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      This one is dedicated to Tyra. She was an adorable rescue mutt, a highly skilled escape artist, an amazing companion, and exactly what I needed during some very difficult and lonely years. And to all the other dogs that have made my life so very much richer.

      

      At least 10% of proceeds from this book will be donated to animal charities.

    

  


  
    
      WARNING: The following story contains a twisting time travel plot and is unapologetically sentimental when it comes to the animals we humans share our lives with. The author and the publisher can not be held responsible that if, after reading this novel, you feel a very strong desire to find an animal in need and take very, very good care of it.
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      I know you’re not going to believe this. Hell, I have trouble believing it and I lived it. So I’m just going to come out and say it.

      Time travel is real.

      Yup, real as you or me, but not what you think it is. Or, rather, not who you think it is. Or… It’s hard to explain, so I guess I’m just going to have to tell you the story. And like any time-travel story, the “beginning” and the “end” are relative, subjective, but I’ll start where it begins for me.

      My name is Ashton Bach, but everyone calls me Bach. When I was in junior high, I lobbied for the nickname of “Ash,” which I thought was cool, but that fell flat next to my last name, the same name as the famous German composer. Which is ironic, seeing how I am the least musically inclined person you will ever meet.

      I just turned fifty years old and after what I’ve been through in the last few… well, I want to call them days, but we are talking time travel here, so let me try that again. After the last few days of my subjective experience skipping around the timeline, I feel a hell of a lot older.

      Well, older in that I am tired and worn out, scratched and bruised. But I also feel younger, like I’m seeing the world as it really is for the very first time.

      It’s much weirder and much more wonderful than I imagined.

      And while it may seem like I’m meandering a bit, trying to find my way into the story (spoiler alert: I am) those pieces of information are actually important. I am a fifty-year-old geek who everyone calls Bach but wished he was called Ash.

      Got it?

      Okay, here we go.
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      It started on a Saturday. I was at home working. It’s what I do. Well, I play a lot of video games and I go bowling on Sundays (kind of my church), and I volunteer at the humane society helping to take care of dogs on Monday. You know, since I work on Saturdays, I take Mondays off.

      Yeah. I am a bit out of sync with the world. I bet you are getting that about me already. Another important thing to remember.

      Anyway, I was working on a Saturday afternoon. Which I love. No one calls me. No one bothers me. I had Journey cranked (remember, I’m not a kid although I can sure act like one) on my smart speaker and was standing at my desk typing away.

      Well, programming. That’s what I do. I make electrons dance and people pay me to do it. I’m a programmer for hire helping corporations fulfill their avaristic dreams via technology. It’s kind of like getting paid to play video games—except for all the damn meetings, copious messages on Slack, phone calls, and endless emergencies and… well, you get the idea. I may love my job, but it’s still a J O B.

      Okay, so middle-aged dude (me) at a standing desk, long greying hair pulled back into a ponytail dressed in shorts, a faded Bob Seger concert T-shirt, and some cheap flip-flops.

      My office is an ode to my era of geek with things like a vintage Star Wars poster of X-wings battling in front of the death star, and an original Raiders of the Lost Ark movie poster. Also bookshelves filled with first-edition hardbacks with names like Tolkien, Heinlein, Asimov, and the like. Other shelves with DVDs, Blu-rays, and games. It’s all a bit messy and a bit chaotic with no unifying theme except for “middle-aged geek” and that’s the way I like it.

      I’m typing. I’m mouthing the words I’ve been hearing Steve Perry sing for decades. It’s my fun Saturday everyone-leave-me-alone groove, when a bunch of things happen at once.

      During a break between songs, I hear some honking outside. My desk faces away from the window, so I turn around and glance out at the busy road and see a tall homeless guy standing there on the sidewalk, swaying like he’s having some kind of religious experience… or maybe he’s just starving. He’s way overdressed for Phoenix in a dirty and tattered trench coat, but at least he’s rocking a ponytail, a mess though it may be.

      Right as a new song starts up, my smart speaker goes mute and I turn back around.

      I hear my front door open.

      A dog barks loudly, an urgent “danger danger, Will Robinson” kind of bark, and I hear the telltale click of nails on my laminate floors.

      I take a step to the side so my monster monitor is not occluding my view of the door.

      And then the dog is in my office. A corgi with pointed ears, short legs, and a lovely tan-and-white coat. Its big brown eyes connect with mine and I swear the dog knows me.

      I know dogs. I love dogs. I’m currently living in an apartment, having recently moved to Phoenix to keep an eye on my aging parents, and I can’t have one here.

      That’s the other thing I do a lot. Help my parents out. Yard work. Doctors’ appointments. Making sure they are okay. I’m their only child and it’s the right thing to do.

      But back to our story and that corgi in my office. So I know what it feels like to look into the eyes of a dog. You can connect instantly. It can be deep. And this is that and a whole bunch more.

      The corgi is panting, looking like it’s been running as fast as it can on those short legs.

      I open my mouth, planning to say something doggy-adorable like, “How’d you get in here, you beautiful boy?” but the dog beats me to it.

      He barks and then says….

      Wait. It’s about to get weird, but stay with me, okay. Remember that I said time travel is real but it wasn’t what or who you thought it was.

      So he barks, opens his mouth, and says, “Come with me if you want to live.”

      Well, the dog doesn’t exactly “speak,” no moving of the mouth, but I hear those words in my head.

      And no, the dog doesn’t sound anything like Arnold Schwarzenegger in Terminator 2. In fact, the dog’s speaking voice sounds more female than male, the kind of voice you would expect from a young, well-educated woman with a high-brow English accent.

      So I assumed wrong. The dog is a girl. I also assumed that the dog wasn’t telepathic, so zero out of two for me.

      And yeah, T2 is something of a landmark movie for me. I was twenty-two when it came out. It was the best movie I had ever seen. I’ve probably watched it fifty times by now. I can say a lot of the lines from memory.

      And I am geek enough to know that the phrase originated with The Terminator, but I think it was Schwarzenegger’s robotic delivery of it that embedded it into our cultural zeitgeist.

      So, I’m confronted with a telepathic corgi uttering the ultimate movie catch line (for a dude my age, that is), so what do I do?

      I follow the dog, of course.

      And as I do, I clearly hear the honking of horns and then the crunch of metal. I’m in my modest living room, which is not much more than a comfy brown couch, huge flat-screen TV, and a gaming rig. I glance back into my office to see an old red Chevy pickup crash through the wall and take out my standing desk, my computer, and my beautiful, ultra-wide 49” monitor.

      Remember, my desk faces the room, not the window.

      I wouldn’t have seen the out of control truck hop the curb and head towards my building. If the speaker hadn’t glitched out I wouldn’t have heard it over Steve Perry telling me “Don’t Stop Believin’.”

      And as much as it hurts to see my beautiful desk and monitor and computer turned into so much garbage, I realize the talking dog had been speaking the truth and had just saved my life.

      I didn’t need any more convincing than that. I followed the dog.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t like Phoenix. It’s hot. It’s a sprawling wasteland of strip malls and suburbia that has taken over the hot desert floor of the Valley of the Sun.

      My last place of residence was Seattle. Yeah, the constant clouds take some getting used to, but there is water and you can grow things, and the city, while sprawling, has its own funky vibe that is so much fun.

      Phoenix is where I was born. I only came back to take care of my parents.

      Okay, well, maybe it was more than that. Like losing my wife to cancer and having everything about Seattle remind me of her. We had met there, fell in love there, and lived there for over two decades.

      So, yeah, while I was taking care of my parents physically, they were taking care of me emotionally.

      I’m a gangly geek who spends his days on a computer making a living and loves to spend his nights on a computer shooting zombies (or aliens, or anything, really). How am I supposed to find another woman like Mia that will embrace my geeky self?

      And even that feels foreign to me, the “find another woman” part. That is there, but I’m more in the phase where I can’t imagine being happy—or truly functional—without her, even though she’s been gone for two years.

      All of this is just more salient details about me that you need to know.

      So, back to the telepathic corgi that just saved my life with the Terminator series catch phrase.

      I find her on the grass outside my apartment complex looking like any other dog. She is sitting there panting in the hot sun and scratches at her pointy ear with her back claw.

      I can smell oil and my ears are still ringing from the sound of the crash.

      And then I smell smoke.

      Shit.

      The apartment complex isn’t at all inspiring. Three long buildings two stories high encased in faux adobe with a pool nestled between two of the buildings. The place is about to burn down. I should do something about that, right? But what about this dog, I don’t want to lose her. I mean, she’s a telepathic dog that just saved my life. But my neighbors.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” I say to the dog, holding my palm up. “Please. I’ll be right back.”

      I pull my phone from my pocket, dial 911, and run into the apartment complex and start banging on doors.

      I could afford a house, being a bit slinger for hire pays me pretty well, but I don’t want to put roots down. Although I have discovered that I may be a bit too old for apartment living. Too much noise. Too many people. But it is what it is, and I would hate myself if I didn’t try to help my neighbors.

      Twenty minutes later, the fire department is on site and my whole apartment building is engulfed in flames and the neighbors are warned and the corgi is gone.

      For a moment there, a thin little moment, I thought this was the universe’s rather twisted way of making up for what happened to Mia. Like it was saying, “Sorry about the love of your life and her cancer, but here’s a telepathic dog that just saved your life for you to hang out with.”

      But not even that.

      And what if it had all been my imagination? Maybe I hadn’t closed my door properly and the dog had wandered in at the same time my smart speaker glitched. Maybe the dog had barked and my subconscious had heard the wreck happening and made me think the dog was talking so I would move my ass.

      And that made it even worse.

      Not finding the dog, I look around and it’s a scene, I’ll tell you that. Three engines spraying water and an assemblage of about fifteen firefighters. There’s half a dozen cops trying to corral the civilians and deal with the snarl of traffic on the road, the fire engines blocking a lane, and the lookie-loos slowing down to gawk at the tragedy.

      I flop onto the grass and watch the fire department spray water on what used to be my place of residence. The heat from the fire is like a wall of hot that is much worse than the summer sun. I’m twenty yards away and it’s like I just stuck my head into an oven on broil.

      Other neighbors are wandering around, a glazed look of shock in their eyes. And if I looked in the mirror, I’m sure I’d look that way too.

      As I stare at the flames, I realize that my life is in ruins. Again. Not only is my desk and computing rig gone, but my vintage Star Wars poster, my antique Tonka truck collection—the awesome old metal ones—, my DVDs and Blu-rays, my—

      And then it hits me. I had kept a stash of Mia’s favorite clothes. When it got really bad, I would unseal the big Tupperware tub I kept them in and just breathe in her scent, a bit musky and a bit flowery. For a second it would be like she was not gone, like my life was not ruined, like I was not alone.

      It was only a moment and only a trick, but the fire would take that from me too. The desk and other things were replaceable, just things, but what I had left of Mia was not.

      I twiddle with the gold band I still wear on my left hand. At least I still have that.

      The sun is setting to the west and I figure I’d better call my folks, tell them what happened, go stay with them until I can find another place, but I hesitate.

      While I have a fertile imagination, there was something about that corgi. Something about her eyes. I didn’t really imagine it, did I? As I think on it, I can’t remember her mouth moving. I connected with those eyes and heard her voice but she looked like a dog the whole time.

      And then she is there nuzzling her way under my arm, panting, her doggy breath smell filling my nose. Suddenly things aren’t so bad anymore.

      “There you are,” I say with a smile, petting her silky fur. I don’t care if I had imagined her talking or not, it is clear what I need in my life is a dog. One that needs a home.

      But this corgi is well cared for. I get on my knees and look her over and see a few things. First, that look of deep intelligence is still there, like she is seeing into my soul, like she knows me. Second, she isn’t wearing a collar.

      “Who are you, girl?” I ask.

      Those penetrating brown eyes look deep into my soul, she stops panting, and I hear a female voice in my head say, “My name is Angelica Huston. Come with me if you want to live again.”

      She starts panting again and trots off, away from the flashing red lights and the heat of the fire.

      I follow. Of course I do.
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      “Like the actress?” I ask, catching up to the corgi who is trotting down the sidewalk away from my burning apartment complex, the heat from the fire rapidly fading. She may have short legs, but she can move when she wants to. “Like from The Grifters or Prizzi’s Honor?”

      Right. I’ve got a telepathic dog that just saved my life on my hands and all I can think of to ask is about her name.

      She gives a sharp bark and starts trotting faster down the sidewalk. We’ve passed a couple more apartment buildings similar to mine and are now walking past homes that were probably built in the nineties with stucco walls and terracotta shingles in mute earth tones. The yards are desert-appropriate with mostly gravel and a few hardy trees and some cacti.

      “I knew I liked you, Ashton Bach,” she says. “While my real name is unpronounceable by apes like you, I am glad the great actress’s—whose name I adopted—more significant works are known to you. Except, I do spell ‘Angelica’ with a ‘g’ not a ‘j’. Just seems more sensible.”

      So the dog is telepathic. She knows who I am. And she watches movies and has a thing for Anjelica (with a “j”) Huston.

      What…?

      I’ve been known to imbibe at times. A beer here and there. A joint now and then. I even tried magic mushrooms once—spoiler alert, too much vomiting for me—but I had never hallucinated a talking dog.

      Because I must be hallucinating this, right?

      I mean, I get it. Angelica Huston is a fine actress and under used. She is best known for her portrayal of Morticia Addams in The Addams Family movies, which is clearly not her best work, but I am by no means the kind of fan this dog seems to be. Or maybe I have some subconscious thing for her that I never realized and the stress of this accident and losing my last remnants of Mia has forced a little psychological break and I’m really running around Phoenix after a stray corgi, all the good parts just going on in my mind.

      I shrug my shoulders and walk fast to keep up with the dog. We leave the nineties houses behind and turn onto a smaller street with older homes that are more varied, and then turn down a narrow alley. The dog slips between two broken boards in an aging privacy fence and I’m alone.

      I can hear the distant sound of traffic and smell the heady scent of flowers from someone’s yard, but that’s it. I’m alone in an alley wondering whether I should trespass onto a stranger’s yard to follow my hallucination.

      And I just stand there.

      This is trauma, pure and simple. This is unresolved grief and me living too isolated a life in Phoenix. Corgis don’t talk to humans telepathically.

      The second time, she had said, “Come with me if you want to live again.” That’s not the line from the movie. What had she meant by “again”? Or rather what had my subconscious meant by “again”?

      I have no idea where I am. Why would my subconscious bring me here unless I am so far gone that I need serious help?

      “Well, come on then, ape,” Angelica Huston says in my head, her head sticking through the hole in the fence. “I don’t have all day.” And then those eyes seem to be looking deeper into me and she does this bark that sounds way more like a laugh than a normal bark.

      Her head disappears and I stand there chewing on my lip, looking around, making sure no one is coming, and then I do it.

      Well, “do it” makes it sound like I’m some well-muscled dude from a Nike ad. I’m not. I’m tall and skinny and have the upper body strength of someone who spends their days on a computer.

      What I do do is climb over the fence, managing to scrape my knee, cut my hand, and rip my shorts, but I make it over and only land hard enough to jar my teeth and not break anything.

      I open my mouth to speak but see the spaceship.

      Well, it’s either that or a giant silver dog bone sitting in the half-dead, half-weedy yard of what must be an unoccupied house.

      The dog is standing by the bone or ship or whatever it is. It dwarfs her and is about fifteen feet long and six feet wide where it flares out at the ends. It is reflective, looking like it’s made out of metal, and I can see a distorted version of myself gawking.

      I’m squished so I look short, and the dog, who is closer, looks giant next to me.

      There are so many questions. I mean, could I really be hallucinating something this bizarre without some kind of chemical aid? But on the other hand (or paw, as it were) can this be real?

      “I… Umm… You….” I mumble like an idiot, sounding like I don’t know how to talk and am not a well-trained engineer. “What is going on?”

      As I write this, I don’t even know how to refer to my companion. If I call her “the dog” or “the corgi” that seems to fall short of what I am experiencing with this creature. If I call her by her name, Angelica Huston, then you might summon the image of a woman with black hair, prominent cheekbones, and her ever-present bangs.

      Suffice it to say that in the moment I am way more confused than that.

      “Are you an alien?” I ask.

      Okay, with all the sci-fi movies and books I’ve inhaled, that took me way longer than it should have.

      “Duh,” Angelica says in my head. “I’m from Sirius. The dog star, you know.”

      “And… what… why…?” I’m back to incoherent mumbling.

      She pads over and licks my scraped knee and sits down and I find myself sitting down too. Did she make me do that? What remains of the grass is dry and poking into my legs quite uncomfortably.

      “Can you please just come with me?” she asks, her feminine voice crystal clear in my head although she is just sitting there panting in the heat. “I will level with you, Ashton Bach. I just got promoted and you are my first mission in my new role. I promise things will become clear, but for now we need to go.”

      I nod. I am not really signaling my agreement, it’s more like my head isn’t on properly and it bounces up and down because there is nothing else it can do.

      An iris opens in the side of the ship and the dog trots in, jumping up and landing inside the ship and disappearing.

      There is a brief pause while I sit there quite convinced that I have lost it and will soon be spending the rest of my life as a ward of the state. I mean, my hallucination is a talking dog that just got promoted and I am her mission. If that isn’t the kind of thing you get locked up for, I don’t know what is.

      But then I can see her looking at me, those deep brown eyes look more than a little sad.

      “This will help you, Ashton Bach,” she says. “And I’ve got air-conditioning.”

      “But… but my parents,” I say, suddenly thinking of my responsibilities here. “I need to check on them tonight.”

      Angelica cocks her head and I swear she has a smile on her doggy face. “Don’t worry, Ashton Bach, I will get you back in time.”

      And something clicks in my head. If I’m crazy, I might as well see how deep the rabbit hole goes. If I’m not crazy, it’s a freaking telepathic alien dog with a spaceship.

      I move and I move fast.
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      The inside of a dog-star alien’s spaceship is all rounded corners and soft surfaces. Which is good because there is plenty of crawling for someone my size. This spaceship is definitely built for those with four legs, not bipedal apes like myself.

      Wait. When did I start thinking of myself as an ape? Alien telepathic dogs can really get in your head. Literally. But I guess I see the rationale from her perspective. We evolved from apes. She evolved from canines. I’m an ape. She’s a dog.

      But still, it’s strange, isn’t it?

      The surfaces inside that dog’s spaceship are grey and undecorated. The ship has this loamy, earthy scent to it that is rather pleasant. And, I am happy to report, there is air-conditioning, although I never see any vents or any delivery mechanism for it.

      Angelica Huston leads me to what must be the bridge. It’s just tall enough for me to sit comfortably and just big enough for me and this low platform in the middle of the room. It has four small holes in it and she climbs on and inserts her paws, sniffing at a stalk that rises in front of the platform.

      The scent of the room changes, but I can’t really tell you quite how. It’s loamier maybe, definitely more intense. I get the distinct impression that the stalk she is sniffing is emitting odors that are more suited to canines than apes.

      The curved front of the room changes from bland grey to a grainy black-and-white view of the single-story home in front of the ship.

      I don’t feel anything, no movement whatsoever, but the black-and-white image changes and soon we are looking at the roof of the house and then the house is far below us and then Phoenix is laid out in an orderly grid that is barely disturbed by the occasional craggy hill, and then the view of Phoenix is sliding down off the screen and is gone.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      Angelica seems to be busy, her paws making small movements in the holes, her nose twitching rapidly, while her eyes take in the view of the Earth below us.

      She is flying the ship. Obviously. That is what that platform is all about. No hands. No fingers. So these dog aliens developed technology that they can use with their paws. And the smells, well that must be since their olfactory senses are way better than ours, they have technology to communicate information via smell.

      She turns and glances at me, her eyes looking intense this time and I feel my stomach tighten. I’m no longer considering hallucination. I’m all the way in. This is real. And with that look, I’m wondering what the hell I got myself into.

      “We are going to Seattle,” she says in my head. “But ‘where’ is not the right question to ask, Ashton Bach.”

      We must be high now because the view below us is partially occluded by clouds and even more toylike than from an airplane.

      “What is the right question?” I ask.

      I swear she smiles again. “‘When’ is the right question.”

      It takes a moment for my strained brain to put it together. She used the terminator catch-phrase. She just told me she would “get me back in time.” She’s taking us to Seattle.

      “You are a time traveler,” I gasp.

      She gives a joyful bark and wags her tail. “My species are the only time travelers.”

      We’re going to Seattle. In the past. She also said, “Come with me if you want to live again.”

      “Mia,” I say, tears forming in my eyes, but Angelica Huston isn’t paying attention to me anymore.

      We are so high, I can see the curvature of the Earth. If I’m not hallucinating, I just became an astronaut. And then I can’t even think about that most geeky of milestones because the view of the Earth changes.

      It’s hard to explain. It’s not like when in the first Superman movie, Christopher Reeve’s Superman made the Earth spin backwards to turn back time, it’s more like the Earth shudders, goes out of focus for a few breathless moments, and then shudders back into focus.

      While this is happening, I feel like I’m shuddering myself. Like I’m going out of focus and then I’m shuddering back into focus. It smells like plastic is burning and my skin prickles like a bad case of the hives are about to descend. My already rattled brain is further rattled and I’m glad I skipped lunch, otherwise it would have been all over the soft grey floor of Angelica Huston’s spaceship.

      And then we are plunging down towards Seattle, the verdant land and so much water, the city bracketed by Puget Sound and Lake Washington with Mount Rainier to the south, the land around the city thick with forests. Even on the grainy black-and-white display it’s spectacular, but all I can think of is my beloved Mia whole and healthy.
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      “When are we? What is our mission? Why me?” I ask. I had more questions. Believe me, I had more questions, but sitting on the bridge of the alien dog’s spaceship watching the Earth rise up, getting a glimpse of the Space Needle, watching as we plunged into a rather plain Seattle suburb just west of Lake Washington, and watching as we land in someone’s backyard was enough to stifle all of those other questions.

      I didn’t feel motion, ever—except for that shudder thing when, I presume, we were time traveling. The ship must have inertial dampers or something—either that or I was hallucinating.

      No. Not hallucinating. Let’s see how deep the rabbit hole goes.

      So, as we descend, I did my best to collect myself and came up with my oh-so-obvious when/what/why question.

      Angelica Huston, still on the canine control platform, turns to me and says, “1984. Getting your life back. Why not?”

      It takes me a moment to unpack that.

      We had time traveled back to 1984, which gave me a bit of a shudder. George Orwell’s dystopian future did not come to pass, but a sci-fi geek like me is going to notice a date like that.

      Our mission was “getting my life back” and I had no idea how we could do that in 1984.

      And as to why me, the answer was “why not?”

      By the time I had unpacked it all, I’m outside the spaceship chasing a corgi through a damp Seattle evening, quite underdressed in my shorts and Bob Seger T-shirt. But hey, at least folks these days will be a lot more familiar with the marvelous Mr. Seger.

      But how do I get my life back in 1984? Mia will be all of twelve, and if getting my life back doesn’t have something to do with her, what kind of world is this?

      The neighborhood looks like an old one, with smaller single-story homes, some built out of cinderblocks, some stick built, most with attached one-car garages. But then I have to twist my mind around. It’s 1984. These could be newer homes. This is Seattle, so trees are large and verdant, hedges abound, and the perfumed scent of flowers fills my nose.

      I take a deep breath. I may have been born in the desert, but this is what hope smells like to me. My skin drinks in the damp air and I feel more energy in my limbs than I have had in a while.

      A few minutes later, I’m in an alley that runs between two rows of houses faced with wooden privacy fences, tree branches are arching over, and a sudden bit of mist descends, making the rather mundane feel rather mystical.

      I can’t see Angelica and I speed up my pace and then suddenly I’m kissing the gravel of the alleyway, my vintage Seger T getting rudely roughed up.

      I curse and sit up and delicately pull some small rocks out of my right palm. What’s another scrape or two in the scheme of things if I get to time travel?

      I’m telling myself that, but I’m not leaping up to go catch the alien time traveler. I take my time. Assess the damage—something one must take more seriously as one gets older.

      Okay, not “one,” “me.”

      I must take this kind of thing more seriously because I am older. The body changes. It hurts more. It recovers slower. But then again, I have a body and my wife does not, so this is an observation not a complaint.

      I take a deep breath and sigh. My wife doesn’t have a body and that means I don’t have a life.

      I think I would have sat there for too long were it not for the sound of crying. It sounds like a girl, a soft sobbing coming from close by. It pulls at my heart and I’m not thinking about my aging body or my dead wife anymore.

      I get up and move slowly forward and find a girl huddled into the narrow space between two aluminum trash cans, as if that will provide shelter for her. She’s lanky and has light brown skin, dark hair, and brown eyes even more soulful than the dog’s.

      Her wavy black hair is pulled back into a ponytail and she is wearing a nightgown, dark blue with yellow stars.

      My heart skips a beat (or ten). I know who it is. I know this story. It’s one my wife told me after we had been a couple for a while about a mystical Seattle evening when this stranger came and told her she would be okay.

      “Hi, Mia,” I say, feeling my eyes fill with tears. “My name is Ash, and it’s going to be all right.”

      She looks at me, her smooth brow furrowing and her turned-up little nose wrinkling. “Ash? That’s a strange name.”

      “Well, I’m a strange person,” I say. “I’m from the future and I’m here to tell you that what’s going on inside between your parents, even though I know it’s hard to see them fight and it’s scary, is going to be okay.”

      “Future?” she asks.

      I nod and sit down on the gravel in front of her. This girl is so young. She’s not my Mia, not yet, but I can still see pieces of her. The mole on her left cheek. The way she bites her lower lip. Her insatiable curiosity.

      “Yes. I’ve time traveled back from 2019,” I say.

      “How? Tell me.” She is leaning, her troubles forgotten for the moment.

      “A talking dog brought me here in her bone-shaped spaceship,” I say.

      She leans back, her forehead furrowing again. “I’m not stupid. I’ve seen the Mr. Peabody and Sherman cartoon, you know. I suppose your dog is white and wears glasses and likes to give history lessons.”

      I laugh because I hadn’t realized how similar this all was to a cartoon that started around 1960. “No,” I say. “My dog is named Angelica Huston and she’s a tan and white corgi, and not one lecture so far. And as you can see, I’m not a boy named Sherman.”

      She shakes her head rapidly, her ponytail flopping back and forth. “No. You are an old man.” She wrinkles her nose again.

      Although Mia told me the story of this encounter from her perspective with fifteen years between, I don’t worry about it. About if I’m saying the right thing or doing the right thing. I can’t. I can only be who I am with this version of Mia.

      And if Mia and I have done this before, can I really screw it up?

      “I am old, so that makes me wise, right?” I ask.

      She shrugs tentatively.

      “You are a smart one, aren’t you?” I say. “Age does not equal wisdom, but since I’m from the future, I know what’s about to happen.”

      “You do?” She leans forward a bit.

      I nod. “Right about now your parents have realized you are not in your room. They are starting to look for you. Soon they will get frantic. When you go in, they will act angry, but that’s just because they are scared and they love you so much. And hidden behind
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