entirely on who or what he was leaving.
He had to leave Amelia, of course. No matter how much he might want to look after her in the coming days, he knew he couldn't. He had his own family to find and a tight schedule to consider. As soon as he heard from his father or was able to leave the island, he would turn the girl over to the nuns or other authorities and resume his regularly scheduled life.
Whether he had to leave Emily was an entirely different matter. He didn't have to do anything. It was true that if he wanted to return to 2016 and she was unwilling to go with him, then he would, in fact, have to leave her. That much had been etched in stone for almost a week. On the other hand, if he were willing to stay in 1900, he wouldn't have to leave her at all.
Justin had considered staying put several times and had always dismissed it out of hand. As much as he loved Emily Beck, he loved his time and his world even more. No woman was worth giving up everything he had ever known. It was that simple.
At least it had seemed that simple before a Category 4 hurricane had forced him to take a hard look at his life, reexamine his priorities, and revisit questions he thought he had asked and answered.
Could he really walk away from Emily after all this? Did he miss the comforts and conveniences of the modern world so much that he was willing to give up the love of his life?
Justin didn't have the answers. He knew only that he would never again find someone as interesting, intelligent, and engaging as the spirited girl from Tenth and M. He loved her as much as he loved a mother who now existed only in his memories. The issue now was whether he loved her enough to seriously consider a course that had been, until now, unthinkable.
He set aside the matter for the time being and returned his attention to the street, where men, women, and children with expressionless faces walked by in a slow procession. None spoke. None screamed or wailed. They simply moved from one debris pile to another in a seemingly fruitless search for people, property, and meaning.
Justin had expected as much. He had seen the same thing earlier that morning, when he had left Amelia's side and made a long and difficult trip to the Tremont and the police station. He had wanted to ask about the Becks, leave messages for his father, and survey a damaged city that would likely be his home for at least two more days.
What he saw on the way over and on the way back had confirmed his worst fears. The hurricane had not only damaged Galveston, Texas. It had incapacitated it.
The wind and the water had turned wooden houses into toothpicks and brick buildings into rubble. They had also reduced the population of the city by at least one sixth.
No matter where Justin had looked – or stepped – he had found corpses. He had found them piled on porches, hanging in trees, and half-buried in mud. He had seen so many in the first half hour alone that he had become numb to their sight and even their smell, which had attracted rats by the hundreds. That, he knew, would soon be an issue that no one could ignore.
Justin looked again at the silent procession and noticed that many of the children walked alone or with others their age. He suspected that more than a few had become orphans overnight, much like the dazed and confused teenage girl he held in his arms.
Justin started to return his attention to that girl when he saw something in the distance that seemed out of the ordinary – or at least out of the ordinary on an ironically bright sunny day. He saw two men – not two men in ragged clothes who walked slowly but rather two men in crisp suits who walked with purpose. He recognized both from fifty yards.
"Amelia?"
"Huh?"
"Let's get up," Justin said. "There are a couple of people I want you to meet."
"Who?"
"You'll see."
Justin stood up and held out his hands. When Amelia took them, he helped her to her feet and then escorted her to the bottom of the steps. He barely had the opportunity to turn his head when he saw his father move ahead of Wyatt Fitzpatrick and rush forward.
Justin stepped away from Amelia and met Chuck halfway. He embraced his father with the affection and enthusiasm he deserved. He had no bigger supporter in life.
"It's good to see you, Dad."
"It's good to see you," Chuck said in a voice that started to crack. "I knew you would make it. I just knew you would."
Justin stepped back and put his hands on his father's shoulders.
"I did make it," Justin said. "I made it because you taught me to pay attention to details. I knew where to go when the storm got bad – and I knew where to leave messages."
"The police sent us here. They were eager to help," Chuck said. "I think you made quite an impression on them this weekend."
Justin smiled sadly.
"Did they tell you why they hauled me in?"
"They did. Then they told me why they let you go. They also told me about the Becks and the wagon driver," Chuck said. "Have you heard from Emily?"
"No," Justin said. "I haven't seen her since I left Houston. I don't know where she is. I'm really concerned. She knew what I knew. She knew she'd be safe here or at the Tremont, but she didn't go to either place. She just vanished when her wagon overturned."
"We'll find her, son. If it's the last thing we do, we'll find her and her parents."
"I was hoping you'd say that. I really don't want to leave without them."
"We won't," Chuck said.
Justin turned to his left and offered a hand to Wyatt.
"Thanks for coming," Justin said. "It means a lot."
Wyatt took the hand.
"It's the least I could do, young man. Believe me."
Justin let go of Wyatt's hand and turned to face the girl at his right. He could see from the gentle smile on her face that the Townsend family reunion had done wonders for her spirits.
"Dad and Wyatt, I'd like you to meet a friend of mine."
 



CHAPTER 82: CHUCK
 
Monday, September 10, 1900
 
Chuck stared at the pile and then at the people gathered around the pile. He didn't know what he would remember more – the sight of bodies burning or the look of horror on the faces of people watching bodies burning. By six thirty Monday night, he wanted to forget them both.
"Let's go," Chuck said to Wyatt. "There's nothing for us here."
Chuck turned away from the blaze, which had drawn a solemn crowd of twenty, and walked about thirty feet to an intact grand piano that stood in the middle of Twenty-Fifth and O. He rested an arm on the instrument, took a breath of kerosene-soaked air, and waited for the others.
Chuck watched closely as Wyatt withdrew from the gruesome spectacle, placed his hat on his head, and walked toward the piano. He spoke again to his friend and relative when he drew near.
"How are you holding up?" Chuck asked.
"I'm all right," Wyatt said. "It's the others you should worry about."
Chuck couldn't disagree. When he looked back at the crowd around the fire, he saw two young adults who had clearly been traumatized by what they had seen since Saturday night.
"I'm less concerned about Justin than the girl," Chuck said. "Justin is tough. He's resilient. He has a life to go back to. He'll probably get through this better than we will."
Chuck sighed.
"Amelia's a different story. She lost her family, her home, and her community in one night. She has nothing. It's hard to see where she goes from here."
"She's become quite attached to him," Wyatt said.
"Yes, she has. That's another thing we'll have to address at some point."
Chuck had not expected to add an eighteen-year-old orphan to his entourage when he had arrived at the Ursuline Academy Sunday morning, but he had added one just the same. Though he had wanted to leave Amelia in the care of the nuns, he couldn't bear to walk away when she refused to stay at the school. He figured that he could serve her best by making sure she got safely off an island that was filled with desperate people doing desperate things.
Justin had not debated the matter. The minute Amelia had protested his departure with words and tears, he wrapped her in his arms, turned to Chuck, and said, "She's coming with us."
So she did. From that point forward, Amelia Gaines went wherever Chuck, Wyatt, and Justin went. She went with them to the police station, where they asked about the Becks, and to the hotels and relief centers, where they looked for them. She even went to places that no one should ever have to go to, such as a gymnasium-turned-morgue – where hundreds of bodies covered the floor – and the human bonfires that had sprung up all over the city.
Amelia did so willingly and without complaint. She did so like a person who needed to go through every motion and see every sight to achieve what people would someday call closure.
Sunday had been merely a preview of things to come. The four had seen bodies in the streets, but they had not seen what the hot sun could do to them after twenty-four hours.
When Chuck saw a relief worker pull the arm off a corpse in an attempt to load it onto a cart Monday morning, he vomited. When he saw rats feed on the body of a small child three hours later, he didn't give it a second thought. Death on this scale, he concluded, overwhelmed the mind and the senses. There was only so much a human being could absorb.
City leaders and relief workers had fought a losing battle with the numbers for two days. When they could no longer process the dead in morgues, they loaded them on barges and dumped them in the sea. When the bodies floated back to shore, they began to bury people where they found them. When they ran out of the manpower and space to do even that, they turned to fire. By Monday afternoon, they had their answer.
Those who survived the storm faced other challenges. On Sunday morning, they woke up to a city without potable water, electricity, or even a link to the mainland. The hurricane had done more than kill six thousand people. It had obliterated every railroad bridge, severed telephone and telegraph wires, destroyed wharves, and seriously damaged a pumping station.
Galveston drew its drinking water from the mainland. The water traveled from artesian wells through a three-foot main on the bottom of the bay to a facility that distributed it to homes and businesses on the island. When the city lost its pumping station, it lost its ability to provide its residents with an element they needed to survive.
Looting was also an issue. Even before darkness had enveloped the city Sunday night, police and vigilante groups had taken to the streets to prevent not only the theft of property from businesses but also the theft of property from the dead.
Some who stole rings didn't bother to slide them off the fingers. They simply removed the fingers and stuffed them in bags. Those found with stolen property were shot where they stood.
Chuck had seen little but death, destruction, and depravity since arriving in Galveston, but he considered himself lucky. Unlike many parents, he had found his child alive and well. He would live to see that child marry, have a family, and enjoy the life he was meant to lead.
Chuck's only concern was Justin's emotional well being. He had watched his son go from relatively upbeat to concerned to distraught in a single afternoon.
Justin had expected to find Emily on Sunday. He had expected to find her helping others in a hotel or a public building that she knew would survive the storm. He had every reason to believe she would use her knowledge of things to come to save her life and the lives of her parents. As the day had progressed, however, Justin's optimism had started to fade.
Chuck didn't share his son's pessimism. He knew that thousands of people still roamed the streets in search of loved ones and believed that the highly resourceful Emily Beck was one of them. He would not give up looking for her and her family until he had to.
Chuck gave the matter a little more thought and then returned his attention to his son. He saw him grab Amelia's hand and lead her toward the piano. Though he was concerned that Justin might form another strong attachment at a particularly inconvenient time, he was proud of the way he had taken charge in a crisis and assumed responsibility for another human being.
"What do you want to do?" Chuck asked when Justin and Amelia drew near.
"You know what I want to do," Justin said. "I want to find Emily."
"I do, too, but we're not going to find her tonight. It's already getting dark. I suggest that we go back to the Tremont, get some rest, and search again in the morning. We still have time."
"How much time? How much time are you willing to commit to this?" Justin asked with an edge in his voice. "Do you want to leave tomorrow? Do you want to leave now?"
Chuck sighed.
"What I want to do is not important. What we have to do is. We have to leave Galveston soon if we hope to catch our train on Thursday. We're playing for keeps now, Justin."
Justin removed his arm from Amelia's shoulders and reached into his jacket pocket. He pulled out the blue crystal and held it high.
"You see this, Dad?" Justin asked. "I still have it. It's always in my pocket. It's always on my mind. I don't need a reminder that the clock is running."
"I'm sorry," Chuck said.
"I just want a little more time, that's all," Justin said. "If we can't find Emily by tomorrow, then we'll go. I just want one more day."
Chuck walked up to Justin.
"Then you have it," Chuck said. "We'll search for her tomorrow and leave on Wednesday. We can search all day if you want."
Justin gave his father a hug.
"Thanks, Dad. Thanks."
 



CHAPTER 83: CHARLOTTE
 
Houston, Texas – Tuesday, September 11, 1900
 
Charlotte stared out of a second-floor window and watched two young boys play in the alley behind the house that Hiram Fitzpatrick built. She didn't know who they were or where they lived, but she could see they didn't have a care in the world. They laughed and squealed as they took turns jumping in a large mud puddle left by the storm.
She envied their ability to enjoy life and set aside any concerns they might have. It had been a long time since she had been able to do the same.
Charlotte stepped away from the window and returned to a table where she had placed the evening edition of one of Houston's daily newspapers. She had read each of the articles on the front page twice but still could not make sense of them. People did not make sense of hurricanes that killed thousands of people and turned their hometowns into rubble.
She glanced again at the story in the upper right corner and noted the headline: STORM WATERS CLAIM ORPHANS. Ten nuns had apparently tied themselves to ninety children in an attempt to keep them from floating away. They had succeeded in keeping them together but not in keeping them alive. All had died when rising waters had overrun the Ursuline orphanage.
Charlotte let her eyes drift to an article that was just as distressing. The story reported that authorities and relief workers had turned to burning bodies where they found them. She tried to picture cremations in the streets but couldn't. Some things were simply too difficult to imagine.
Other things, however, were all too easy to imagine. Galveston authorities had apparently done more than deal with the dead. According to yet another article, they had imposed serious restrictions on the living. They had declared martial law in the city, limited travel to and from the island, and prohibited able-bodied men from leaving at all.
Charlotte didn't need to know more to know that this created a significant problem for at least two men and one woman who planned to board a westbound train Thursday afternoon. She knew that if they didn't reach Los Angeles by September 18, they wouldn't be able to travel to 2016.
Charlotte wasn't troubled by the prospect of missing the train. She was as ambivalent as ever about leaving everything she had ever known, but she knew that leaping into the future was the only way she could secure happiness with her new husband and their unborn child.
She placed a hand on her belly and tried to feel the life growing inside of her. She didn't care at this point if the baby was a boy or a girl. She cared only that it was healthy and would have the chance to grow up in a world that was free from the kind of misery she had read about today.
Charlotte reassembled the newspaper, folded it in half, and placed it on a corner of the table. She started to rise from her chair and check on another important consideration in her life when that important consideration stepped through an open door.
Anna Beck didn't break her stride. She walked up to Charlotte, jumped on her lap, and placed her arms around her neck, just has she had done several times since Saturday morning.
"Have you heard from my sister yet?" Anna asked.
"No, honey, I haven't."
"Have you heard from my mama and papa?"
"No," Charlotte said. "I haven't heard from them either."
"Do you think they are all right?"
Charlotte smiled sadly and sighed.
"I hope so, sweetheart. I hope so."
 



CHAPTER 84: CHUCK
 
Galveston, Texas
 
The four searchers didn't waste a minute getting a start on their day. As soon as the sun came up Tuesday morning, they left their room at the Tremont and headed back out into a city that had become smellier, dirtier, and far less safe than the one they had wandered on Monday.
Chuck asked Justin to direct the search for reasons both personal and practical. He wanted to show confidence in his son, utilize his talents, and give him the final say in a matter where he had the most at stake. He knew that his son would never rest until he had explored every place and possibility that he considered important.
Justin rose to the challenge. He set priorities, drew up plans, and assigned specific duties to each member of the group. He approached the problem of finding the Becks as methodically as any hard-boiled detective or seasoned investigative reporter.
Under Justin's direction, Chuck, Wyatt, and Amelia scoured the city. They visited more than thirty hotels, agencies, and relief stations, where they asked questions, checked buildings, and looked for clues. They searched with persistence, passion, and drive but did so without success. By two o'clock, they found themselves no closer to finding the Becks than when they had started.
That appeared to change when they walked to the west side of town, near the waterfront, and found what could only be described as a forest of death. More than a hundred corpses of men, women, and children hung from the branches of salt cedar trees.
Among the dead was a young dark-haired woman who hung in a tree near the edge of the grove. She wore clothes similar to the ones that Emily had worn to the train station on Saturday.
Justin insisted on inspecting the body first. He said he wanted to have a private moment with the deceased in case the deceased turned out to be Emily.
He appeared relieved to see a face that he didn't recognize but dismayed to see two puncture marks on the girl's wrist. A snake had gotten to her long before the water had.
Chuck sighed and silently celebrated the outcome. As much as he wanted answers for Justin and the rest of the group, he didn't want to obtain them from a corpse.
When Justin finished inspecting the rest of the trees in the grove, he led the group through the Sixth Ward and then toward the center of town. Guided by his belief that Emily, if still alive, was helping those in need, he narrowed the search to churches and relief centers.
So for the next two hours Justin Townsend and his entourage visited places that served survivors. They looked for answers in sanctuaries and first-aid stations but didn't find any until they walked into the police station at five fifteen and talked to a man named Meyer.
Will Meyer, a brakeman with the Gulf, Colorado, and Santa Fe Railway, reported seeing his friend Max Beck enter a home near Nineteenth Street and Avenue L early Saturday afternoon. He said that Beck's wife and daughter carried him from the flooded intersection into the house.
Chuck knew then that the Becks had sought refuge in the home he had shared with Charlotte and Rose. By five forty, Chuck, Justin, Amelia, and Wyatt were at the house – or at least a pile of wood, metal, and brick that rose more than fifteen feet near the house's former location.
When the four began sifting through the debris five minutes later, they discovered what many others had known since Sunday morning – finding anything under tons of broken beams, shredded roofs, and displaced furniture was damn near impossible. Still, they tried.
Each of the four searched a different location.
Chuck gravitated toward a crushed china cabinet that he knew belonged to Charlotte. He wanted to find something that he could take back to a wife who had lost nearly everything.
Justin went to the edge of the debris, on the Avenue L side of the house, and started lifting boards. It was clear from his pace that he was searching for something he didn't want to find.
Amelia wandered freely and picked up whatever appeared interesting. With no connection to the house or any of its possible occupants, she was able to look at everything with a fresh eye.
Wyatt drifted to a location that contained items from Rose's bedroom, including a candelabra, jewelry, and a framed photograph of a couple that had never married. He picked up the objects, sat on a board, and resumed his role as the group's protector. He protected people and property with a Colt .45 pistol he had retrieved in Houston.
Chuck found it difficult to dig too deeply. He considered the house a gravesite of sorts – for memories and cherished belongings, if not for people. He hoped it wasn't the latter. He had seen far too much death on this journey and had no desire to see more.
Chuck picked up and discarded a salad plate that was too damaged to keep and then looked to the west. He saw one thing and heard another that gave him pause and put his situation into perspective.
The setting sun reminded him that time was growing short. He knew that he and the others had no more than two hours to complete their work. As soon as darkness fell, they would have to end their search, return to the hotel, and prepare for an early-morning trip to the mainland.
The sound of a gunshot reminded him that getting to the mainland might be difficult. Authorities and others were doing more than shooting looters. They were pressing able-bodied men into the relief effort and prohibiting most from leaving the island.
If the time travelers missed Dave Schmidt when he made his final round, they would almost certainly miss their train to Los Angeles. At this late hour, Chuck didn't want to think about that.
Chuck turned away from the sun and the sound of the shot and gazed again at a house he had called home just a few days earlier. He couldn't believe that something so seemingly sturdy and permanent had been reduced to kindling in one evening, but it had.
When the sight of the debris began to bring him down, Chuck decided to associate the broken items with happier times. He looked at the scattered dishes and cups and saw things he wanted to see, like intimate dinners and festive staff breakfasts.
Then he looked at a board that once formed part of the trim around the front door and saw something he didn't want to see. He saw an object that partially covered a human hand.
Chuck braced himself for the worst as he walked several feet to the board. When he lifted the board and three larger, flatter ones, he found the decomposing body of Maximilian Beck. He collected his thoughts and then looked at his son with heavy eyes.
"Justin?"
"Yeah?"
Justin continued to sift through debris.
"I found something," Chuck said.
Justin, Amelia, and Wyatt all stared at Chuck.
"What is it?" Justin asked.
"I found Max."
When Chuck saw three people step toward him, he held up his hands and signaled for Amelia and Wyatt to stop. He wanted Justin to see the body next.
Justin paused for a moment, as if to gather his strength, and then walked slowly toward his father and the grisly discovery. He kept his thoughts and his eyes to himself.
When Justin reached the corpse, he dropped to his knees and gazed at a man who might have become his father-in-law. He looked at Max dispassionately for about a minute and then reached for a pillowcase that hung from a board a few feet away. He carefully straightened the linen, gently draped it over the deceased's face, and returned to his feet.
Justin glanced at Chuck and then scanned his surroundings, as if looking for something in particular. He apparently found it in the form of a small pile of debris that stood nearby. He walked to the pile, lifted the board on top, and threw it to the side. He repeated the process with several other boards until he found the body of Isabella Beck. She had been cut in half.
Chuck didn't wait to see Justin's reaction. He immediately stepped toward his son. He wanted to embrace him and at least try to ease his pain, but he didn't get the chance. Justin held up a hand and shook his head. He apparently wanted nothing to do with parental compassion.
Chuck turned to Wyatt. He hoped to find a friend who could offer an encouraging word or at least an empathetic smile but instead found a man who stared blankly at the ground.
Then Chuck looked at Amelia and saw something he would remember for the rest of his life. He saw a girl hold up an open locket that contained photos of two people. Even from a distance he could see the locket was the one Emily had worn on Saturday.
Justin noticed Amelia a moment later. He dropped a board, stepped away from the rubble, and walked toward his friend. When he reached her, he took the locket, held it out, and rolled it between his fingers as if he were inspecting something new or strange.
Justin put the item in his pocket, glanced at Chuck, and then turned to face the setting sun. When he looked again at his father, he did so with watery eyes.
"No," Justin said. He shook his head. "I refuse to believe it."
"Justin?"
"She's alive. I know she is."
"Justin?"
"Don't say another word. I don't want to hear it."
Chuck stepped toward Justin as he started to pull and then throw every board that was even remotely close to the Becks. When Chuck reached his son and put a hand on his shoulder, Justin recoiled and pushed the hand away.
"Go away! I have work to do!"
Justin returned to the debris and went through it at an even faster pace. For more than a minute, he pulled boards, kicked them, swore at them, and tossed them in every direction. When he threw a small board that nearly hit Amelia in the head, Chuck intervened.
"Stop it!"
"Go away, Dad!" Justin snapped. "I mean it."
Chuck grabbed Justin's arm, stopped him from throwing boards, and then turned him around.
"I said, 'Stop it.'"
Justin pulled his arm back but stopped his pursuit of a woman he would probably never find. He gave his father a hateful glare and then turned to face Amelia, who had dissolved into tears. When he saw the girl shake her head in disapproval, he lowered his head and started to sob.
Chuck put his hands on Justin's shoulders and pulled him close.
"I'm sorry," Chuck said. "I'm so sorry."
 



CHAPTER 85: CHUCK
 
Wednesday, September 12, 1900
 
The skipper kept his word. At six o'clock on the fourth morning of the recovery, he sailed the Harmony through a debris field that was once a wharf and sent his sons to fetch three men and a young woman in a leaky, ten-foot rowboat.
Chuck was grateful for that not-so-little favor, but he didn't feel like celebrating. He felt like crawling inside of a cave or a whiskey bottle and shutting out the world. He didn't care much for a place where death struck so randomly and senselessly. He was sick of it all.
He thought about random, senseless death when Dave Schmidt brought the party of four to Houston and again when a carriage driver took them to a sprawling mansion that hadn't suffered a scratch in the hurricane. He thought of little else.
Chuck conceded that he should have known. He should have known that even when you're a time traveler with knowledge of things to come that you can't stop everything from coming. You can't stop others from acting recklessly or courageously or in ways that make no sense. You have to recognize that when you step into another time – any time – you can't control its course.
He watched Justin closely as he helped Amelia out of the carriage in front of the house. He knew that his son was tough, but he also knew that he had never been tested like this.
Chuck wondered how Justin would cope not only with the loss of Emily but also with his pending separation from two other young women who had become dear to him. He had less than a day to say goodbye to Amelia Gaines and Anna Beck, who each had awaiting relatives.
Chuck had not wasted a moment in notifying others of what he had found on the island. When he had learned that the Tremont had restored telephone contact with the mainland Tuesday night, he called Charlotte, James and Josephine Gaines of Corpus Christi, and Pierre and Estelle Pelletier of New Orleans. He told his wife that he would meet her at the mansion in the morning and the others that he would meet them at the Grand Central Depot in Houston on Thursday.
He didn't look forward to the partings at the train station. He knew they would be long, emotional, and possibly problematic. He didn't want to think about how each party would respond if the girls simply refused to leave Justin's side.
Chuck decided to set aside thoughts of Thursday for at least a few more hours as he opened the front door of the mansion, stepped inside, and waited for Justin and Amelia to join him. There was no point in fretting over something he could no longer control.
He looked back at Wyatt, who talked quietly to the carriage driver, and then walked through the door. When he called out for Charlotte, he was mildly surprised to hear no reply. When he called out a second time, he became mildly concerned.
Chuck called out again and this time heard what sounded like a muffled scream. He moved quickly up the stairs, just ahead of Justin and Amelia, and raced to a large sitting room on the second floor – a place that Charlotte favored. He walked into the room and found three people – two he wanted to see and one he didn't.
When Chuck looked into one corner of the room, he saw Anna Beck sitting in a chair. She had been bound and gagged. When he looked into another corner, he saw Silas Fitzpatrick hold a revolver to his wife's head. She had been gagged.
"Come in, Charles. I've been waiting for you," Silas said. He pointed the gun at Chuck. "You can stand in the corner next to the brat."
Chuck walked slowly toward Anna. He started to say something comforting to the girl but held his tongue when he saw her stare blankly into space. It was clear, at least to him, that the eight-year-old had fallen into shock.
Silas trained his gun on Chuck until he stepped behind the chair and put his hands on Anna's shoulders. He returned his attention to the door just as Justin and Amelia walked through it.
"Come on in, folks," Silas said.
"What are you doing?" Justin asked.
"I'm adding spice to your morning, young man."
Silas pointed the gun at Justin.
"Now go stand next to your father, or I'll add some lead."
Justin grabbed Amelia's hand and led her to the corner of the room.
"Where is Wyatt?" Silas asked Chuck.
Chuck glanced at Charlotte, who looked terrified, and then at Silas, who looked irritated. He glared at the gunman but didn't answer his question.
"I asked, 'Where is he?"
"I don't know," Chuck finally said. "He didn't come in with us."
Silas cocked the revolver and pointed it at Charlotte's temple.
"I'm going to ask you one more time, Mr. Townsend. If you don't provide me with a good answer, I'm going to kill your wife in front of you."
"I don't know!" Chuck said. "He stayed behind to talk to the driver. He's probably outside."
"You're mistaken, Charles," Wyatt said as he entered the room. "I'm inside now and more than ready to join this little get-together that Silas has arranged."
Wyatt pointed his Colt .45 at his younger brother.
"Put the gun down," Silas said. "No one has to get hurt."
"I disagree," Wyatt said. "Someone always has to get hurt."
"I won't ask again, Wyatt."
"Of course you will. You'll ask because you're a coward who can't follow through. You're a coward who can't even do his own dirty work."
"Shut up," Silas said.
"What did you promise her, Silas? Did you offer Goldie money or a house in the country? You must have promised her a lot to get her to risk prison again."
"I didn't promise her a thing."
"What about Max?" Wyatt asked. "What did you promise him?"
"He knew nothing about this," Silas said.
"I want better answers, brother. Before I kill you, I want to at least know the truth."
"Max knew nothing about Rose."
Chuck resisted the temptation to do something stupid when he saw Wyatt take a step closer to Silas. He knew that bullets were about to fly and didn't want one of them to strike his pregnant wife. The time to make a life-or-death decision was rapidly approaching.
Wyatt seemed to be in no hurry to resolve the standoff. He stared at Silas with patient eyes and addressed his brother matter-of-factly. It was obvious that he wanted answers before results.
"I suppose the next thing you'll tell me is that he didn't know about the hurricane either."
Silas grinned.
"That's the problem with you, Wyatt. You think everything is a conspiracy. I would trust the police before I'd trust a buffoon like Max Beck."
"Then tell me," Wyatt said. "Tell me the truth now. I may even let you live."
Silas tightened his hold on Charlotte.
"You want the truth? I'll tell you the truth. The fact of the matter is that I have planned this for months," Silas said. "I knew as soon as Goldie told me about your particular 'habits' that I had a chance to frame you for a capital crime. When I learned that a very nasty storm was coming our way, I decided to act sooner rather than later."
"You broke into my cabin," Chuck said.
"I did no such thing," Silas said. He looked at Chuck and then at Wyatt. "I merely instructed Goldie to make sure that your shack was up to snuff. As a good 'friend' of your landlord, she was able to obtain a key to your place rather easily. I trust your accommodations were satisfactory."
"So you're a thief as well," Chuck said.
"Spare me the outrage, sir. As one who spent several weeks prying into the affairs of others, you are hardly one to talk."
"I ought to kill you now," Chuck said.
"Sit tight, Charles," Wyatt said.
"Listen to my brother," Silas said to Chuck. "If you do, you may still have the opportunity to spend many wonderful years with your wife and the child she is carrying."
Silas smiled.
"Oh, yes. I learned all that and more. You'd be surprised what you can learn when you hold a gun to someone's head."
Chuck stepped toward Silas but stopped when Justin grabbed him and pulled him back. He had never wanted to harm anyone more than he wanted to harm Silas at that moment.
"Finish your story," Wyatt said. "You're wasting my time."
Silas smiled.
"Are you in a hurry, brother?"
"I am."
"Then I'll finish quickly," Silas said. "As I said, it all came down to opportunity. When I saw a chance to remove you from the picture without drawing attention to myself, I took it. Whether you rotted in prison or hung from a rope or drowned in jail awaiting your trial didn't matter. All that mattered is that I would not be blamed for your demise and lose my inheritance. With you out of the way, I could sell the company to the first fool willing to pay double its worth."
"I commend your creativity. It's too bad for you that you decided to return to Houston."
"I had no choice. When I learned that the authorities had seized my assets and issued a warrant for my arrest, I knew I had to do something. So I came back to access an emergency cache I had set up for just such an occasion. Don't worry. I'm leaving you the house."
"How thoughtful," Wyatt said.
"Now, if you don't mind, place your gun on the floor and join the others over there. If you don't, I'm afraid I'm going to have to put a bullet in your pretty little friend."
Wyatt smiled.
"It seems that you've left me no option."
"I will count to ten, Wyatt. Please don't disappoint me," Silas said.
"Do what he says," Justin said.
"One, two …"
Chuck fell victim to paralysis. For the second time in as many days, he felt utterly powerless to remedy a dire situation. He didn't know whether to rush Silas or put his faith in Wyatt. He knew only that the lives of his wife and unborn child hung in the balance.
"Three, four …"
"Please, Wyatt," Justin pleaded. "Drop the gun!"
"Five, six …"
Wyatt cocked his pistol and aimed it at Silas' head.
"Be still, Charlotte," Wyatt said. "Be very still."
Silas glared at his brother and pressed the muzzle of his gun against Charlotte's temple.
"Seven, eight …"
"Wyatt!"
"Nine …"
Chuck tried many times in the coming weeks to recall what happened next, but he always came up short. He could not remember if Wyatt Fitzpatrick reacted when Justin screamed or showed even a trace of emotion when he pulled the trigger.
He remembered only that Wyatt fired a bullet that split his brother's head in half and brought a chapter to an end. In one sudden, violent, unexpected moment, one life ended, at least two were saved, and justice that had been denied the first time had been delivered on a plate the second.
 



CHAPTER 86: CHUCK
 
Harris County, Texas – Thursday, September 13, 1900
 
Chuck stared out a window of his passenger car on the Sunset Limited and watched a slice of Texas go by in a blur. The land was pretty, he thought. It was flat and featureless, for the most part, but it was still pretty. He would miss the greenery, just as he would miss a lot of things.
The Townsends and Wyatt had boarded the westbound train at two o'clock, not long after saying goodbye to two orphans. They had risen early so that they could spend as much time as possible with the brave teen and the spunky girl who had stolen their hearts and changed how they looked at the world.
Chuck glanced at Justin, who sat next to Wyatt in the nearest of two facing seats and stared blankly into space. He wanted to say something comforting but kept silent instead. He knew that there was nothing he could say or do – at least now – to ease his son's excruciating pain.
The long goodbyes in Houston were surprisingly short. Though they were more subdued than many others in the grief center that was the Grand Central Depot, they were no less meaningful.
When Amelia Gaines, the first of the girls to leave, reached Justin at the end of a line of well-wishers, she didn't say a word. She just embraced her rescuer for more than a minute, kissed him on the cheek, and left him with a gentle smile.
Anna Beck said so long in a similar way. She gave Justin a long hug, wiped a tear from his cheek, and handed him a drawing she had created that morning. It depicted Justin, Emily, and Anna holding hands in a place that looked an awful lot like heaven.
The girls then returned to their relatives, caught trains headed in different directions, and left an impressionable twenty-one-year-old man to his thoughts. They left Justin sadder than they had found him but also far richer. That had shown him that there was beauty in tragedy and meaning in death. They had given him the perspective that he so badly craved.
Chuck gazed at his son for a moment and then glanced at a man who continued to amaze, inspire, and shock. He wondered if he would ever fully understand the mystery that was his close friend, confidant, and relative.
Wyatt hadn't planned on accompanying the others to California. He hadn't seen the point of making the trip without Rose and wanted to get on with the business of rebuilding his company and his city. He had changed his mind, however, after putting a bullet in his brother's brain.
After serving twenty days in jail for allegedly murdering his fiancée, Wyatt had decided that he didn't care much for incarceration. He hadn't wanted to take the chance that a prosecutor or a judge might view his act as vengeance rather than self-defense and send him to prison or the gallows. So he'd elected to flee to 2016 Los Angeles, a place that was beyond any 1900 bounty hunter or extradition treaty.
The grown-ups at the Fitzpatrick mansion had done what they could to put the violent episode behind them. Wyatt and Justin had buried Silas in a hidden section of the backyard. Chuck had cleaned up the bloody mess in the sitting room. Charlotte had counseled each of the girls and advised them to keep what they had seen to themselves.
Wyatt had not felt at ease, however, subjecting the others to suspicion. So he had written two letters to Hannibal Butler. In the first, he confessed to shooting Silas. In the second, he requested that his assets be used to start a fund for orphans.
Wyatt had given the letters to Butler in person on Thursday morning and asked the attorney not to open them before October 1. He had wanted time to escape to South America should the time tunnel in Los Angeles prove to be less effective than advertised.
Chuck hoped that wouldn't be the case. Though he had every reason to believe that the portal would be operational when the travelers reached California on September 16, he didn't know for a fact that it would be. There was still a chance that they had already waited too long.
Chuck smiled sadly at Wyatt, who returned his smile, and then directed his attention to the woman who rested her head on his shoulder. He didn't know what words he would use to describe her, but he knew that, whatever they were, they would be drawn from poetry.
Whenever Chuck looked at the woman who spoke four kinds of French, played piano like Liberace, and made the best breakfasts in Texas, he thought of a lottery ticket. He had not just improved his lot in 1900. He had won big. He had found the perfect mate, someone who would fill the rest of his life with love and laugher and maybe a little magic.
What he admired most about Charlotte Townsend was the way she had handled adversity. Despite the murder of one colleague, the betrayal of another, and the disappearance of a third, she had maintained her poise. She had handled every setback with courage, kindness, and grace.
Chuck did worry about the difficult moments ahead, starting with Geoffrey Bell's reaction to his bringing back a pregnant souvenir from 1900. Bell would huff and puff and probably lecture him on time-travel ethics. He might even demand that Chuck reimburse him for certain expenses.
If he did, Chuck would gladly sign over what was left of his meager savings. He would rather be poor and happy than poor and miserable. He looked forward to life with the intelligent, charming, and beautiful Mrs. Townsend and the child they would raise together.
Chuck put his arm around his sleeping wife, pulled her close, and then glanced at the far door of his passenger coach. He did a double take when he saw a man look back at him and then quickly exit through the door. The man was the spitting image of Thomas Mack.
Chuck shook his head. He couldn't believe that a man who had shadowed him in Galveston for more than four months would possibly do so here and now, but he couldn't rule it out. If there was one thing he had learned in 1900, it was that he could never rule anything out.
The time traveler didn't give Thomas Mack or the Shadow or whoever he was a second thought. He instead made himself comfortable and gazed at the men in the facing seats.
Chuck saw that Wyatt and Justin had already settled in for the long haul. Wyatt had pulled his cowboy hat over his face. Justin had closed his eyes. He rested his head against Wyatt's shoulder. If the two were not yet asleep, they were knocking on slumber's door.
That was just as well, Chuck thought. Each of the men had had a long week and had an even longer week ahead. It was time for everyone to put Galveston and 1900 in the rear-view mirror and think of better things. A magnificent city and a gleaming new century waited.
 



CHAPTER 87: CHUCK
 
Los Angeles, California – Sunday, September 16, 1900
 
Chuck found the Bell house exactly as he had left it – pristine, glorious, and apparently empty. If Percival Bell's widow had sold or rented the place to someone else, that someone else was not home. That, Chuck concluded, was a good thing.
The senior time traveler grabbed his wife's hand and escorted her across the back lawn to a gap in the ground and a series of steps that led to the magic tunnel. When Justin and Wyatt joined them near the top step a few seconds later, Chuck looked at his son.
"Do you want the honor?"
"No," Justin said. "You can have it."
Justin retrieved the blue gypsum crystal that had survived two long train trips, a burglary, a hurricane, and the evidence drawer at the Galveston police station. He smiled sadly and placed the rock in his father's left hand.
Chuck reached into his jacket pocket with his right hand and pulled out a skeleton key that had rarely left his possession. He turned to face the others and saw an apprehensive wife, a heartbroken son, and a curious friend. Wyatt carried the group's two suitcases.
"Do you have any questions before we change centuries?" Chuck asked.
Three people shook their heads.
"OK then. Let's go."
Chuck led Charlotte, Justin, and Wyatt down the brick steps to a windowless door that also looked like it hadn't changed in five months. He put the skeleton key in the hole, turned the key, and opened the door to a dark chamber that had changed – at least in one respect.
Though Chuck could see from the available afternoon light that the brick-lined passage was about fifteen feet long, eight feet high, and five feet wide, he could also see that it wasn't illuminated. No strip of glowing white and blue stones hung overhead.
Chuck looked at the blue crystal in his hand and noticed that it, too, had remained in a dark and apparently dormant state. It wasn't in sync with anything.
"This all looks a bit different, folks, so bear with me," Chuck said.
Chuck entered the tunnel, brushed away a cobweb, and proceeded to the keyless interior door that led to the basement. He found the door locked. He turned around and exited the chamber.
"The inside door is locked," Chuck said. "It looks like we may have to spend a little quality time in a cold, dark cell."
Wyatt grinned.
"That sounds like home."
Chuck smiled and shook his head.
"I'll bet it does."
Chuck sighed.
"Let's all go inside. Shut the door behind you, Wyatt."
Chuck grabbed Charlotte's hand and led her through the tunnel to the interior door. He tried the knob once again and found it as immovable as ever.
Wyatt followed Justin into the chamber a few seconds later. He placed the suitcases on the floor, reached for the exterior door, and pulled it shut.
Chuck waited for the overhead lights to pierce the total darkness. When they didn't, he lifted the crystal toward the ceiling. When that didn't achieve the desired effect, he began to sweat.
"Check the door, Wyatt."
Wyatt reached around in the dark until he found the knob.
"It's locked."
Charlotte gasped.
Chuck felt his stomach twist when he remembered something Professor Bell had said.
 
"The power within the blue crystal will eventually expire. I can't tell you when. I can tell you only that I have never been able activate the chamber using the blue crystal alone after 153 days."
 
"Try the door again," Chuck said.
Wyatt did.
"It's still locked."
Chuck feared the worst. He kicked himself for losing the white crystal and then not doing more to find it. He wondered what Goldie had done with it, but he didn't wonder long. When you were trapped in a small, dark space, you had other things to think about.
"Let me try, Dad," Justin said. "Give me the rock."
"All right."
Chuck started toward the other end of the tunnel. He tripped a couple of times as he moved blindly through the chamber but finally found his son, who had not moved far from the door. He gave Justin the blue crystal, stepped back, and waited for something to happen.
Something did. Before Chuck could say, "There's more to this than meets the eye," the tunnel started to change. A single crystal, embedded in the limestone ceiling, flickered and then lit up like a reading light in the cabin of an aircraft. A second one did the same, followed by a third and a fourth. By the time Chuck returned his attention to Charlotte, the room was lightly illuminated.
"It looks like the crystal wanted its owner," Chuck said.
Justin smiled softly.
"It looks like it did," Justin said.
Chuck walked back to Charlotte, who appeared visibly relieved, and gave her a gentle hug. He then took a deep breath, turned the knob on the interior door, and pushed the door open.
"Let me check this out first," Chuck said to the others.
Chuck entered the basement and looked around. He saw white walls, white carpet, and white sofas but no people. He motioned for Charlotte, Justin, and Wyatt to join him.
"This place is empty," Justin said a moment later. "I wonder if anyone's home."
Chuck approached a small table that sat between two facing couches in the center of the room. When he got there, he placed his hand on a teacup that sat on the table.
"Someone's home, all right," Chuck said. "The tea's still warm."
"It's fresh too," Professor Geoffrey Bell said as he entered the room. "I could have Jeanette make some more, if you'd like."
"I'd like that," Chuck said.
Bell offered a hand when he reached the table. He did not offer a smile.
Chuck shook the hand and sighed.
"Welcome back, Mr. Townsend," Bell said. "I've been expecting you."
The professor looked at the other three travelers.
"I've been expecting all of you."
 



CHAPTER 88: CHUCK
 
Friday, September 16, 2016
 
The professor didn't try to hide his disappointment. Even after Jeanette Bell served tea to the visitors, who sat on one sofa, and her husband, who sat on the other, he didn't smile. He didn't say or do anything that might suggest he was happy to see four time travelers in his basement instead of two.
"I see you brought back more than a postcard," Bell said. "I know it's been a while since I last spoke to you, but I'm certain I instructed you not to bring back any two-legged souvenirs."
"You did," Chuck said.
"Then why did you violate my specific instructions?"
Chuck knew immediately that he had a choice to make. He could let Bell push him around or he could defend his actions. He decided to go on offense.
"You asked me to have an adventure," Chuck said. "I did. I had the adventure of a lifetime. In the process, I fell in love and married a wonderful woman."
"I see that," Bell said. He looked at Charlotte. "Welcome to 2016, Mrs. Townsend."
"Thank you," Charlotte said.
She gave Chuck a what's-this-all-about look.
"Forgive me if I seem rude, madam," Bell said to Charlotte. "I'm actually quite pleasant most of the time. I'm not pleasant, however, to people who fail to honor agreements."
"Let it go, professor," Chuck said.
"I wish I could," Bell said. "If you had done nothing more than marry a wonderful woman, I could understand. I know what it's like to marry a wonderful woman."
The professor gazed admiringly at his wife.
"So what's the problem?" Chuck asked.
"The problem, sir, is that you did more than pick up a spouse in 1900," Bell said. He reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a tri-folded sheet, and opened it. "According to this report, given to me today, you repeatedly meddled in the lives of several residents of Galveston, Texas, and altered the outcome of a criminal investigation."
Bell glanced at Wyatt.
"How's it feel to be a free man, Mr. Fitzpatrick?"
Wyatt smiled.
"It feels glorious."
"I'll bet it does."
"Who gave you that report?" Chuck asked.
"I thought you'd never ask," Bell said.
The professor got up from the sofa and turned toward a stairway that led to the main floor.
"You can come down now, Tom."
Chuck looked at the far side of the room and saw someone walk down the stairs. He knew even before he saw the man's face that he was the person who had followed him for months. He stared at the man as he walked across the room and approached the sofas.
"Say hello to Thomas Mack," Bell said. "Mr. Mack, as I'm sure all of you know, is a private investigator in Galveston. He prepared the report that's in my hands."
Bell pointed to the empty seat on his sofa.
"Please take a seat, Tom."
Mack did as requested.
"You hired this guy?" Chuck asked.
"I did," Bell said. "I went back to 1900 the day after you left, mailed him relevant photos and information, and asked him to keep an eye on you during your stay in Texas. I asked him to send weekly reports to a mailbox in Los Angeles. We've been corresponding for months."
The professor returned to his seat.
"How did you know we went to Galveston instead of Chicago?" Chuck asked.
"You left a clue in the back of your car," Bell said. He pulled a copy of a news article from his pocket and handed it to Chuck. "People who plan to travel to Chicago tend to read about Chicago – not Galveston. I suspected that you were going to try to save thousands of lives by warning people about the hurricane there."
"Would that have been so awful?"
"Yes. It might have been."
"How is that?" Chuck asked.
"Do I really need to spell it out for you?" Bell asked.
"Yes."
"Then I'll spell it out. You and your son went to 1900 as guests of that time, Mr. Townsend. You had an obligation to leave things as you found them. By saving even a fair number of lives, you would have changed the fates of many. You could have, in fact, changed history itself."
"I didn't though."
"No. It appears that you didn't. You brought back a widow who never remarried the first time around and a businessman who died on the gallows before starting a family line."
Chuck looked at the professor closely and noticed that his demeanor had softened a bit. He guessed that now that Bell had thrown his tantrum, he was prepared to move on.
When Chuck glanced at Wyatt, however, he saw a man who was spoiling for a fight – not with the professor but rather with Thomas Mack. Wyatt glared at Mack with hot eyes.
"You appear to be troubled by something, Mr. Fitzpatrick," Bell said. "What is it?"
Wyatt glanced at Bell.
"It's nothing really. I'd just like to know if Mr. Mack here had a role in the murder of my fiancée."
Wyatt returned to Mack.
"Did you, Thomas?"
"I did not," Mack said.
"I don't believe you."
"Believe what you want. I had no part in killing Rose."
"You worked for my brother," Wyatt said.
"He hired me to gather information on many people," Mack said. "When I suspected that he might someday use that information to harm others, I left his employment."
"I see."
"If it makes a difference, I'll help you find Silas as soon as I return to 1900. I understand that hindsight is useful in bringing about justice."
"Your help won't be necessary," Wyatt said.
"Why is that?" Mack asked.
"I put a bullet in my brother's skull a few days ago."
"So I have a fugitive on my hands, after all," Bell said.
"I shot Silas to save Charlotte's life," Wyatt said. "If you don't believe me, you can ask three witnesses sitting on this sofa."
The professor rose to his feet.
"I'll do that," Bell said. "I'll do that when we meet again on Sunday."
"Why not now?" Chuck asked.
"I want a chance to reflect on what I've learned today. That's why," Bell said. "I also want the opportunity to read the journal I asked you to keep. You did keep a journal, did you not?"
"I did. It's in one of the suitcases."
"Then leave it before you go."
"Go where? We don't have a home here."
"You do this weekend," Bell said. "I have arranged for the four of you to spend the next two nights at the Regency Hotel. Please go now, relax, enjoy yourselves, and be prepared to answer more questions on Sunday afternoon."
"Thank you, Professor."
"It's my pleasure."
 



CHAPTER 89: JUSTIN
 
Saturday, September 17, 2016
 
Justin read the names slowly, carefully, and repeatedly. He read the names of the dead, the missing, the living, and people who appeared on more than one list.
Not once in three hours of searching an online microfilm database, however, did he read the name of Emily Beck. She had, for all practical purposes, ceased to exist.
Justin knew it was pointless to keep searching. Emily had either died in the hurricane or died at a later date. She was most certainly not roaming the Earth at age 136.
Even so, Justin hated not knowing. He hated not knowing when she died, how she died, and whether his name was on her lips at the end. He would obsess about the questions until he had the answers, even if it took him the rest of his life to find them.
Justin had thought of little else since leaving Galveston. Though he was glad to be back in his time and delighted to again have a mother in his life, he wasn't happy. He had tasted real love for the first time and lost it in the blink of an eye. At age twenty-one, he was sad, angry, and directionless.
He glanced at his father and Charlotte, who played cards at a table in the hotel suite, and then at Wyatt, who fiddled with the remote and watched the "amazing contraption" called television. He envied their ability to move on so quickly and effortlessly after so much tragedy.
Justin returned to his laptop and scrolled through more lists and stories. He figured that he might as well read as many as he could. He would soon have to move on to other things and set new priorities in the place his father liked to call the here and now.
When he reached the front page of the Galveston paper for September 13, 1900, he noticed that the missing list had been revised yet again. New names had been added and old names withdrawn. He wondered who had kept the grim tally and how they had done it.
Then he looked at a small news article near the bottom of the page and froze in his chair. Four paragraphs had left him breathless:
 
WOMAN PULLED FROM WATER IDENTIFIED
 
HOUSTON, September 12 – Officials have identified a woman pulled alive from storm waters Saturday night as Emily Louise Beck of Galveston.
William Clemens and Calvin Masterson, local fishermen, rescued Miss Beck, 20, during the height of the hurricane as they tried to navigate a twenty-foot boat to safety. The men sought medical assistance when their vessel reached the mainland Sunday morning.
Miss Beck, daughter of Beck Atlantic chairman Maximilian Beck, was admitted to St. Ignatius Hospital in Houston, where she remained in a comatose condition until Wednesday evening. She is expected to make a full recovery.
Mr. Beck and his wife, Isabella, longtime residents of Galveston, perished in the storm. The whereabouts of their youngest daughter, Anna, 8, is not known.
 
"She's alive," Justin said.
"Who's alive?" Chuck asked.
"Emily! She's alive!" Justin said. He pointed to the screen with a shaking finger. "She didn't die with her parents. She didn't drown. Two guys pulled her from the water and took her to a hospital."
Justin got out of his chair, stepped away from the desk, and started pacing around the room.
"Read it, Dad. She didn't die. She was in Houston the whole time."
Justin walked to the nearest bed, sat on the edge of the mattress, and put his fingers on his temples. He simply couldn't process all the information flowing through his mind.
Chuck, Charlotte, and Wyatt jumped out of their respective seats and raced across the room. When they reached the laptop, which sat atop the desk, they started reading about a dear friend who had beaten the odds in the storm of the century.
"She survived a coma," Chuck said.
"Yeah. She did," Justin said. "She survived a lot of things."
Justin watched the others scroll through the microfilm and then walked to the hotel room's sole window. He opened the curtains, stared at Los Angeles at dusk, and thought of another city, another time, and a woman who still captured his imagination.
She had survived, he thought. Somehow, someway, even after her parents had been crushed by debris, Emily had survived. She had fought for life in a sea of death and cheated the Reaper.
Justin held on to that thought as he gazed at the scene beyond the window. He knew that the shipping tycoon's daughter had possessed an iron will, but he had never seen it put to a test. He never admired anyone more than he admired Emily Beck at that moment.
He continued to stare blankly at the streetscape until he felt a hand on his left shoulder. He knew from the soft touch that the hand belonged to the stepmother he adored.
"Are you going to be all right?" Charlotte asked.
Justin sighed.
"I think so."
Charlotte extended her arm across Justin's back to his right shoulder. She kept her hand there for a moment, patted the shoulder, and then pulled her stepson closer.
"She was a fighter," Charlotte said. "That's why we loved her."
Justin winced when he heard the word "was." How could anyone speak of Emily in the past tense when they had all seen her just a few days ago?
Then Justin remembered that those days were no longer just days. They were years. He reminded himself that even if Emily had survived the storm, she hadn't survived the passage of time. There was nothing he could say or do now to change that fact. Or was there?
"I have to go back," Justin said.
"You have to do what?" Charlotte asked.
"I have to go back to 1900. I have to ask Professor Bell to send me back so that I can see her again. I'll plead if I have to. I want to do it. I want to do it tomorrow."
Chuck glanced at Justin from across the room but didn't say a thing.
"Shouldn't you think this through?" Charlotte asked.
Justin pulled back from his stepmother's embrace.
"No. I've done nothing but think since we left Texas. I want to start doing. I love Emily and miss her and want her back. I don't care if the professor gives me a one-way ticket. I want to go."
Justin looked at Charlotte and saw the concern in her eyes. He knew he probably should think the matter through, but he wasn't going to do it. He had already made up his mind. He was going back to Galveston for the woman he loved if it was the last thing he did.
Justin turned away from Charlotte and walked toward his father. He expected to find a cautious man who was prepared to talk him out of a foolish pursuit but found something else. He found a man with his head in his hands.
"What's the matter, Dad?"
Chuck didn't respond.
"What's the matter?" Justin asked again.
"Take a look," Chuck said.
Justin suspected the worst the moment he glanced at Chuck and Wyatt. He saw a father who looked like he had seen a ghost and a friend who looked positively defeated.
Justin put a hand on Chuck's shoulder and then leaned forward to get a better look at the laptop screen. He needed only a second to see that his plan had hit a snag.
 
STORM SURVIVOR DIES IN ACCIDENT
 
HOUSTON, September 17 – A Galveston woman pulled from storm waters by two fishermen during last week's hurricane died in a carriage accident around noon today.
Emily Beck, 20, was killed when her coach overturned as it crossed a narrow bridge on Cotton Road. She was traveling from St. Ignatius Hospital, where she had recovered from injuries sustained in the storm, to the Grand Central Depot.
The carriage driver, Daniel Weston of Houston, suffered a broken arm. He was treated and released from the hospital this afternoon.
Miss Beck was preceded in death by parents Maximilian and Isabella Beck, who died in the hurricane. Survivors include a sister, Anna Beck, and grandparents Pierre and Estelle Pelletier of New Orleans. Funeral arrangements are pending.
 



CHAPTER 90: JUSTIN
 
Sunday, September 18, 2016
 
Justin knew the moment he saw Geoffrey Bell that he had a mountain to climb. He saw disappointment in the professor's face, along with frustration, annoyance, and a trace of anger. He began to wonder if he had made a mistake in leaving the hotel.
"Please take a seat," Bell said as he led Chuck, Charlotte, Justin, and Wyatt into his living room. He waited for his guests to sit on a long sofa and then made himself comfortable in a leather recliner.
Jeanette Bell, perpetual hostess, sat in a rocking chair. She had already made coffee, tea, and shortbread and placed them on silver trays on a low table in front of the couch.
"How was your stay at the Regency?" Bell asked.
"It was nice," Chuck said. "Thank you for putting us up."
"It was the least I could do, sir. I'm pleased to hear that your stay was satisfactory."
Justin glanced at Bell, who frowned, and then at Jeanette, who smiled nervously. He didn't know what had changed since Friday, but something had.
"You look disappointed, Professor," Chuck said.
"I am, Mr. Townsend. I am."
"What did I do now?"
"It's what you didn't do that disappoints me," Bell said. "You didn't keep the kind of journal I asked you to keep. You didn't write about 1900 or even Galveston. Instead, you waxed poetic about the fair Miss Emerson. You also wrote quite a bit about Mr. Fitzpatrick, Miss O'Malley, your son, and Miss Beck. Soap opera doesn't make for good history."
"I guess it doesn't," Chuck said.
"I offer my sympathies, by the way, on the loss of Miss O'Malley and the apparent loss of Miss Beck. From what you wrote, I can see they were special ladies."
"They were."
"In any event, Mr. Townsend, I can't say I'm pleased with how you, a veteran reporter, chronicled your time in an amazing era. I'm also unhappy that you lost the white crystal. I have just five in my possession now and am not at all certain I'll be able to obtain more."
"I didn't lose the crystal," Chuck said.
"Did it walk away on its own two legs?"
"No. Someone stole it from me."
"Then you lost it. Even your son managed to hold on to his rock," Bell said. He looked thoughtfully at Justin. "Thank you for returning it."
"You're welcome," Justin said.
Chuck gave his son an "Et tu, Brute?" glare and then returned his attention to Bell.
"What's this all about, Professor?" Chuck asked. "Why are we even here? Did you ask us to come back today so that you could insult me a second time?"
"I asked you back, sir, to gain knowledge. I had hoped to learn more about 1900. All I've learned so far is that you're a careless man who put his own selfish interests ahead of research."
Chuck bristled.
"I gave you a diary – a long, detailed journal that you can use for whatever suits your fancy. I also brought back two living, breathing Victorians. You want to learn more about 1900? Then talk to Charlotte and Wyatt. Or put Mack on another fact-finding mission."
"I just may do that," Bell said.
Justin put his hand on his father's knee and squeezed hard. As someone who wanted to ask Bell for a favor, he wasn't pleased with his father's theatrics.
"If that doesn't float your boat, I can give you 1900 in high-definition video," Chuck said.
"So you broke another rule?" Bell asked. "You're the gift that keeps giving, Mr. Townsend."
"Is this about money, Professor?"
"It might be."
"I see," Chuck said. "Well, if it is about money, I'll happily pay back every cent you put into this venture, with interest. I don't want to owe you a thing."
"That's refreshing," Bell replied.
"I think I've heard enough," Chuck said. He stood up and looked at his family. "Let's go."
"No!" Justin snapped. He glared at his father. "I don't want to go. I don't want to go until I've had my say. We came here for a reason – or at least I did."
"What reason is that?" Bell asked.
Justin rose from the sofa and faced his questioner.
"I have a favor to ask," he said.
"You do?"
Justin nodded.
"I want you to send me back to 1900. I want to go back so that I can bring Emily here."
Bell smiled.
"That's rather audacious of you."
"Don't punish me for what my father did or didn't do," Justin said.
Bell tilted his head.
"Why not? You know what they say about 'the sins of the father.'"
"Don't do this," Justin said. "Please help me. I love Emily. I can't live without her."
"But you can," Bell said. "You've done so for eleven days now."
Justin exploded into tears.
"For God's sake, Professor, Emily died. She died in a freak accident days after surviving the hurricane. If I go back now, I can save her. I can bring her back. Just give me a chance."
"I'm sorry, but I can't help you."
"Yes, you can," Justin said. He wiped away a tear. "You can do anything. Please help me. I'm begging you. I have to save her. I have to have her back."
Justin turned to Mrs. Bell. He hoped to find an ally or at least a kindred spirit. He instead found a woman who had apparently tired of the quarreling. Jeanette got out of her rocking chair and moved swiftly toward an open door.
Bell frowned as he watched his wife exit the room. He got out of his recliner, glanced at Wyatt and Charlotte, and then stepped toward Justin. He did not look at Chuck.
"I'd like to grant you that favor, young man," Bell said. "From what I hear, you conducted yourself admirably and honorably in 1900 – unlike your father – and deserve to be rewarded."
"Then help me," Justin said in a voice barely above a whisper. "Send me back."
Bell sighed.
"I'm afraid that even if I did, it would do you no good."
"What do you mean?" Chuck asked.
"What I mean, sir, is that even if I sent Justin back to 1900 today, he would not be able to save Emily's life. What you both forget is that the range of the crystals is limited to exactly 116 years. I told you as much when you left here in April."
Justin dropped his head.
"The Emily Beck you knew died on September 17, 1900," Bell said. "Today is September 18, 2016. I would not be able to save her myself if I left today."
The professor stepped forward and put a hand on Justin's shoulder. He smiled softly.
"Yesterday, however, was another matter."
Bell looked at the entry to the living room.
"You can come out, dear. Your suitor awaits."
Justin turned toward the open door and saw a ghost step into view. A young woman who had been dead for 116 years suddenly looked very much alive.
"It's you," Justin said.
"It's me," Emily responded.
Justin stepped away from Bell and moved slowly toward the door as he tried to reconcile what he saw with what his brain told him could not be true. He stopped about halfway there.
"I looked for you. I looked for you everywhere. I swear to God I did," Justin said. He took a breath. "I didn't want to leave."
Emily smiled as tears rolled down her cheeks. Wearing the crisp white shirtwaist and the long red skirt Justin loved so much, she looked like an angel ready for a walk on the town.
"I know you didn't," Emily said. She wiped away a tear. "But you did leave, Mr. Townsend. You left me in a coma! And if you don't kiss me now, I'll never forgive you."
Justin laughed, sighed, and walked toward the woman he would marry at the first opportunity. When he reached her, he put his hands on her face and gave her a kiss that absolved him of all his sins – and maybe a few his father and Wyatt had committed.
"I love you," Justin said.
"I love you too," Emily replied.
Justin wrapped his arms around Emily and, for a moment, anyway, forgot he was in a room full of people. Just that quickly, life was good again.
Then a shiver swept through him as he realized that someone was missing from the happy scene, someone he loved as much as the woman in his arms. He looked at Emily with concern.
"Where's Anna?" Justin asked.
Emily smiled softly but did not answer. She glanced at the professor.
"I guess you haven't heard, Mr. Townsend," Bell said.
Justin turned to face his host.
"Heard what?" he asked.
"Good things always come in twos."
Justin followed the professor's eyes to the living room's side door, where he saw Jeanette Bell. She had apparently gotten over her disgust with the bickering men. She smiled as she held the hand of the greatest little girl in the world.
Anna did not bother with small talk or protocol. She released Jeanette's hand and raced across the room like a baby bull. When she finally reached Justin, she embraced him with a fierceness that brought a smile to her big brother's face and tears to the eyes of the others.
Justin hugged Anna back and kissed the top of her head. For one simple, splendid moment, life for the college dropout had reached perfection. Justin Townsend had found his purpose.
 



CHAPTER 91: CHUCK
 
Tuesday, September 20, 2016
 
"You watched them die?" Chuck asked.
Emily nodded. She turned away to collect herself. Though she had insisted on bringing her friends up to speed, it was clear she was uncomfortable talking about the night of September 8.
"Please don't tell Anna any of this," Emily said. "I want her last memories of Mama and Papa to be pleasant ones."
"They will be," Chuck said. "You can count on it."
"Thank you."
As he sat at a poolside table with Emily, Justin, and Charlotte, Chuck took a moment to assess a remarkable young woman. He had never seen someone adjust as well to losing her parents, hometown, and almost everything she had ever known as Emily Beck. He looked forward to getting to know her better and welcoming her into the family as his daughter-in-law.
"What happened after they died?" Chuck asked. "The papers didn't report the details."
Emily put her hand on Justin's, gave him a sweet smile, and turned back to Chuck.
"I floated on the raft for a while and drifted toward the bay. I remember that I struggled for what seemed like an eternity to stay afloat. The wind and water made it very difficult."
"I'll bet they did."
"Eventually I drifted toward two small trees. I paddled away from the first, using a board I had pulled from the water, and tried to steer clear of the second when I was struck in the head by flying debris," Emily said. "That's really all I remember."
"Then the fishermen rescued you?"
Emily nodded.
"They apparently saw me even before I hit the tree. They pulled me out of the water and put me in their boat, but they couldn't take me anywhere. They had no more control over their boat than I had over my raft," Emily said. "So we all drifted across the bay. When we reached the mainland Sunday morning, the men did what they could to get me to the hospital in Houston."
"So you don't remember the efforts to save you?" Chuck asked.
Emily shook her head.
"I was unconscious for four days. When I woke up at St. Ignatius, I didn't know where I was, how I had gotten there, or what had happened to any of you. I knew only that I had to leave right away and look for answers."
"But you couldn't leave."
"No. I couldn't," Emily said. "The doctors insisted that I remain in their care through the weekend. They finally discharged me on Monday morning. That's when I got the telegram."
"What telegram?" Chuck asked.
Emily smiled.
"The telegram your son sent me, of course."
"I didn't send you a telegram," Justin said.
"You didn't. Professor Bell did. He sent it in your name. He instructed me to remain at the hospital and stay away from carriages until he – or rather you – arrived," Emily said. She kissed Justin on the cheek. "I decided to wait for my lifeguard."
Chuck smiled. He knew the next part of the story. The Bells had used a white crystal to travel to September 17, 1900. They went to Texas with Thomas Mack, reunited the Beck sisters, and brought the girls back to Los Angeles. They accessed the time tunnel two weeks later, on October 1, 1900, and reentered their home just as they had left it on September 17, 2016.
"When did you notify your grandparents?" Chuck asked.
Emily took a breath.
"I called them the day after I woke from my coma. I had planned to meet them at the Grand Central Depot on the seventeenth, but I never made the trip. When I received Professor Bell's telegram, I stayed at the hospital and waited for them to come to me."
"What did you tell them when they arrived?" Chuck asked.
"I told them the truth – or at least as much of the truth as I thought they could handle. I told them I was taking custody of Anna and leaving for California to be with Justin," Emily said. She squeezed Justin's hand. "I didn't tell them they would never see us again. That would have been cruel."
"I'm sure it was hard to leave, but I, for one, am glad you did. You've brought a lot of joy into our lives. I want you to know I will always appreciate the sacrifices you've made to be with us."
"Thank you."
Chuck smiled at Emily and then took a moment to check on the others. He glanced at Anna, who splashed around in a children's pool, and then at Wyatt, who mingled with an attractive blonde at another table. When he looked at his son, he saw the happiest twenty-one-year-old in Southern California. Justin had been positively giddy since reuniting with Emily.
Chuck then glanced at his wife and saw someone who wasn't quite as happy. He had first noticed a change in Charlotte's demeanor the moment they left the Bell house on Friday. For four days now, she had seemed moody, apprehensive, and withdrawn.
"Are you feeling all right, dear?" Chuck asked.
Charlotte forced a smile.
"I'm feeling all right."
Chuck started to say something but stopped when he saw and heard two police cars approach with their lights flashing and sirens blaring. He watched the vehicles speed past his downtown L.A. motel and then returned his attention to his wife, who had her hands over her ears.
"It's not always this bad," Chuck said.
"I'm sure it's not," Charlotte said with little conviction.
Chuck turned back to Emily.
"What do you think of the modern world?"
"It's scary," Emily said with a nervous laugh.
"How so?"
"I don't know. It's just faster and noisier and less personal than I thought it would be."
"You're right about that," Chuck said. "Twenty sixteen has its upsides though. For one thing, there are a lot more opportunities for women. I'm sure Justin has told you about some of them."
"He has."
"Are you interested in any of them?"
"I am. I still want to be a doctor – or at least a nurse," Emily said. "Justin and I have talked about going to medical school together, but I'm not sure that's going to happen anytime soon."
"Why not?"
"My high school and college transcripts are more than a hundred years old, Mr. Townsend. If I pursue a college degree, I'll have to start from scratch."
"Is that so?" Chuck asked his son.
"It is, for the most part," Justin said. "Even if Emily passes her placement tests, she'll still have to repeat her freshman year. She needs an academic background. She also needs a birth certificate, a Social Security number, and other credentials. Getting them is going to take time."
Chuck looked at Emily.
"You're going to face some challenges. There's no doubt about that," Chuck said. "What I really want to know, though, is what you think about living in this time and place."
"To be truthful, sir, I don't know what I think. I haven't been here long enough to form a fair opinion. I just know I'm going to need a while to adjust."
"How is Anna doing?"
"She's happy – but not because of 2016 or California," Emily said. "She's happy because Justin and I are alive and together and back in her life. My sister would be happy on the North Pole so long as she was with the people she loved."
Chuck nodded.
"Thank you for your candor."
"You're welcome."
Chuck looked at Charlotte and saw her smile sadly as she watched Anna push a beach ball around the pool with her nose. He wanted desperately to know what she was thinking but was afraid to ask. He wasn't sure if he really wanted the answer.
Chuck gazed at the street beyond the pool and noticed that law enforcement had returned to the scene. Two policemen escorted a man in handcuffs from a liquor store to their patrol car. He stared blankly at the storefront until a familiar voice brought him out of his daze.
"Have you thought about what you're going to do?" Justin asked.
"Do about what?" Chuck asked.
"Have you thought about where you're going to live and work? I know you talked about San Francisco before we went on the trip, but a lot has changed since then."
"Yes, it has, Justin. Yes, it has."
Justin tilted his head.
"So what are you going to do?"
Chuck smiled at his son.
"What am I going to do? I'll tell you what I'm going to do," Chuck said. "I'm going to go for a walk with my son."
"What?"
"You heard me."
Chuck pushed his plastic patio chair away from the round table and stood up.
"You want to walk now?" Justin asked.
"Yes, now. Come on."
Chuck waited for Justin to get out of his chair and then stepped around the table to join him. When he reached his son's side, he looked at Charlotte and Emily.
"We won't be long, ladies."
"Where are we going?" Justin asked.
"Where we're going isn't important. What we have to discuss is," Chuck said. He put a hand on Justin's shoulder. "Let's talk."
 



CHAPTER 92: CHUCK
 
Sunday, September 25, 2016
 
Charles Townsend looked at the man who was equal parts Willy Wonka, Santa Claus, and H.G. Wells and smiled. He would probably never understand or fully trust Professor Geoffrey Bell, but in the past week he had come to like him. It was hard not to like someone who had granted a wish that paved the way to lasting happiness.
"Thank you for doing this," Chuck said.
"Don't thank me," Bell said. "Thank your son. He's the one who had reservations."
"I don't anymore," Justin said. "We're on the same page now."
Chuck looked admiringly at Justin, who sat next to him on a couch in the White Room. He had never been more proud of his son than he was now. He had grown ten feet in two weeks.
"What are your immediate plans?" Bell asked from the other sofa, which he shared with Wyatt.
"I intend to look for a job, of course," Chuck said. "I'm sure the Examiner or one of the other papers could use a veteran reporter with a lot of hindsight."
Bell laughed.
"What about you, young man? What are your plans?"
"I'm going to marry Emily the minute we pop out of that tunnel," Justin said. "Then I'm going to look into medical school. We both are. We're going to practice medicine together."
"So you think you'll be able to teach those old docs new tricks?"
Justin smiled.
"Yeah. I think so."
Chuck laughed to himself. He had no doubt that his son – and Emily – would do just that. They were intelligent, capable, and committed. They were also shrewd. They had packed modern medical guides and microfiche of medical journals in each of their suitcases. Though they did not intend to change history, they did intend on improving the lives of the people around them.
Chuck, too, had hedged his bets. He had liquidated his remaining assets and converted them to cash he could use in 1900. He had packed the money next to a copy of the World Almanac and Book of Facts, which contained information that might come in handy. Though he planned to work for a living, he didn't plan to struggle. He and his family would live comfortably.
Bell looked at Justin, smiled, and then reached into his jacket pocket. He pulled out a skeleton key to the outside chamber door and a blue crystal.
"Here are your essentials," Bell said. He handed the items to Chuck. "Try not to lose them, Mr. Townsend. Both may come in handy if the two of you change your minds."
"We won't. We're committed to this."
"I do have one favor to ask," Bell said.
"What's that?"
"I'd like you to maintain a permanent post-office box in Los Angeles in case I need to contact you or send you correspondence."
"I can do that," Chuck said.
"Do you have any questions for me before you go?" Bell asked.
Chuck looked at the professor thoughtfully.
"I do. I have one."
"What's that?"
"Why were you such a contentious prick when we returned from Galveston?" Chuck asked. "You're a nice guy, Professor. You could have been that way from the start."
Bell smiled.
"I could have been. I wasn't because I wanted to test you. I wanted to make sure you fully appreciated your responsibilities in case you asked to go back to 1900. I wanted to know that if my time traveler ever strayed again, he would stray for the right reasons," Bell said. "You impressed me with your honesty, Charles. I reward honest men."
"Thank you, Professor. I appreciate that."
Chuck started to change the topic but stopped when he saw three ravishing women and a cute-as-a-button girl walk down the stairs and enter the basement. Jeanette, Charlotte, Emily, and Anna each wore a crisp white shirtwaist, a royal blue trumpet skirt, and her hair in a bun.
"Oh, my. It appears we have the Gibson girls on parade," Bell said. He looked at his wife. "Are you planning to leave me as well, darling?"
"No, Geoffrey. I'm not," Jeanette said. She smiled and lifted her nose. "I just thought I'd get in the spirit of the moment. Don't we look splendid?"
"Yes," Bell and Wyatt said in near unison.
"I heard only two responses."
"You all look splendid, Jeanette," Chuck said.
"I agree," Justin added.
Chuck laughed when he glanced at his smiling son. Justin may have agreed that all four ladies looked splendid, but he stared at only one. He exchanged loving gazes with Emily that belonged on late-night cable. The honeymoon had already started.
The professor stood up.
"Since we are all in agreement about the level of loveliness in the room, I guess there is only one more thing to do," Bell said. "It's time to send that loveliness – or at least three-quarters of it – into the world. Let's gather at the door."
Chuck, Justin, and Wyatt got up from their sofas and followed Bell across the White Room to the tunnel door and waited for the four lovely ladies to join them. When the eight finally came together, they commenced a round of hugs and handshakes that lasted for five minutes.
Chuck saved Wyatt for last. He wanted to make sure that the man he had saved in 1900 and brought to 2016 was comfortable with his decision to remain in the modern age.
"I guess this is it," Chuck said. "Are you going to be all right?"
"I think so," Wyatt said. "The professor has offered to help me to find a new home and adjust to this world of yours."
"Are you sure you don't want to join us?"
"I'm sure. It's safer here," Wyatt said. "It's also more interesting and visually stimulating."
Chuck laughed.
"I can't argue with that," Chuck said. He sighed. "You're doing the right thing, Wyatt. Rose would have approved. She would have wanted you to enjoy a time and a place she never had the chance to see. She would have wanted you to move on."
Wyatt looked at Chuck with moist eyes.
"I know."
Chuck gave his dear friend a long hug. He then stepped back, turned to face his charges, and instructed them to retrieve their suitcases and bags from a spot near the exit. He lifted his own suitcase and opened the door.
"Are we ready?" Chuck asked.
"We're ready!" Anna said.
Charlotte gave her husband a warm smile. She had clearly found what she'd been missing the past few days.
"Let's go then," Chuck said.
Chuck led the party of five into the dark chamber and proceeded to the exterior door. After Bell shut the interior door behind the group, the group leader pulled out the blue crystal. He held it up toward the low ceiling until the embedded overhead lights started to do their thing.
A moment later, Chuck led the group out of the tunnel, up the stairs, and onto a backyard that hadn't changed a bit in nine days and 116 years. When the others assembled around him in the middle of the lawn, he couldn't help but notice that two things had changed since April.
The first was that he was no longer a loner, a restless and driven soul who lived and worked only for Number One. He had a family now. He had an incomparable wife, an amazing son, two spirited daughters, and a baby on the way. Chuck vowed to rebuild his life around them.
The second thing that had changed was that he was not merely a witness to 1900 but rather a participant. He was now as much a part of this time as the people who had been born into it. He would make his mark on this world just as surely as he had made his mark on the last.
Chuck took Charlotte's hand, led her a few feet to the edge of the yard, and gazed at a vibrant city and a clear September sky. He took a breath and smiled. The day, the first of his new life, was off to a good start. He could already smell the citrus.
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