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        But Jeff’s beloved car betrays him at the worst possible moment.

      

        

      
        Ten tons of Fate knocks Jeff into the strangest conversation of his young life.

      

        

      
        Join acclaimed author Jason A. Adams in this delightful tale of time management gone right.
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      For my pops, who helped me get Lizzy up and running again.
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      Sometimes next week isn’t better.

      Sometimes it is.

      And sometimes, last week is just what you need.

      Jeff Wilson drove slowly through the gates of Rickenbacker Airbase and back toward Columbus. He’d spent the day cruising the base exchange and commissary, loading up on tax-free essentials while he could. His dependent’s ID would expire in a couple of years, and he’d have to start paying sales tax and doctor bills, but for now he still got the military discounts without the military service. He left that to his dad.

      Today was one of those gorgeous gift days Ohio didn’t get many of. The summer heat had broken after a few days of rain. Cool air. Damp but not oppressively muggy. Sunshine peeking through gaps in the puffball clouds that scudded about a sapphire-blue sky lake.

      One of the ritzy sapphires. Not the baby-blue crap at the mall jewelry store.

      Perfect day for a drive. Especially for a drive in the first car he’d ever bought for himself, with his own money. Pretty cool to have his own wheels at nineteen years old. Wheels that didn’t come with payments or parental expectations attached.

      Jeff’s pride and joy, his thirty-year-old ‘75 Ford LTD unmarked police cruiser, stopped smoothly at a stop sign. No hint of a squeal from the brakes, although he smelled a faint reek of burning pad. He checked out the windows. No smoke, so not his. Good.

      The cop-model 351 under the hood growled and grumbled, appreciating all the work he’d done to rebuild the carb over the weekend. He’d done it all by himself, working from a Haynes manual. Took a few hours of sweating bullets, but in the end Lizzy ran just fine. She still coughed a bit, but more like she wanted his attention than she was on her third pack of Lucky Strikes for the day. That cleaner his dad clued him in on sure had done the trick.

      He grinned. Patted the cracked dash. Good girl.

      A faint hint of gas still stuck around inside the car, but not nearly so bad as it had been. Another can of air freshener and a couple of hours at highway speed with the windows down, and he might be willing to ask Julie to go for a ride.

      He’d bought the car three weeks ago, when it came swerving into the gas station where he worked nights for rent money. The guy behind the wheel jumped out as soon as the dumpster halted the dusty pink monstrosity’s forward motion. Jeff came out to see if he could help, and the dude had offered to sell the piece of shit for a hundred bucks plus twenty for a taxi.

      Jeff didn’t blink. He borrowed his coworker Bill’s Oldsmobobble, promised to do all the closing chores so Bill could take off early, and drove Freddy the Grouch first to an ATM, then back to his apartment.

      And just like that, Jeff owned a car. Two hours at the DMV the next morning (Circuit Theory and English Comp would have to live without him for a day), and he had a title, license plates, and his own ride.

      His dad hadn’t been overly impressed, but figured the rust bucket would force Jeff to finally learn a little about mechanic-ing. The old man did two things extremely well. Fly planes and fix vehicles.

      Jeff could take a computer apart and put it back together blindfolded, but before Lizzy the LTD, he’d been hard-pressed to check the oil in a car.

      An impressive fear of heights took care of the other paternal discipline.

      His dad helped him run new brake lines, replace pads and rotors, and patch the radiator. A few hours with buffing compound and an old t-shirt revealed a gorgeous deep maroon under the faded pink. The paint code said it was Rangoon Red, which was just plain groovy.

      Now the car was a bloody mirror, except for the rust chasms in the fenders.

      Julie had squealed when he showed Lizzy off to her. Wrapped her arms around him and squeezed him stiff.

      Julie Bennet was his best friend.

      Unfortunately.

      They had a million little things in common. And a few important differences.

      She was almost his height. Pleasantly curvy, with a great throwing arm. She was hell in the batting cages too, and never failed to outdo him in the ninety-mph box.

      Add that to a love of bad sci-fi and cheesy fantasy movies, her love of the same authors, and oh yeah. That black-walnut hair that caught the sun in a dozen other colors. Those green-ringed hazel eyes, the full lips just made for kissing…

      He assumed they were made for that. She never failed to tell him what a good friend he was.

      Oh well. He’d rather be her friend than nothing at all. But still…

      Never mind. He had his girl Lizzy now.

      Wrenching himself out of dreamland, he saw the intersection was clear, except for a huge tractor trailer heading east, blue smoke rolling up from inside the trailer’s wheels.

      Tough luck, buddy.

      Jeff checked both ways again like a good boy, and stomped the gas.

      His tires spun their own smoke as Lizzy leapt into the intersection.

      Coughed a diseased, lung-expunging cough.

      And died.

      The stench of melting brake pad filled the car, along with the roar of a big—really big—diesel engine and the rabid-goose honk of an airhorn.

      Jeff looked out the driver’s side window.

      Saw nothing but a wide slab of rust-flecked black steel bumper heading right for his face.

      bone-shaking crunch of metal crash of shattered glass neck-snapping jolt of impact screaming jeeeeeeezus from the semi

      jeff’s last thought clearly heard inside his skull in spite of his own scream

      My car!
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      A hatefully, familiarly shrill buzzing jerked Jeff from slumberland in a most unfair way.

      He mumbled something even he couldn’t parse. Flailed around until he smacked the evil clock off the nightstand and into the silence it deserved.

      What a weird dream! His nighttime wanderings were usually of the that-don’t-make-no-sense variety, but this one had been super vivid.

      Then again, getting t-boned by a Mack truck would probably stick in anyone’s mind.

      Jeff yawned. Rubbed the fur out of his eyes. Swung his legs off the bed. Blinked at the rain beating against the window. Weatherman all wet, as usual.

      At least he’d waxed Lizzy. The metal that was left, anyway. This weekend he’d check the junkyards for some body panels, and the paint shops for some Rangoon Red.

      Shower, shit, breakfast. In whatever order.

      He smelled something, sniffed at himself.

      Hell of a dream. He still smelled that burned-brakepad odor.

      Definitely shower first.

      After coffee. Coffee, then shower.

      He headed down the hall to his apartment’s tiny kitchen, stepping over the dust bunnies littering the faded yellow linoleum. Muttered a quick apology when he almost bumped into the dragonfly-winged, purple-haired girl in the doorway.

      Water in carafe. Pour into machine. Filter, grounds, start.

      Jeff yawned again, decided to grab a bowl of leprechaun cereal while he waited on the mister to do its business. The girl with the wings sat at his cracked Formica table, drumming nails a truly offensive shade of chartreuse on the scuffed tabletop.

      Fridge. Milk. Sniff. Still potable. Cereal in bowl, milk on cereal. Spoon. Spoon in drawer.

      Girl?

      Wings?

      “You don’t use enough grounds, ya know. That coffee’s gonna be paler than a pixie what grew up in a cave.”

      He slung milk, plastic marshmallows, and supposed-oats against the wall as he spun around.

      Jeff was suddenly very awake.

      “Nice place ya got here,” the chick with the wings said. “But maybe you had oughtta read the instruction manual on a mop and broom, yeah?”

      Fainting. Fainting seemed like the right thing to do. He set the bowel on the counter so he could pass out neatly, then⁠—

      “Oh no ya don’t. You and me, we gotta talk, see? No nap time for you, buster!”

      Something like a giant hand grabbed Jeff and hoisted him off the floor. He cracked an eyeball, saw the floor floating by a foot below his…feet…until the hand or whatever it was dropped him in the chair opposite his visitor.

      “Uh, what…what’s…who are you? What are you?”

      Did normal people have yellow eyes? And purple hair? And see-through wings? The leotard made of blue feathers he could kind of see. It went nicely with the vermilion go-go boots.

      This was way too many colors before coffee.

      She smiled and grabbed his hand, pumping it like a jack handle.

      “Jeffrey Wilson, meet Mallow Mullein, Temporal Mechanic. First Class, mind ya. With clusters.”

      She looked like she expected him to be impressed, but his open mouth and blank look would have to do.

      “Mallow, meet Jeff. Pleased ta meetcha I’m sure an’ likewise.” She dropped his hand, then got up and dumped out the coffee that had just finished brewing. Started a fresh pot with roughly double the amount of city roast he’d put in. Then she (it?) sat back down, put an elbow on the table, plopped her chin on her hand, and looked up at him.

      Kinda pointy chin, but he figured it would be impolite to mention so he just stared some more.

      Mallow sighed, ruffling the feathers down her front.

      “Okay, so I s’pose you got no idea what’s what, amiright?”

      He managed a nod and felt pretty proud of himself.

      She clasped her hands on the table and leaned forward. Now she looked a little like his comp professor getting ready to lay in on the not-bad-but-not-meeting-potential speech. Jeff gritted his teeth in the smile he’d spent the whole semester practicing.

      “So here’s the deal. Maybe ya might remember gettin’ creamed by a wicked big truck, yeah?”

      “Yeah. Last night. But that was just a dream, yeah? I mean, right?”

      She rubbed her pointy chin, yellow-green nails flashing under the fluorescents.

      “See, that’s where things get a little bit complicated. No, it wasn’t no dream. And no, it wasn’t last night. It was next Tuesday, about seven in the evening.”

      Jeff relaxed. Obviously
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