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With a bit of anticipation and a healthy dose of worry, two sisters in their early 40s anxiously awaited the arrival of the westbound Amtrak California Zephyr at the train station in Salt Lake City. They stood huddled together under an umbrella on the concrete platform looking east hoping to catch a glimpse of the train.

“It’s late, Karen. It was supposed to have been here twenty minutes ago.”

“They’re always late,” Karen replied.

A soft rain continued to fall that October night, adding to the already low temperatures. The station was a small, nondescript building on the edge of old town Salt Lake City. It reminded Karen of the classroom trailers they used at her school. No vast cathedral-type stations here like you’d find in Chicago, New York, or Los Angeles. 

Their father had insisted upon taking the train to revisit his hometown of Omaha, despite the sisters’ best efforts to dissuade him.  He had been showing the telltale signs of Alzheimer’s and they didn’t think he was capable enough to find his way around an unfamiliar city.  Their mother assured them that she would be doing all the driving and navigation once they got off the train; a thought the two daughters also didn’t relish because their mother had gotten into a few car accidents that were her fault. It brought home the reality of their parents’ vulnerability and advancing age. 

Karen, the oldest daughter, did her best to convince her parents to move to an assisted living facility near her house.  Her father didn’t want to move out of his home.  He had built the house after he came home from fighting in the Korean War.  He would miss the friends he hung out with at the donut shop every morning and the guys in his woodworking class at the senior center.  He thought his daughters were being overbearing and told them that he needed his space.

Karen reminded him of the time that he had gone for a long walk and ended up in the next town.  If it wasn’t for a kind man who returned him after her father had gotten lost ten miles from home, who knew where he would have ended up?  After it happened, her father defended himself by saying, “Can’t a guy make a mistake without everyone making a big deal out of it?”

His younger daughter, Paula, loved her parents dearly and worried about them too, but she was more excited about the prospect of her parents going on the famous California Zephyr and wished she could have joined them.  She knew all about the Zephyr and how it was regarded as one of the most scenic train trips in America. People from other countries made the train a destination so they could take a ride through the Sierras, the Utah desert, Glenwood Springs, the Rocky Mountains, and end up in Chicago.  Unfortunately, she couldn’t take time off her job as a civil rights attorney because they were working on a big case.  Otherwise, she would have gone with her parents.

As they stood and waited, Paula turned to her sister, “I’m surprised Mom and Dad haven’t sent any postcards.  I was really looking forward to hearing about their trip.”

“Maybe they did, but they haven’t come yet. They might have mailed them on the way home. Besides, they’ve not been gone that long anyway.”

“You’re probably right.  At least I hope you are,” she qualified.

“Where is the train?” a man’s voice called out to them from the station door. 

“That’s what we’d like to know, Adrian,” Karen answered. Adrian Monaghan was her husband who came along to help with the parents’ luggage. 

As midnight neared, a distant white light appeared far down the tracks and the long sound of the train whistle broke the stillness of the night. Before long, the blue and silver cars of the California Zephyr appeared out of the darkness and eased slowly into the station. The sisters looked expectantly into each window as the cars slowly passed, hoping to catch sight of their parents. Soon the attendants opened the doors and put down the steps. Passengers began to appear, many with broad smiles greeting excited relatives and friends. Both daughters watched everyone get off the train; everyone but their parents—that is.

“Maybe they’re already in the station and we missed them,” Paula said.  “Let’s go look.” 

“Give it some time. They’re old people. They don’t move that fast,” Adrian answered.

“Why don’t we check the train?” Karen suggested.

“There’s probably not enough time to check everywhere. It looks like they’re getting ready to leave soon anyway.” 

Sure enough, before they had a chance to discuss the matter further, the train pulled out of the station.

“Let’s go and check the station,” Paula said.

There wasn’t anyone inside the station except a lone Amtrak clerk.

Paula suggested, “Maybe they’re in the restroom.  I’ll go look.”

Finding the bathrooms empty, she returned to find her sister and her husband talking to the Amtrak clerk.  Her sister was starting to panic.  “Can you tell me if they got on the train in Omaha?”

“I don’t have access to that kind of information.”

“Well, who does?” Karen demanded. 

“You’ll have to talk to my supervisor.”

“Is he or she here?”

“No.”  He wrote down a number.  “Call this number and tell them you’re worried about your parents. They should be able to help you more than I can.”

The realization that her parents might be missing began to weigh on Karen, and tears blurred her lower lashes. Paula put her arm around her sister trying her best to comfort her. 

“What happened to them?” Paula asked.

“There’s got to be a rational explanation for this.  Let’s sit and I’ll call this number and see if they can help.”

Karen was lucky to reach someone at Amtrak who was kind enough to tell her that her parents never got on the train for their return trip.  Their bedroom on the sleeper car was unoccupied between Omaha and Salt Lake City. She asked the supervisor if he could see if they got off the train in Omaha, but he told her that passengers depart without any record.  With rising concern, Karen asked, “Does the station have CCTV?  Maybe it showed them getting off.”

The supervisor advised her to file a missing persons’ report and then the police could review the CCTV tapes.  “Before you do that, you might want to make some phone calls to the hotel they were supposed to stay at. Maybe they can shed some light on all this.”

“Thank you for your help,” Karen said before ringing off. 

“Were they any help?” Paula asked.

“Nope. They don’t keep records of passengers getting off the train. They did suggest checking with the hotel to see if they have any clues.”

“Good idea,” Paula said.  “Maybe the rental car company could let us know if they picked up a car.”

“I’ll call the hotel,” Adrian offered.

“I can try the rental car,” Paula said.

Their mother had given each daughter a copy of their itinerary before she and their father left. For the next hour, they sat in the station and called the hotel and rental car companies to see if they might shed some light on their parents’ whereabouts. Soon the sisters realized that their mother and dad never made it to Omaha. The hotel had no record of them checking in, and they didn’t pick up their rental car. They seemed to have vanished into thin air.  It was time to get the police involved.  They went to the downtown police station and spent the next few hours filling out form after form for a missing persons’ report. 

“Well, that should do it,” a kindly older police sergeant said. I’m so sorry for this but I’m sure we’ll find out something soon. Try not to worry too much.”

Thanking him, the three stepped outside, unsure of what to do next.

“What a morning!” Adrian said. 

“Let’s go home and we’ll make some coffee,” Karen suggested.

“Mind if I join you?” Paula asked. “I don’t feel like being alone right now.”

“Of course.” Karen hugged her sister.

Feeling totally exhausted, they made it home just as the sun was coming up. They were no closer to finding out what happened to their mother and father. Adrian made some coffee while Karen and Paula collapsed, emotionally spent into dining room chairs. 

“Where did they go?” Karen asked. “It doesn’t look like they ever got to Omaha. They never checked into their hotel and they never got their rental car. It’s like they’ve disappeared off the face of the earth.” She put down her coffee and began to sob quietly. 

Adrian tried to comfort her. “Maybe they got off farther down the line?”

“Their tickets were only through to Omaha,” Karen said. “You know mom and dad. They wouldn’t knowingly break the rules and go further than their tickets let them.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. Well, maybe they did send a postcard.  We forgot to check the mail yesterday.  I’ll go see what we got.”

He returned to the kitchen with a stack of mail. “OK, bills, bills, uh, looks like we got something from Amtrak of all things. And it is addressed to Karen Brown.” Karen had kept using her maiden name so she could continue to correspond with friends and acquaintances who might not know about her married name of Monaghan.

Adrian handed the large blue Amtrak envelope to Karen. It was postmarked from Omaha three weeks ago. Opening it, she found a smaller envelope also addressed to her. It was distinctly written with a fountain pen in script. She opened the envelope and retrieved a single folded page. Her husband and Paula gathered around in wonder looking at the letter. Karen just looked but said nothing. 

“What is it? What does it say? Read it! Go ahead, read it!” Paula urged.

She began:

To our darling daughters:

As you read this letter, you’ve no doubt discovered that we were not on the train you expected us to be on. I want you to, first of all, know that we are both okay and doing better than ever. A very unusual thing happened to us while we were traveling to Omaha aboard the train. Your mother and I traveled back in time.  Now, hold on a minute, before you say that I’ve gone completely batty.  Let me tell you a story about what happened.  Out on the prairie, we ran into a storm of some kind. It rocked the train, and then everything went black. When it became light again, we found that all the people who were in the Amtrak dining car with us were now in another, older train car and were wearing clothes from the 1860s, including us. Pretty soon, we both realized that we were in the 1860s. We weren’t just dressing up. You would have laughed if you’d seen the way we looked.  I had a minister’s collar and was holding a bible and your mom had on a cute little bonnet with ruffles around her face. She looked like Jane Austen. Everyone who traveled back in time with us had new identities. None of us modern folks had the same names or professions. We were no longer the Browns. Your Mom and I are now going by the names Thaddeus and Evelyn Bishop. And I’m a parson too! I’m not sure how it happened but it did and so here we are.

Now it sounds crazy, but we’ve been having all sorts of fun.  We saw an Indian war dance, I went hunting for buffalo, and we saw Abraham Lincoln’s son. I’ve been reading the Bible, trying to make sense of all the stories.  Your Mom has been helping me.

I know this sounds far-fetched and I don’t blame you if you don’t believe it. I still can’t believe it myself. The simple truth is that it’s happened. I’ve pinched myself and your mother and we didn’t wake up. I don’t know exactly how it happened or why, but we’ve had some time to think and we have decided to stay in this time. We know we were becoming a burden to you both and I can’t think of a better way to take that weight off your shoulders. 

We are really going to miss you both.  It’s with such sadness that we bid you goodbye.  We don’t want you to cry.  We will always be with you.  Remember when you girls were little, and I brought home that Chubby Checker record and taught everyone how to do the twist?  Well, that’s the image of us that I hope you keep in your minds forever. Your Mom and I won’t be doing the twist—we’ll probably be doing some square dancing or something—but we’ll be dancing.  And we hope you will be, too.

With all our love, bushels and bushels, and many hugs,

Your loving Father and Mother

Karen put the letter down on the table and looked up at Adrian and Paula with stunned disbelief.
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Everyone was dumbstruck by the letter. Adrian looked over the page again and again as if he was looking for a clue that was somehow missed by Karen. Paula took Karen’s hand. Finally, Karen vocalized her frustration. 

“What is this? Is it some kind of sick joke?” She shook the Amtrak envelope as she spoke the words. 

“It almost sounds like a scam to get money or something but there’s no gotcha anywhere in here,” Adrian added still re-reading the letter. “There’s no demand for anything.”

“Can I take a look at it?” Paula took the letter and read it herself. “It looks like Dad’s writing. Look at the t’s and s’s. That’s just how Dad wrote them. Someone would have to go to a lot of trouble to get that right if they were forging it.”

“The paper looks really old,” Adrian added. Holding it up to the light he noticed a faint watermark. “Look, here. See this watermark? This looks pretty old to me.”

“I’m sure anyone could’ve done that, couldn’t they?” Karen asked.

“Not really. It would take a lot of work and time to counterfeit paper like this. There’s one way to find out, though. I’ll show this to Pete. He’ll know.”

“Pete?” Paula asked.

“Work friend. He’s into collecting old books and pictures and could go on for hours about some obscure photograph or letter he had found. I’m sure he’ll know if this is really old. Let me give him a call and see if he can drop by and take a look.” Adrian went into the front room and called his friend about the letter.

“Paula, I’m having a hard time believing all this,” Karen said.

“Me too. But –”

“But what? Do you believe it?”

“Well, I dunno. Maybe?”

“C’mon. Nobody can travel back in time. It’s impossible.”

“Then how do you explain this? Has Dad completely gone over the deep end?  And what about Mom? Let’s assume for a minute that it really happened. Look, we went to Sunday school all those years and were told about snakes and burning bushes. How is this different?”

“Paula! Are you comparing the bible to this?”

“Maybe. I want to believe they’re okay and right now this is all I have to hold on to!”

Adrian returned to the kitchen. “Just spoke with Pete and he’s coming over to take a look at the letter. He was down the street at the school and should be here shortly.”

“Thanks, Adrian,” Karen said as he touched her shoulder. 

Adrian taught archeology at the same junior college where Karen taught history.  They got to know each other during their time in the teacher’s lounge. After a few months, he finally asked her out to dinner at her favorite French restaurant.  She enjoyed being with him.  He was different from the other guys she had dated.  They shared the same interests and often went to see plays and movies together. They had long discussions about family, travel, and work. He loved being with her but seemed to be more passionate about his job. She loved her work as a teacher but was more inclined to be romantic. She wondered why he’d never brought up the subject of marriage and finally, while out to dinner, she decided to broach the subject.

She asked him, “So...don't you think it’s time?”

He looked befuddled.  “Time for what?”

She lifted her left hand and pointed to her ring finger.

“Marriage?” he asked, with a confused expression on his face.

“You’ve never thought of it, have you?”

He hesitated, struggling to find the right words.  “I’m not averse to the idea.  It just never occurred to me.”

“Averse to the idea?  You have a funny way of looking at things.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize.  Don’t you love me?”

“Why, yes. Of course, I do.”

Adrian’s tone belied his level of romantic desire for Karen. She didn’t feel the same want from him as she did towards him.

Exasperated, she put her napkin on the table and told him, “I need to use the lady’s room.”

She went into one of the stalls and broke down crying.  She’d never imagined that she would be the one to propose marriage.  That wasn’t how she saw her life playing out.  She asked herself, why is he so dense?  Why hasn’t marriage occurred to him also? When she returned to their table, she struggled to regain her dignity.

He told her, “I’m so sorry for the way I reacted.  I guess I’ve spent so much time looking at ancient artifacts that I’m clueless when it comes to romance. Please forgive me, Karen. Let me make it up to you.” He sensed that she was losing her desire to be with him, and it scared him.

“It’s okay, Adrian.  Let’s pretend I never asked.”

He put his hand on hers while she studied her plate as if it could tell her the secrets of the universe.  He turned her chin so that she looked directly at him.  “Karen,” he began.  “Make me the happiest guy in the world and say you’ll be my wife.”

“Really?” she answered.  “You’re not just saying that are you?”

“No, darling.  Please, accept my proposal. I’ve loved you from the first day we met. I haven’t been the most romantic, but this is from my heart.”

She laughed with relief.  “I love you, Adrian.  Yes.  Of course, I’ll marry you.”

He smiled and came over to give her a long kiss. The other diners offered their applause for the newly engaged couple.

While not the most romantic, Adrian had always been her anchor. Ever since they first met. Karen suffered from bipolar disorder and when she and Adrian had been married for two years, she had felt so overwhelmed by her depression and anxiety that she had tried to commit suicide. He was there with her in the hospital, holding her hand, and telling her that everything was going to turn out fine once they got home. After she’d left the psychiatric hospital, he was the one who kept track of her medications and sent emails to her therapist when he didn’t know what to do next.

At times, she hadn’t been an easy wife to love.  Always full of drama. It was hard for him to understand her sometimes. She’d had several previous relationships that failed.  Artist types she had been attracted to.  Poets. English Literature teachers. Deep souls. Men who had always promised her so much but ended up letting her down. They were all openly romantic with her but turned out to be empty shells. All talk and no walk. Even after she got married, she had gotten herself into some sticky situations when she and her girlfriends went out for drinks, and she ended up flirting with men who wanted more than she was prepared to give. She was embarrassed by her behavior on these “girls' night outs”. It was a secret that she never told her sister about, always knowing that Paula would be judgmental and say that Karen was being hypersexual because of her bipolar disorder. 

To entertain herself when she was alone at night, Karen wrote erotic romances about billionaire bad boys and the feisty redheads who loved them. Adrian was the farthest thing from an Alpha Male. He’d never been the suavest and debonair James Bond type guy, God knows, but he gave her stability, something that she sorely needed in her life. With all her ups and downs that she’d been trying to get a handle on, he evened her out. 

She always treasured that summer when they’d gone to Mexico on one of his archaeology digs.  She loved history and was fascinated by the culture of the Incas and Aztecs and this vacation brought them closer than ever. By then, Adrian had learned that he needed to be more loving and romantic with Karen and let her know that she was the one. He arranged special candlelit dinners at out-of-the-way places hoping to impress Karen. He spoke at length about things she was passionate about: poetry, literature, and love. That trip cemented her love for him and she finally knew their relationship was going to work.

Adrian was an only child, born into a well-to-do Irish family deep in the heart of Salt Lake City where he lacked for nothing in his upbringing. Raised in a Catholic home, he was brought up to be devout and live his faith fully.  He attended an all-boys prep school where, although he excelled in his studies, he failed at developing any social skills for interacting with the opposite sex. This pleased his parents who failed to see the need for such interactions at his age. He never had any girlfriends other than the few blind dates he was roped into by his school friends that never got beyond the first date. He just was more interested in his work than chasing girls. 

After graduating with his teaching credential, he found a position at the local junior college teaching archaeology. Soon his interest in the opposite sex began to grow and just at that moment, he was introduced to a new English teacher named Karen who had just been hired. From the moment they met, his world changed. He wanted to spend all his free time with her and she felt the same about him.

******
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Pete came over to Karen and Adrian’s house, noticeably excited about looking at what they received. Adrian showed him the envelope and letter from the Browns.

His friend held the letter very carefully, slowly turning it and holding it up to the light. 

“Mmm-mmm. Yes,” he muttered, completely taken by the letter. 

“Well, what do you think?” 

“This looks legit. The paper is over 150 years old. Look, this watermark here is from the maker of the paper. They stopped making this about 1870. Plus, the paper feels different. Not like what we’re used to. And the ink. I can tell that it was written with old ink and a special nib. This could be worth some money. Would you consider selling this?”

“Selling? Hold on. This could be a letter from my father. If it’s legit, it’s a keepsake,” Karen protested.

“Sorry, sorry. Thought I’d ask.”

“So, Pete, have you ever seen anything like this?” Adrian asked.

“Sure, I’ve got lots of old letters. Some going back to the 1600s.”

“No, what I mean is a letter appearing out of nowhere like this.”

“No, nothing like that. I suppose if someone had obtained a letter surreptitiously and then mailed it to someone, well, that’s possible.”

“So, a letter time traveling to us is not something you’ve run into?” Paula interjected. 

“Well, that’s another subject. I can’t comment on that. This is the real deal though. I can guarantee that.”

Pete gingerly folded the letter and placed it carefully back into the envelope. 

“I’m sorry but I’ve got to run. If you get any more letters, let me know; I’d love to take a look.”

“I’ll see you out,” Adrian said.

The sisters sat quietly, saying nothing. They hoped Pete would have given them an answer to how the letter happened to be and if it was legit. Instead, it only made things murkier. Adrian returned and poured himself some more coffee.

Paula asked, “So, what do we do now?” 

Adrian suggested, “Why don’t we ask the train stations to put up missing persons’ flyers with their pictures on them?”

Karen said, “Yes.  Good idea.  I sure wish we could talk to the other people on the train.  Our parents must have shared dining tables with other passengers.  That’s how Amtrak seats people.”

Paula asked her sister, “Do you know any of the family living in Omaha? Maybe they’re staying with someone there.”

“I don’t know of any. Too bad we have such a common last name. There must be tons of Browns there.”

“They’ve got to be somewhere.”
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Former San Francisco homicide detective Laura Gilbert was on the train with Mr. and Mrs. Brown when they and a group of other riders traveled back in time.  She had booked a roomette on the California Zephyr to decompress from the stress of her job.  Her lieutenant told her to take some time off after she lashed out at some staff during a morning briefing where they were reviewing a case she was in charge of. The remains of a teenage girl were found washed ashore near the Golden Gate viewpoint and all the evidence pointed to a homicide. The case hit her hard. She had a tough upbringing and could see a bit of herself in the victim. She always put everything she had into her cases and could not put up with anyone caught slacking off. She thought nothing of publicly berating them if that were the case.

After that outburst, her lieutenant suggested she take some time off to cool down which infuriated her. It was her case and she felt it should be run as she saw fit. But, to keep the peace in the unit, she acquiesced to the lieutenant’s request. At the suggestion of a friend, she bought a ticket on a long-distance Amtrak train. She had never traveled long distance on a train and thought she’d give it a try. 

Upon her return, she discovered that she had been replaced as the lead homicide detective in her unit and was transferred to the Welfare Fraud unit which was one step away from being out the door. That was it. She’d had it with the lieutenant who she suspected had it out for her. She burst in on her and gave her notice. She was leaving.

After turning in her firearm and badge, she walked around for a while in the park trying to take everything in. She was no longer a cop. A job that she put her heart and soul into for more years than she could remember. She sat on a park bench with a small cardboard box full of her personal effects. A bent lamp, pen holder, bowling trophies, and pictures of her ex. She stared at the box and laughed, thinking how her entire career boiled down to a box of memories and a few useless knick-knacks. Lighting a cigarette, she pulled herself together and decided to drive over to Pier 39 to have a drink.  She found a table that had a killer view of the fog-draped Golden Gate Bridge and ordered a margarita.  Staring out the window, she tried to decide where she was headed next in her life.

The train trip she had taken turned out to be more than just a regular long-distance train trip. She, along with a handful of others had managed to unwittingly travel back to the 1860s during the building of the transcontinental railroad. How and why it all happened while riding the train still escaped her. She thought about the old couple who were on the trip with her, Stan and Eileen Brown. The Browns decided to stay in the 1860s instead of returning to the modern world where Laura found herself. Now, Laura wished that she’d stayed with the Browns too.  She’d fallen in love with a handsome Civil War cavalry captain and asked herself, why did I ever decide to come home?  For my job?  For security?  That’s all gone now.

A few men at the bar noticed her sitting alone, staring out at the bay.  Men were naturally drawn to her.  She was a very attractive young blonde with beautiful blue-green eyes and sensually full lips.  She won a beauty pageant and had been crowned Miss San Francisco when she was 22.  Her 15 minutes of fame, she liked to call it.  She joined the police force after she was sexually assaulted one night at the beach, and after that traumatic experience, she wanted to learn how to protect herself and get even with men who did such things to women.  Being able to carry a gun made her feel safe and she was an excellent shot.

Don, a good-looking and well-built man at the bar, gathered the courage to come over and introduce himself.  She looked lonely; maybe she could use a friend.  “Do you mind if I sit here?” he asked, pointing to the chair next to her.

“Suit yourself,” she tersely replied.

“What’s a pretty girl like you doing all by herself on a Friday night?”

“I just got out of a mental hospital,” she answered, trying to scare him away.

He arched an eyebrow.  “Ah, man.  I had a cousin who was in one after he tried to commit suicide.”

“Sorry to hear that,” she answered, slightly warming up to him.  “Did he make it out okay?”

“No.  Afraid not.  He shot himself in the woods.”

“Jesus!  That’s terrible.”

“Well, at least he was found before the animals got to him.”

“Wow!  I’m so sorry to hear that.”

“Well...whatta you gonna do?”

After hearing what his family had been through, she shook her head and felt bad for lying about being in a mental hospital.  As a result, she felt friendlier with him than she might otherwise have been with a stranger. 

“Please, have a seat,” she insisted.

The bartender came over with an expectant look in his eye. 

“I’ll have a beer. Anchor Steam,” Don said.

Looking out at the bridge, she asked, “Do you believe in time travel?”

“I like to read science fiction.”

“But do you really think it could happen?”

“Time travel?  Ah, I don’t know.  Seems a bit far-fetched.” He chomped on a handful of beer nuts. 

She looked down at her empty margarita glass, hoping he’d buy her another. He picked up on her signals and flagged down the bartender.  “Another for the lady.”

“Thank you.”

He opened a small packet of oyster crackers on the table and asked, “So, why are you asking me about time travel?”

“Because it happened to me.”

“Oh, I see,” he answered and bit into a cracker.  After a few seconds, he told her, “Go on.”

“Am I turning you off?  I bet you wish you hadn’t ordered me that drink.”

He shifted uneasily in his chair. “Is that why you were in the hospital?  Did your family think you were nuts?”

She laughed uncomfortably. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

He took a sip of his beer and told her, “I’d like to get into that crazy head of yours.”

“Ah...Now, you’re hurting my feelings,” she said, pretending to sulk.

He tucked some loose strands of her hair behind her ear.  “Don’t be hurt.  I like you.”

“You don’t even know me.”

“Yeah, but I feel a connection with you.  It’s hard to explain.”

She picked up his packet of oyster crackers and took one out. “That’s the oldest pick-up line in the book.”

“Now, you’ve hurt my feelings,” he answered and laughed uneasily. 

She giggled playfully and popped the cracker into her mouth.

He asked, “So, what do you do when you’re not traveling through time?”

“I’m a police officer—or I should say was a police officer until today.  I quit.”

“Oh, man.  Why did you walk?”

“I’m too emotional I guess.”

“Well, I imagine I’d be emotional too if I’d seen the kind of crap that you had to deal with.”

“Thanks.  I appreciate you saying that.  I really do.”  She put her hand over his.  He was nice.  She liked him.

He looked pleased with her gesture of intimacy.  “Tell me where you were when you went back in time.”

“You really want to know?”

“Yeah, silly.  Why else would I be asking?”

“Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath, trying to find the right words so he’d understand.  “So, remember in school learning about the building of the transcontinental railroad?”

“Yeah...vaguely.  I remember that the east and west railroads met at Promontory Point in Utah.”

“Very good.  You were paying attention in school.”

“Actually, I teach history.”

She was slightly embarrassed.  “Really?  Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?”

“You didn’t ask.”

She laughed at herself.  “So, what grade do you teach?”

“High School.”

“Do the kids get bossy with you?”

“Yeah.  They’re just being rebellious.  It’s a stage they’re going through.  My name is Don, by the way.”

She smiled and said, “I’m Laura.  Nice to meet you.”

They shook hands.

“Okay,” he said.  “So, tell me about your adventure.”

“Well, I was on the Amtrak California Zephyr.  Have you heard of that train?”

“Yes.  It’s supposed to be the most scenic train ride in America.”

“It is.  It goes through the Sierras, the beautiful Utah desert, Glenwood Springs, the Rockies, and then on to Chicago.”

“Maybe we could go on it together someday?”

She arched an eyebrow and tilted her head to the side, giving him the once-over.  “You move fast, don’t you?”

“A guy can dream,” he answered and gave her a cocky smile.

“You want me to continue my story?”

“Yes.  Please.”  He motioned to the bartender and asked her, “Do you want anything to eat?”

“Yeah.  Since you’re offering.  How about a dozen oysters on the half shell and some sourdough bread?”

“That sounds good.  I’ll have the same.  The bread here is fantastic.”

After the bartender took their order, she continued her tale. “Our train got caught in a dust storm and after it passed through, we discovered that we’d gone back in time.”

“Sounds like a Twilight Zone episode.”

“I think so, too.  But it happened.  You believe me, don’t you?”

“I’m starting to more and more.”

“Good.  Glad to hear it.”  She took a sip of her margarita and opened another package of oyster crackers before continuing.  “When the dust cleared, I found myself dressed in clothing popular in the 1860s.  In my new persona, I was a journalist from the San Francisco Examiner.”

“Weren’t you afraid that somebody might find out that you were an imposter?  That you didn’t know how to function in that time period?  It must have been hard getting used to the way things were.”

“Well, the hardest thing was the lack of indoor plumbing.”

“I can imagine.  Did you wear a corset?”

“I didn’t, but my roommates did.”

“Who were they?”

“One was a modern traveler, like me.  The other was an entertainer from the past.”

“You mean like a prostitute entertainer?”

“Yeah.  She was also an opera singer.  The railroad wanted her along since she entertained the guys.”

He laughed.  “That was considerate of them.”

“We were on a very special train.  Have you heard of the 100th Meridian Excursion train?”

“No.  But I’ll look it up later, so we can talk about it the next time we meet.”

She smiled at him.  “I’m starting to like you more and more, Don.”

“The feeling’s mutual.”  He slowly ran his hand down her arm.

The bartender interrupted with their drinks and plates of oysters. Another waiter brought over some fresh sourdough.

“These look good,” Laura said and prepared a mixture of horseradish and Tabasco sauce before spearing an oyster and dipping it in.  She swallowed it whole and it went smoothly down her throat.  “Yummy,” she told her new friend.

He did likewise and then fanned his throat.  “Wow.  I used too much horseradish.”  He gulped down some beer and once he could talk again said, “So, tell me some more about this Excursion Train.”

“Well...the railroad wanted to impress the politicians and members of high society to get more funding for its expansion. We were part of the hoi polloi and so we got really wined and dined.  The railroad staged entertainment for all of us.  They set out elaborate tables of food for each meal and arranged to have the Indians dance for us.  They even talked them into doing a mock raid in our camp in the early hours of the morning.”

“That must have scared a lot of you.”

“It did.  They also arranged a buffalo hunt and, for the less adventurous, an opportunity to play target practice shooting prairie dogs as they popped their heads out of their holes.  It was awful to watch.  They even set a prairie fire so we could know what one would look like.”

“You’re kidding?”

“I know.  It sounds preposterous.  The fire spread rapidly, and the Indians were upset about it.  They chased after the train and shot arrows at us in retaliation for ruining their hunting grounds.”

“That’s unbelievable.”

“Look it up.  They really did that.”

“I plan to.  So, did you meet any men you liked?  A gallant soldier or a virile cowboy?”

“Well, I did meet a captain.  He was there to provide security for the passengers.”

“So, I’m in competition with a man from the past.”

“Way in the past.  As in, never going to happen again past.  That’s not much competition.”

“I’m glad you see it that way.”

“Another time.  Another place.”

“Do you miss him?”

“Yes.”  She paused and took a sip of her margarita.  “A lot.”

“Maybe you can go back and see him again.”

“I don’t know how.”

“Maybe get caught in another dust storm?”

“I think that was just a fluke.”  She thought for a minute.  “But it did get me there and back here again.”

“There was another dust storm that brought you back?”

“Yes.  It was out in the middle of Nebraska. I can’t explain it all but I know where it happened.”

“I’m going to do some research on this.  I find it fascinating.”

“I’m flattered you’re this interested.  Other men would be long gone after hearing such a tale.”

“Have you shared this with anyone else?”

“Nope. You’re the first. I don’t know why I’m telling you. I’m sure everyone else would think I’m crazy.”

“I’m flattered. Did you really just get out of a mental hospital?”

“No.  I’m afraid I lied.  Sorry.”

“Why did you lie?”

“I was in a bad mood, I guess.”

“Are you feeling better now?”

“As a matter of fact—yes, I am.” She turned and smiled at him directly.

“I’d like to see you again if that’s not too forward. I like talking with you.”

“So, you believe what I told you? You don’t think I’m nuts?”

He laughed while taking a sip of his drink, barely keeping it down. 

“I have no reason not to. Would you like to go to dinner tomorrow?  Maybe we could see a play first if you’d like that.”

“Well, I have been wanting to see Hamilton.”

“So, have I.  I’ll see if I can get tickets.”

“Wow!  You are a nice guy.”

He took her hand.  “And you aren’t that crazy of a lady.”

“Are you sure you don’t think I’m crazy?”

“Look, I’ve been told I was out of my head many times. Just a few weeks ago, the principal at my school called me into his office to find out why I was dressing up as one of the founding fathers.”

“That doesn’t sound so weird.”

“That’s what I told him. I think it was the music and dancing that he had a problem with.”

“The what?”

“I had a few musical friends come into class to play some period music while I danced around the room. I thought it would make history come alive. I guess I may have gone too far for him.”

She laughed and took his hand in hers. 

“I think that’s wonderful. I wish I had been there to see you dance.”

“You would’ve laughed.”

“Probably. But then it takes one to know one.”

In high spirits, they finished their oysters and had another round, continuing to talk about themselves and their pasts. They had created a connection that was growing steadily while they talked. 

Eventually, the time came for him to go. Downing his beer, he offered his apologies for having to leave. 

“I’m sorry but I must get going. I have some parent-teacher conferences this evening that I really shouldn’t miss.”

“That’s too bad, but I will surrender you to your charges. I don’t want to be the cause of any more trouble you might get into.”

He stumbled out of his chair a bit and steadied himself on her chair, lightly touching her hair. She took his hand and steadied herself as well, doing her best not to appear too soused. 

They made their way outside to the dimly lit parking lot. The cool ocean air felt good on her face which was flushed by the drink and growing closeness to this man. He walked her to her car, hoping to get a kiss and a phone number before leaving. She pulled him close to kiss him when a young man wearing a hoodie appeared out of the darkness and pointed a gun at them, asking for their wallets.  Laura instinctively reached for her weapon but then remembered she turned it in earlier that day.  That didn’t stop her from doing her best to dissuade the young man from his threats.

“Kid, you’re messing with the wrong couple. I’m a detective with the police department and you’ll be in big trouble if you try anything.”

“Give me your wallets or there’s going to be trouble!” he blurted out, his hand visibly shaking. 

The mugger took her wallet and told her to get into her car and drive away.  She didn’t want to leave Don alone with this kid.  She didn’t trust him.

The kid shouted at her, “Drive, or I’ll kill him.”  He nervously pointed the gun at Don’s temple.

“Do what he tells you, Laura,” Don shouted.  “Stay safe!!”

She got into the car and dialed 911.  The kid knew she was calling the cops and shot her tire.  Enraged, she stormed out of her car.  Panicking, the kid shot Don in the chest; then took off running.  Laura screamed at him and then called an ambulance. While trying to stem the flow of blood soaking Don’s white dress shirt, she looked up to the heavens.

“God!!” she yelled out to the powers that be and broke down crying.
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Catherine Murray was also on the California Zephyr with Laura and the Browns when they traveled back to the 1860s. She was the one in their group who best understood the mechanics of how they managed to pass through time to the 1860s. It was also Catherine who found a way for their group to return to their former lives in the present. When Stan and Eileen Brown decided to remain in the 1860s, they gave Catherine a letter they had written to their daughters explaining their decision to remain in the past. They hoped it would find its way back to the future with Catherine somehow. Catherine knew how hard it would be for their daughters to accept their choice and did all in her powers of persuasion to convince the Browns to return to the present. Despite her best efforts, they chose to remain behind.

When Catherine returned to the present time, she discovered that the letter did come back with her. Why it did, she was never able to determine but was happy it did. Holding the small envelope, she wondered how the daughters would feel when they read it.  They surely would feel confused and scared.  And probably worried sick. With a touch of resignation, she put the letter inside a large Amtrak envelope, addressed it to Karen Brown in Salt Lake City, and dropped it into a mailbox at the station. 

When Catherine was in college, she had a roommate who studied astrophysics and would go on expansive discussions of the earth’s magnetism and how it affected places such as the Bermuda Triangle where unexplained disappearances occurred.  It also affected the part of Nebraska the train traveled through when the travelers were originally cast back in time. There was something unique about the 100th meridian location out there on the prairie that enhanced the chances of time travel. Catherine and a handful of others aboard the eastbound California Zephyr were transported back to the 1860s and found themselves aboard a luxurious Pullman passenger car right in the middle of the transcontinental railroad construction. 

Each person who traveled back found themselves with new clothes and new identities. Catherine found herself in the estimable position of being the wife of the president of the Union Pacific Railroad. Her husband was also with her and as fortune would have it, he became the president of the railroad. She worried that eventually, someone would suspect that she wasn’t the woman she claimed to be. They knew they could not keep up the charade with the friends and relatives of the people she and her husband pretended to be.  That was something that would be impossible to pull off. She was afraid they’d get thrown in jail or worse to an asylum.

After several days in the 1860s, Catherine was determined to find a way back to the present. For the time travelers to return to the 21st century, Catherine knew that if they could return to the 100th meridian location where the magnetic forces were the strongest, they had a good chance of returning to the present time. It sounded far-fetched and she saw the doubts on the faces of her fellow travelers when she tried explaining it to them.  She wouldn’t have believed herself if she hadn’t experienced it firsthand when the travelers found their way back to the 100th meridian and then made it back to the future.

As a prosecutor for the District Attorney, she handled cases all over Cook County. She had risen to a Senior District Attorney in her office; one of three under the elected District Attorney. Well-respected by fellow DAs and defense attorneys, she was a tough and merciless prosecutor. She had never lost a case in her thirteen years with the office and treated each one with the same doggedness and hard work. She never let up. She would tell her juniors that she wasn’t the smartest out there, but she would sure as hell out-work and out-hustle anyone. 

Despite the relentless Chicago traffic, she rarely commuted by train because she enjoyed having the freedom her car brought her. One day, she had to leave her car overnight for servicing and so took a cab to Union Station the next morning to catch a commuter train to court.  Arriving at the station early, she fought the crowds up to the counter and bought a ticket to take her to the District Court in Rolling Meadows.  Grabbing a coffee, she found a place to sit and check her email before boarding her train. Wondering if her train was on time, she glanced up at the schedule board and could see that her train was running a few minutes late. Below the arrivals and departures was a public service area with scrolling weather bars and a few rotating announcements.  While looking at the train schedules, a picture of Stan and Eileen Brown appeared, their smiling faces beaming out. The picture was accompanied by a notice requesting anyone with knowledge of the Browns to please contact Amtrak security. They had disappeared and were last seen in Denver by the sleeper car attendant on the California Zephyr. A reward was offered for information about their disappearance.

Catherine sat motionless and stared up at the Browns, their happy faces still smiling down. She told herself, and so it begins.  The daughters must be panicking. They must have gotten the letter. She had a feeling this day would come. How could she explain what she knew to them? Or to the police?  They wouldn’t believe her. But she knew that the daughters would never know the truth if someone didn’t tell them.

She resolved that she had to be the one to tell the daughters the whole story. How would she contact them? She recalled that the address on the envelope was in Salt Lake City and that it was addressed to Karen Brown. Her train finally arrived, and she knew she had to start focusing on the murder trial that was beginning that morning. Playing Nancy Drew would have to wait.

Before boarding her train, her phone rang. It was her principal investigator. 

“Good morning, Catherine.”

“Good morning, Steven. How are we doing? Everything ready for showtime?”

“Well, not everything.”

“What’s happened?”

“The defense has requested a delay. They’re still not through discovery.”

“What? It’s Johnson, isn’t it? That damned –”

“Yes, it looks like it. He spoke to the judge last night and this morning the clerk told me they’d be no show today.” 

“Okay. Well, I guess it’s back to the office.”

Catherine got herself a cab to her office where she went over her plans for the trial but couldn’t shake the image of the Browns smiling down from the Amtrak public service screen. Closing her trial binder, she began searching for Karen Brown in Salt Lake City. She discovered three Karen Browns. This should be easy. Having second thoughts she sat back again and thought about whether she wanted to get herself involved in this or not. She decided to call Laura. 

Ever since Catherine and the other group of travelers went back in time, most of them had stayed in touch by email or Facebook. They had become bonded in a way that transcended everything else. Before their time travel, they were a group of people who had little in common. Now, they shared a sacred bond like soldiers returned from war. They found the experience life-affirming and intoxicating. Time travel turned them into friends for life. 

She took a sip of coffee and dialed Laura’s number.

The phone rang several times before Laura picked up.

“Who’s this?” she asked, slurring her words. She sounded drunk.

“Laura, is that you?”

She repeated, “Who’s this?”

“It’s me, Catherine.”

“Oh, you.”

“Did I call at a bad time?”

“I’ve had better times. What’s up?”

“I guess I just needed to talk.”

“You, too?”

“What’s that mean? Are you okay?”

“You first.”

“Okay. It’s about the trip.”

“The trip” is what the group called their time travel experience.

“Well, something came up that I’d like your take on.”

“Okay. Shoot.”

“This morning, I was at the train station in Chicago where I saw a missing persons’ announcement about the Browns.”

“The old couple?”

“Yes.  Their daughters must have contacted the police. I’m sure they’ve gotten the letter and are pulling out all the stops to find their parents.”

Laura lit a cigarette and exhaled deeply.  “Speaking of the police, I’m no longer a cop.”

“Really?!  What happened?”

“I quit.”

“Why?”

“When I left for the trip, I was told I was on probation.  When I returned, they wanted to put me on another, less stressful duty. Kinda like the Russian Front. Long story short I said no and turned in my weapon and badge.”

“Oh!  Sorry to hear that, Laura. What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t gotten that far.”

“When did you start drinking like this?”

“Like what?”

“You’re slurring your words.”

“I met someone a few days ago. Right after quitting as a matter of fact. The perfect guy.  He taught history and believed my story about the trip.  He even wanted us to ride the Zephyr together someday.”

“Wow!  That was fast.  I thought you may have been pining for Captain Cox.”

“I loved him.  But he isn’t real.”

“He was when you met him.”

“Yeah!  How weird is that?”

“I know.  It was weird.  So, back to this guy you met.  Aren’t you concerned that he’ll be turned off by your drinking?”

“No.”  She hesitated and searched for the proper words to say but couldn’t think of any.

“Well...why aren’t you worried?”

“Because,” she stopped a few beats to get the words out.  “He got shot and killed the first night we met. There was nothing I could do.”

“Oh, my God, Laura!  I’m so sorry.”

She fought back the tears.  “What am I going to do?”

“I wish I lived closer.”

“Me, too.”

“I’d give you a big hug right now if I could.”

“Thanks,” Laura answered, wiping her eyes.

The line was silent as they both struggled for the next thing to say.  Finally, Laura asked, “So what’s this about the Browns?”

“I’m sure the daughters will want to know what really happened to their parents.”

“I would have a hard time accepting that they decided to stay somewhere else in time if I were in their shoes.”

“You and I know it happened and yet I don’t know what I should do. I’m paralyzed with indecision. What should I do?”

“You’re asking me right now?  I’m not exactly thinking straight these days. Catherine, you’re the attorney and you’ve always been the one who oozed control. You were always in charge.”

“Should we contact them and tell them what we know?”

“We?” Laura asked.  “When did I get involved in all this?”

“I just thought we could put our heads together and decide what to do.”

“Okay. We should contact them,” Laura offered.

“Are you sure?”

“C’mon Catherine. Dammit. What have you got to lose?”

“I was thinking the same thing myself.”

“So, get working on it. Find them and tell them the whole story. You’ll feel better if you do.”

“Laura, I’ve always loved how you can cut through the crap and get to the point. I’m supposed to be able to do that and yet now I can’t.”

“Do you know where they live?”

“I think in Salt Lake City. I remembered that the letter I mailed them was sent to a Karen Brown and there are three of them in the city.”

“Well, there you have it. Call each one and see who answers.”

“I will.”

“Catherine, I gotta go. Of all things, I’ve got to identify the body of the man I just met. I quit the department, but they still need me at the coroner’s office. Who knew? Call me if you find the Browns. I really mean it. This strikes a chord in me despite how I act. I’d like to bring them some peace in their lives right now.”

“I will. Thanks for talking and good luck.”
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Laura hung up the phone and went into her kitchen where she dumped out the rest of the wine in her glass and made a pot of coffee.  While it brewed, she went to the bathroom and took a long look at herself in the full-length mirror.  She hadn’t taken a shower or washed her hair in days.  Not since her new friend Don had died in her arms.  Out loud, she said to her reflection, “pathetic!” At the thought of Don, she felt tears come and run into the corners of her mouth as she stepped into the shower.  After speaking with Catherine, an image of the Browns came to her. There they sat on the train, happy and smiling at each other, not a care in the world. They were such a delightful, warm couple fully enjoying their time together. She wanted her world to be like theirs. No death and sadness or the pain of lost jobs. With warm water running down her back she floated away to memories of “the trip” and the image of Captain Terrence Cox, the man with whom she had fallen in love.  What is he doing now? Then she realized the years that separated them and scolded herself, He’s dead in his grave, for God’s sake!  When she finished her shower and dried off, she thought, I’m losing it!  I’m becoming my mother. But the thought of Terrence kept coming back like a dream that returns each time you fall asleep.  

When she was five, her mother tried to commit suicide and was in a psychiatric hospital for almost a year.  Suffering from severe depression and anxiety, she was subjected to every test and treatment that was available at that time. Laura was raised by her aunt and grandmother who recognized that she needed special care and love.  Even after her mother came home, she still wasn’t well.  She would have bad panic attacks that made her lash out at her loved ones.  Laura tried to be patient with her but didn’t like the fact that she always had to be the mother, instead of the other way around.  She was resigned to accepting the fact that her mother would find it difficult to take care of her in the manner of other mothers. Growing up, when she stayed overnight at friends’ houses and saw the mothers they had, she asked herself, why can’t I have a normal mother?  Her mother finally passed away when Laura was just fourteen.  Laura thought she’d be relieved, but instead, she missed her mother and focused on the good times they had.  She wished she had been more patient and loving while her mother was alive but the specter of an inherited depression was always around the corner in her mind.

She slipped into her bathrobe and slippers and returned to the kitchen where she poured herself some coffee.  She sat at her small kitchen table and thought about the Browns’ daughters and how they must be feeling.  She wished she could reassure them and say that the parents were safe.  She wanted them to know that their parents were happy when she last saw them.

Resigned that she should stop sitting around and feeling sorry for herself, she decided to call Catherine and help with the search for the sisters. Catherine was a busy employed attorney. Laura had all sorts of time on her hands now. This would give her some purpose. Some use. She called Catherine, but she didn’t pick up. She got her voice mail and left a message asking her to call her back when she had time. 

In the meantime, Laura decided she would take this unemployment bull by the horns and see what job opportunities were out there. Firing up her computer, she looked at all the websites she could think of to see who might be hiring. The police department didn’t want her detective skills but maybe another agency would give her a chance. Soon she discovered that there was nothing available in the areas she was interested in. Nobody needed detectives. Lots of traffic and parking ticket jobs but nothing in investigations. Maybe she needed to lower her standards. She used to work for social services when she first moved to the area and so she emailed a friend who she worked with, asking if there were any openings over there.  She told herself, I can’t live on the dole forever.

Within minutes, her friend rang her.

“Laura, how good to hear from you. Are you really looking for a job?”

“Yes, sorry to say. I had a disagreement you might say with our management and I told them I was walking. It wasn’t going to work out for me.”

“I’m so sorry. I know you loved that job. Well, I talked to personnel about job openings and they’re looking for clerks in the child support unit right now.  I know it’s a big step down from law enforcement for you, but it’s all I could find. I’ll email you the link and phone number.”

“Well...at least it’s something.  I’ll check it out.”

“Sorry, that’s all I could find.”

“If it pays the rent, I’m happy.  Beggars can’t be choosers.”

Laura had worked before as a clerk in social services.  Her job was in the department that handled children who had been so abused by their families that they were wards of the state.  It was a work environment where nobody was happy.  Social workers were often threatened, and parents were furious that their children had been taken away from them. She had to type reports detailing sexual abuse that she could never have imagined.  How could adults—parents—violate infants and toddlers like that?  Why did they think it was okay to chain their children to the bed when they went off to work?  It became such a depressing workplace that she eventually walked into her supervisor’s office and gave them her resignation. 

She thought, am I a serial resigner? What am I getting myself into working in the child support division?  It’s going to be the same scenario as before.  Nobody will be happy; workers will get threatened; and mothers would constantly telephone, complaining that they weren’t getting their child support payments.  

Sipping her coffee, she thought back to the work she could have done with the police department. It would have paid the bills, she thought. But she’d have to work with the same people who wanted her gone and they would never have let her forget it. She told herself, child support it is. It beats working at McDonald's. She called the number her friend gave her where she learned that there was an immediate opening. They wanted her to come in right away for an interview. Laura put on a white blouse, black skirt, and blazer and drove down to the Civic Center.

She pulled into the downtown paid parking and walked to the administration building.  

The interview went well, and they wanted her to start the next day.

As she drove back home, she couldn’t help but ask herself, what am I getting myself into?

******
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It turned out to be the same old story. Laura quit after only working there for one day. She got tired of hearing women complain that they weren’t getting their child support checks and men being upset about having to pay them in the first place. It was a toxic workplace and she didn’t want to be a part of it.

After she handed in her notice, she went and found a bench to sit on and lit a cigarette. Taking a deep pull, she did her best to suppress the urge to scream at the world. In a week she had left two jobs and had a promising romantic interest die in her arms. Across the street, a video billboard flashed a scene of a cowboy on a horse, tipping his hat and urging people to grab hold of the world with a cup of Folger’s coffee. The man on the horse looked way too much like Captain Cox and her heart ached to get that time back in her life. Ah, what am I thinking? She knew she’d be just as likely to get Cox back as she would finding love with a coffee cowboy. 

She stamped out her cigarette and walked back home, wondering if she had any wine in the house. 
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Catherine tossed her keys on the kitchen table and fished her computer out of her bag. She was eager to start looking for the Brown daughters. Retrieving her earlier searches, she settled on two Karen Browns to call. The first call went to a business that had no idea who Karen Brown was. She dialed the last number and hoped it wasn’t another dead end. She didn’t know how her news was going to sit with the daughters, who would probably think she was crazy—or worse.
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