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CHAPTER ONE


“Kurt! What are you doing here? I swear I can explain,” I blurted out the words with no grasp of what I should say to explain the way I materialized from thin air in the secret laboratory in my basement.

He looked me over with his jaw still hanging open. The papers he was holding fell to the floor and scattered in disarray. Guttural fragments of words tried to escape his mouth, but all he could muster was a shaky hand pointed at the Pedaler and me.

“Wh—wha—Chant?”

“Shhh, please. Let’s talk about this quietly.”

“But, but, but!” He continued pointing and shaking, unable to wrap his head around the scene in front of him.

“I know. Listen, we need to keep this quiet. I’m begging you.” With that, I noticed his eyes were getting glassy and his complexion pale. He wavered just a hair before he toppled over onto the floor. I should have felt bad for the way he went down, like a tree that’s trunk was chopped out from under it, but I was just so relieved he wouldn’t scream and out my secret to my family.

I slid out of the Pedaler and tossed my bag of supplies onto the emerald green velvet armchair in the corner. A puff of dust rose from the upholstery, and I absently noted I missed a spot during my deep clean of the room. My legs quaked beneath my still fatigued body. With the shock of seeing Kurt in the lab, I nearly forgot my full out sprint back to the Pedaler in 1791.

I did my best to gather the strength to sit Kurt up on the floor, but I didn’t try to wake him. Instead, I gathered the papers and other contents of my cabinet while I brainstormed what I would tell him. Cover stories failed to come together, and I was left with believable bits and pieces but nothing that would coalesce the way it needed to.

I hoped he wouldn’t remember, that it would seem like a dream. Though I knew that wouldn’t likely be the case. Of course, the truth is always the truth. That’s what grown-ups always preached anyhow.

Worst case scenario, he would have called me crazy and told the entire school I should be locked up somewhere. Best case, he would believe me, and I’d have a lifelong partner to share these crazy adventures with. The outcome was a complete toss-up, but time was running out as Kurt started to stir.

His eyes began to flutter open, and his hand flew up to the crown of his head. He must have bumped it on the floor when he fainted, but I was also in such shock I failed to notice. I switched gears and helped him to his feet, abandoning the papers to the desk.

“Hey, easy. You took a pretty good fall. Take your time getting up,” I said as I slipped my shoulder under his arm to brace him a bit more.

“Chant, what is this? Where are we, and where did you come from?” He wasted no time in asking the hard questions.

“I don’t know how to explain it, man.”

“You’re going to have to try. You owe me that.”

“Owe you that?” I gasped. “You picked a fight with me, over nonsense, no less. And now you think I owe you an explanation?” I released his arm, and he stumbled before leaning on the wall. My feet paced the lab while my mind tried to slow down enough to make sense of what he was saying. The anger burned my ears.

“I mean, yeah. I want to know what all of this is. I’m sorry, I know you don’t owe me anything. I actually came over here to apologize,” said Kurt.

“Apologize?”

“Yeah. I know what I said was crap. That girl…Susannah, she was jealous of us hanging out, I think. She told me all kinds of crazy stuff that I believed because I liked her, but I know she was just twisting things. Anyway, she completely blew up and confessed to making up half of it, and she and I are done now.”

“I’m sorry, I guess.” Truthfully, I didn’t know whether I should be sorry or if he even wanted me to be. It was just something I thought I should say, like when someone’s dog dies. You don’t really know the dog, but you know it’s a bummer situation.

“No, I’m sorry. I was dumb and treated you like you were out to get me.” Kurt looked down at the floor while still rubbing the sore spot on his head. His mouth twisted up in a way that looked like he might cry, and I knew he was sincere in what he was saying.

“I appreciate it,” I said. We both stared at the floor, unsure of who should speak next. Kurt cleared his throat and wiped his face on his shirtsleeve.

“So, are you going to tell me what happened? Did you think I would just forget that you materialized out of thin air in that contraption?” Kurt pointed to The Pedaler and stared at me with an iron will.

“I don’t think you’ll believe me, but I’ll try.” Without diving in, I walked over to the cabinet and pulled out all of Moorehart’s notes, memorabilia, photos, and crystals. I laid out all the relics on the desk for Kurt to see and handed him the spectacles. He slid them onto his face with careful hesitation. What composure he gained was replaced with gasps of excitement as he whirled around the room looking at the glittering orange energy residue that shimmered everywhere.

“This is amazing!” He laughed and hollered, totally oblivious to my finger flying to my mouth to hush his enthusiasm.

“This,” I said as I patted the front of the Pedaler, “is my Time Pedaler.” He strode over to the shining machine and paused just in front of it. His eyes squinted, and he pursed his lips but refrained from touching it.

“Your Time Pedaler? Do you expect me to believe this thing travels through time?”

“You just saw me appear from out of nowhere and you’re going to be a hardened skeptic right now?” I laughed at his reluctance, and he rolled his eyes at my logic.

“You’re talking about time travel, Chant. Come on.”

“Would you like me to prove it to you?” I could tell the thought crossed his mind from the glances he’d been throwing toward the Pedaler since we began talking. He wanted it to be true, even if his brain wouldn’t let his imagination conceive it.

“Time travel…” He trailed off while tracing the shape of the Pedaler with his fingertips. With careful steps, he paced around the perimeter of the vehicle, and I waited patiently for his answer. I waited so long that I tossed my bag from the dusty chair and plopped down myself. Kurt dropped down to his knees and looked underneath. He lifted the lid to the crystal console. Then, he slid into the seat.

He needed to examine everything, and he was keen on being thorough. Finally, he shuffled back to the middle of the lab and sat down on the floor beside my chair with a hard thud. He rested his elbows on propped up knees and sighed.

“What’s wrong?” I watched his jaw clench, and his expression twist as he thought about the answer.

“If it is real, I don’t think I’m ready to go on a trip.”

“Huh? Why?” I tried to swallow my shock because it wasn’t my choice but couldn’t imagine someone not wanting to try it out.

“Simple. I don’t want to waste my trip on something dumb. Time travel can’t be something you should do all the time. I mean, I’ve seen the science fiction movies; what if I mess something up?”

“I don’t think it’s as fragile as Hollywood makes it out to be, honestly. You won’t change the future just by stepping on an ant.” I pulled myself up from the chair and made my way back to the cabinet. If there was a way to convince him, it would be in the books. I heard Kurt’s boots make heavy steps behind me, and I realized he was peering over my shoulder. Notebooks in hand, I turned around and thrust them into his arms.

“Read these journals tonight. They’re the accounts of mine and Moorehart’s travels.”

“Who?”

“Obviously, I didn’t build this, but I don’t want to spoil it for you. So just read the books and let me know if you’d like to try it after. But you can’t talk about this to anyone.”

“Okay…” Kurt nodded and crammed the books under his arm. I was relieved when he turned toward the door because Mom and Dad would probably be looking for me to emerge from the man cave soon. I could only sell the “studying” alibi for so long. He walked ahead of me the entire way. His steps were slow and calculated as he clenched onto his reading material.

The day’s events left him shaken, to say the least. On a positive note, he wasn’t mad at me anymore. I did want to hear the full story with Susannah soon, though. Judging by his tone, we wouldn’t be attending the party on Saturday.

Kurt barely waved over his shoulder on his way out the door. My eyes drifted to the storefront window. The sun was setting, and the faint shadow of evening was beginning to cover the street. Mom cut in front of me as I watched Kurt walk away. She didn’t waste a second in flipping our “open” sign and locking the front door.

“Long day,” she said in passing. She breezed back to the register, and her lavender perfume lingered me long after she passed by. She didn’t wait for a reply, but I silently agreed. The day was long and mentally exhausting. Each moment was full of surprise, and I was over it.

Mom counted up the day’s receipts to herself, mouthing the numbers with each bill she carefully placed in a stack. She smiled and motioned me up the stairs. My exhaustion must have been written on my face.

I obliged and willed my tired body toward the stairs. But on the very first step, a sharp pain shot down my back and into my right hip and leg.

“Shoot!” I shrieked. Mom whipped her head around to look at me, but I shook my head and waved her on. Thinking back to my most recent adventure, I remembered that I fell onto the cobblestone street. I hit my hip, and I hit it hard. My only hope was that it wouldn’t be like my toe that refused to heal.

These injuries seemed to be racking up the more I travel. I needed to check it out. Unfortunately, there was only one full-length mirror in the apartment, and it was on the back of the bathroom door. We only had one bathroom, and Chai typically hogged it for the evening as she prepared for school the next day.

As expected, steam seeped out from under the door, and pop music blasted from inside. Ordinarily, I’d go to my room and wait it out, but the pain was too concerning. If there was significant bruising, I needed to handle it before it got worse like my toe did. Who knows, if I hadn’t tried the citrine crystal on the toe, it might have fallen right off.

To get into the bathroom, I’d have to do the unthinkable. I needed to knock on the door and risk the volcanic mood of my sister. We’d had a few good days together, but this was her sacred time to paint her nails and flat iron her hair. Even Mom stayed far away when she did her nightly ritual.

My hand hovered for a moment before timidly knocking on the heavy wood. I barely heard the sound on my side, so I wasn’t sure Chai could even hear me over the whine of the female singer blasting through her speakers. I began to turn away when the door flew open. Chai emerged in a cloud of billowing steam.

However, her usual scowl was absent, and she didn’t bother yelling at me. Contrary to my expectation, she smiled and bopped down the hallway to her room without a major tantrum. Whatever happened to her, I hoped it stayed.

I wasn’t about to dwell on it, though. The ache in my hip and back was worsening with each passing second. I grabbed a hand towel and wiped down the mirror so I could get a clear look. A greenish bruise streaked up my back from a large blue circle centered on my hip. There was no denying that it looked terrible.

The only other time I’d seen a bruise of that magnitude was when I sprained my ankle in the middle of a soccer game. I’d suffered stretched ligaments, a bruised bone, and a completely diminished interest in sports.

There was no way I could tell Mom. She’d ask too many questions that I couldn’t answer. No, instead, I’d have to treat it myself. Ice, ibuprofen, and crystal care would have to do. Time travel can be a pretty inconvenient hobby when you don’t have a copy of your parents’ insurance card.

I couldn’t help but wince and yelp a little when I pulled my shirt back down. Seeing the ugliness of it seemed to amplify the pain, and it radiated all over my lower back. My hope for relief from the ibuprofen carried me from the bathroom to the kitchen. And the desperate silent prayers I said for the ice to relieve the intense throbbing got me back to my room, where I collapsed onto my bed.

Beads of sweat formed on my forehead, and my skin roasted within my clothes. Pain tolerance was not my strong suit. It never was. I reached my hand into my nightstand drawer, where I stored my crystals and dug around without looking. My fingers found the one that felt like citrine, and I pulled it out from the mess of other junk I’d stashed in there.

Orange light shone through the gem when I held it up to the light. The sight reminded me of the way summer feels at the very end, like a sepia tone photo mixed with lemonade. With no time for sentiment, I shoved the squishy gel ice pack under my hip and laid back on my pillow. The crystal rested on my hip, where the pain shot down my leg, causing pins and needles in my foot.

“10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.” I counted down in my head, concentrating on breathing. There was no way of knowing if I was doing meditation right, but Mom always started off that way, so I figured it was worth a try. She was way more into crystals than I was. It would have made life so much easier if I could get her input.

I counted and breathed and counted some more until my eyes were too heavy to open again. The sounds of dinner plates clinking drifted to my room, but my body wouldn’t move. At one point, I heard Dad say, “Oh, let him sleep. He doesn’t even like cauliflower pizza.” He was right, and I was grateful for the rest.

Thunder woke me the next morning. Echoing booms and cracks of lightning shook the antique windows in my room. I shot up from my pillow to look out the window, only for the sudden pain in my back to force me back down. Citrine didn’t do the trick this time. “Crummy crystal,” I muttered.

Saturday. Finally. The last three days ran together in a muddled mess. In truth, I was looking forward to my first shift at the crystal shop with Journey. Even with the pain in my side, I couldn’t wait to get out of the house and start the first job that would feel like a real job and not just doing chores for my parents.

When I ventured into the hallway, I was relieved to see the gleam of the vanity’s ball lights in the vacant bathroom. Chai was still in bed, and I’d never been so thankful. My feet shuffled down the hall with a bit of a limp, and I eased the door shut behind me.

The cheery yellow tile was a stark contrast to the grayness of the sky outside. The brightness of that bathroom hurt my eyes most mornings, even the good ones. On days where I felt like I’d been hit by a truck, the view was nauseating.

When I lifted my shirt, the only comfort was the trailing bruise from last night was reduced to a purple circle on my lower back. Maybe it was a little better, despite the lingering ache. Surely, I could muscle through the soreness to get through a day at the crystal shop.

A knock on the door caused me to jump, nearly giving away my injury from my pained squeal. “You in there, Chai?” Dad shouted from the other side.

“No, it’s, Chant!”

“Oh, sorry Chant. Hey, do you need a ride down to that shop this morning? Journey called last night, reminding us he wanted you to come in.”

“Yes!” I yelled back. Sweet relief. I wouldn’t have to limp my way there in the rain.

After a hot shower and more ibuprofen, I was ready to head on over. Dad waited on me downstairs in the store, and I did my best not to reveal my injury when I hobbled down to meet him. Dad was toying with his hair in the reflection of the cooler when I got down there. It was starting to graze his shoulders, and he was twisting the shorter pieces in front to try out a dread look.

“No. Just no, Dad.”

“What? Am I not hip enough for dreads? Not many parents are as groovy as us, you know.”

“I’m going to leave that because you said ‘groovy.’ I think we both know it’s showing your age,” I said as I nudged him in the arm. He laughed and shook out the loose twists.

“Oh, come on. You’ve got places to be. You’re a working man, right?”

“Right,” I said with an eye roll.

The area of Journey’s shop wasn’t as residential as our corner of the street. There was a tattoo shop, an antique store, and a gyro stand. The rest of the shops sat empty with real estate signs leaned inside the windows. Revitalization of small towns takes time, in the words of Dad. I could only assume he was right, but it seemed to be happening because even in the months since we moved in, a flower shop and specialty soap store popped up on our block.

Dad dropped me off directly in front of the crystal shop. I waved goodbye from under the tattered awning that was decorated with bamboo wind chimes. Journey didn’t have a dazzling sign like the Emporium. His front window simply said, “Gems, Rocks, and Treasures” in a simple font that looked like it came from a strip mall sign.

Part of me hoped I could help him with marketing since our shop saw so much success in its first year. Of course, I was just a kid, so I didn’t want to offend him with my ideas right off the bat, him being the business owner and all.

“Oh, heyyy!” I heard his raspy voice trail from behind the counter. The door slammed and dinged behind me all at the same time. It obviously needed some repairs.

“Hey there, Journey. Sorry if I’m a little late.”

“No worries. We only just opened a minute ago.” With that, the door dinged behind me again. This time, it was a half ding, then a long, drawn-out ding. A girl with long braids pushed through the door and greeted us with a shy smile.

“Just in time, it looks like,” I said as I moved out of the way and toward the counter where Journey stood. The pretty girl with bronzed skin went on about her business, perusing the shelves for geodes.

Journey barely looked up from his task at the counter. He’d been struggling with his computer since I made my way in. There was a blinking circle on the screen in the middle of what looked to be an inventory program.

“Is it frozen?” I asked.

“Ah, yeah man. It’s been giving me fits for days.” I slipped behind the counter beside him.

“You mind if I give it a try?” I opened the task manager and ended his background programs. There must have been at least twenty running and bogging down the software. Once I canceled them out, his flashing circle disappeared, and the updated inventory lit up the screen.

“Whoa…Should have hired you months ago,” laughed Journey as he patted me on the back. I couldn’t help the beaming smile that spread across my face. It felt good to be recognized in a job outside of the Emporium.

“Thanks! I just want to help,” I said. Journey hopped up from his stool to ring up the customer who picked two purple geodes from the shelf. A sharp pain seared down my spine when I moved to step aside. “Yikes, ow!”

“You okay, Chant?” Journey looked at me over the rims of his purple-toned sunglasses that did little to protect against sunlight. I nodded, but the side-ways look he shot me while he finished the transaction had my face burning. When the doorbell dinged its haphazard signal, Journey turned and walked past me toward the back room, which I was yet to see. He stopped just short of the doorway adorned in a curtain of wooden beads with a peace sign design and motioned for me to follow him.

My heart began to pound in my ears, but I followed. Through the beads, I could see a dimly lit stockroom with stacks of white boxes, old glass display cases, and a collection of those velvet coloring posters illuminated with a blacklight. Journey was rummaging through one of the larger shipment boxes. Balls of shredded paper fell to the floor while his arms dug through the box in a rush.

“Ah! Here we are.” Journey turned around with a large rough gemstone. To me, it looked like an ordinary rock, but there was a glimmer of chartreuse green under the blacklight. “Whatever you hurt, Chant, this will take care of it.”

“Oh, how did you know?”

“I know a lot of things, Chant. All part of being one with the universe,” Journey said in a phony yoga voice. He offered me the rock, and I took it into my hands. It was rough, almost sandy, and the green bits felt smooth like polished marbles. The weight was surprising, and I nearly dropped it at first. It was at least five pounds, though it looked to be less than one.

“What is this?”

“Something I’ve come across in my travels. One of my mentors told me it came from space, but I don’t believe that. I do know it’s rare and one of the most powerful crystals I’ve come across.”

“Thank you. Seriously.”

“Here. We won’t have another customer for a while. Go back to my office and rest on the couch. Lay this near your injury, and I’ll come to check on you in a few.” He didn’t have to tell me twice. Sure, it was exciting to be starting this job, but my back and hip were aching more with each passing second.

Journey’s office was even more peculiar than the storeroom. Clocks adorned the walls in hodgepodge groups. There were cuckoo clocks, vintage cola clocks, midcentury clocks with pointy hands. It certainly didn’t match the hippie vibes from the front of the building.

I sat down on the olive-green leather couch. Its cracked material scraped my arm as I laid back and tried to get comfortable. The gen’s weight on my hip was painful at first, so I tried to concentrate on my breath.

Tick, tock, tick, tock, tick, tock. With so many clocks in the tiny space, the noise was overwhelming. My breath fell right in line with the sound, though, and it soon became hypnotic. Tick, tock, tick.

Before I knew it, I was being poked in the shoulder. My body jumped, and I rolled right off the sofa. The rock hit the floor with an echoed thud. Journey winced and lunged forward to help me to my feet.

“I’m so sorry. I just wanted to check on you. How’s it feeling?” Shockingly, I didn’t feel pain when I landed on the hard concrete and felt good as new when I took Journey’s hand to get up.

“Wow. Better!” I twisted my weight back and forth to double-check the effect of his remedy. “Whatever that is, wherever it came from. it’s a miracle rock.”

“I don’t know about a miracle, man, but definitely some powerful earth magic. We’re floating through space on the most powerful rock of them all, you know.” Journey liked to speak in philosophical quotes, but I wasn’t sure he didn’t steal them from Hallmark cards on the down-low.

“Well, now that I don’t feel like I got hit by a truck, what would you like me to do? You can’t be paying me for sleeping on your couch, right?” I joked, but Journey paused and looked around as if he didn’t have much work for me to do. In the awkward silence, he scratched his head and kicked a couple of boxes around his office until he came to a notebook on his desk.

“Right, so how about you take this notebook and make display cards for the crystals out front? Just write down their effects, so people know what they’re buying.” I shrugged and took the notebook from his hand.

“You’re the boss, Journey. I’m on it.” For the rest of the day, I scribbled away on the display cards. The side of my hand was stained black from ink, and it cramped when I tried to stretch out my fingers. Aside from that, I was proud to have detailed every crystal on display. Journey smiled and patted me on the shoulder when I set up the last one beside a tiny moonstone.

“You know, if you’re going to keep getting mysterious injuries like that, you need to study up so you can take care of them before they get worse.” My stomach twisted, and suspicion crept into my throat. I swallowed hard and tried to force a smile.

“Yeah…I should. Thanks.” For the first time, it felt like Journey was just as suspicious of me as I was of him.


CHAPTER TWO


Just as I thought, Kurt didn’t go to the party on Saturday, or at least he didn’t text me about it. After my shift, I went home and slept with my citrine crystal again. The combination of ibuprofen, a hot shower, and my crystal care seemed to be making some headway with the bruised hip.

By Sunday morning, I could stand up without yelping like a kicked puppy. My head, however, struggled to come out of its morning fog. I willed myself into the kitchen, where Chai was already dressed and for the day. The remnants of breakfast still rested on the table, and Mom and Dad were nowhere to be seen.

I remembered they decided to close the store on Sundays through the summer. Journey was closed on Sunday too, so at least I could count on one day of the week for time travel stuff.

“Where’d they go?” I asked Chai after I chugged the remainder of someone’s orange juice still sitting on the bar.

“Um, Farmers Market, I think. I don’t know. though. I just remember Mom wearing that dumb floppy hat and her overalls when she stormed into my room this morning. I told her I didn’t want to go.” Chai was probably right. Mom always donned that hat for the Farmers Market. She said it protected her eyes from getting crow’s feet or something.

Chai went back to shading a picture of the school’s mascot, a grizzly bear, in a new sketchbook. I was happy to see her doing something she liked back in Berkeley. Maybe I got through to her.

I scarfed down a leftover bagel and sliced peach before heading back down the hall. Sunlight warmed the floors, and the old familiar smell of grain wafted through the air vent near my room. It was a perk of living above the Emporium, and no one ever complained about it.

I threw on some old clothes and checked my phone. “2 new messages.” Dad sent me a photo of fresh beets he intended on using for some dye, and Kurt sent me a vague, “hello?”

I wasn’t sure what to make of Kurt’s message, so I replied with “?” and finished getting ready. The building was getting hot by the time I headed to the basement. I stopped in the store to adjust the thermostat and hopefully beat the scorching heat of midday. On my way to the back, I heard a knock on the glass of the front door. It was a peck more than a knock, and I had to convince myself to go check on it.

When I neared the window, I saw Kurt standing out front peering inside. His nose left a grease spot on the glass, and his breath fogged up his view. Weird, I thought.

“Hey, what are you doing here?” I opened the door and let him inside. Before closing it behind him, I wiped off the glass with my arm.

“Just wanted to talk. I’ve been thinking about, well, you know what since the other day. I can’t get it out of my head.” He was twitchy and the skin under his eyes was dark like he needed sleep.

“Oh, yeah. I completely understand. Let’s go downstairs, though. I don’t want Chai to hear us.” He nodded and followed me toward the basement. When I stopped to open the door leading downstairs, he almost slammed into my back from walking so close. He clearly needed to rest. I could practically feel the anxiety radiating off of him.

Going down the steps was no different. Kurt’s feet clipped the back of my legs several times. I was relieved when I reached the bottom and didn’t trip by accident.

“Hey, how did you know to look behind the tapestry the other day, by the way?” I asked as I lifted the large piece of fabric to open the door behind it.

“The corner fell, and I saw the door for the first time.” I looked to where he pointed on the top right corner. Sure enough, the pushpin was bent downward, making it easy for the flimsy fabric to come undone.

“Oh, I see.” I pushed it back up with my thumb before opening the door. “That should fix it.”

Kurt’s footsteps thudded on the floor behind me as we made our way down the dark hallway to the lab. I lit the lantern and stepped aside to let Kurt inside. The opulence of the lab glowed a little brighter having a guest within the walls.

It was almost like finding it for the first time again. The richness of the red wallpaper and sheen of the mahogany woodwork stood out against the basement that contained this secret gem. Kurt gravitated to the Pedaler immediately. He ran his fingers over the gold trim from the front to the back. He tinkered with the box that held the crystals and walked all around the vehicle twice before stopping to look back at me.

“I’m too scared to go back in time. Like way back, I mean. What if I just went back a few hours?”

“A few hours? What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, that way, if something goes wrong, I only lose a few hours. Nothing catastrophic happens, but I’ll have the proof I need for my brain to believe you.” He sat down in the seat of the Pedaler and continued examining the controls.

I didn’t even consider the notion until that moment because I jumped right in and plummeted myself through time. However, Kurt had a point. It would be like dipping your toe in the water before taking a swim. Maybe a test run could be the ticket to showing Kurt what time travel was like.

“So, a few hours? What did you have in mind?”

“I was thinking, this thing goes through time, right? But we could also use it to go wherever. So, let’s go back to last night to that party we both missed. Neither of us went the first time, so we shouldn’t run into ourselves.” Kurt looked up with eager eyes and an almost hysterical smile. He’d been thinking about this for a while.

He made a good point, though. We would know where our current timeline selves were. It was a risk I’d never considered going back to other years, but if we were to stay in our current year, we’d need to consider the consequences of running into ourselves.

“All right. But we need to keep a low profile just in case. I’ve never worried about running into myself before.”

*     *     *

Kurt’s Maiden Voyage

Susannah’s house

Saturday

Kurt sat down beside me. We didn’t pack any supplies besides a few extra crystals. Going back a few hours meant we wouldn’t, no, shouldn’t need emergency supplies. It was a modern convenience.

Kurt watched as I flipped the controls and plugged in the date. He bounced his knee and drummed his fingers in anticipation of the magic.

“Okay, you may feel weird when we do this. It’s just a little tingly,” I said. It was the best way to explain it. He’d know what I meant in a minute. I began to pedal, and Kurt sat up straight, nearly melting into the seat. The familiar buzz set in and the world around us got blurry as we pedaled back to the night before. Of course, when we arrived, the room looked the same as it did before we left, we’d only gone back a few hours, after all.

Kurt’s eyes were wide, and he rubbed his arms and legs vigorously. I knew how strange time travel felt the first time I did it, so I waited on his mind to catch up with the sensation.

“So, should we go up and check it out? Should be dark outside right now,” I said. Kurt just nodded and slid out of the seat. We walked up from the basement, and to Kurt’s surprise, the windows of the Emporium were dark, and the moon was high in the sky.

“Holy cow, Chant…” His mouth fell open, and his hands flew up to the sides of his face. He looked on in bewilderment.

“Told ya,” I laughed. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before my family hears us down here. They should be upstairs having dinner right now.”

We slipped out the front, and I plugged our security code back in before we left. Dad would certainly notice if our system suddenly said “disarmed” on our upstairs panel. The evening was a dewy summer night, the rain from earlier left glistening droplets on every surface.

We took to the sidewalk, and Kurt practically bounced down the path. I giggled watching him. Sharing time travel with someone else was almost more exciting than discovering it for myself.

The walk to Susannah’s was short. Her family’s large townhouse was only a mile and a half from our apartment. The landscaping spilled out onto the street, and it was expensively lush. I wondered if we would be welcome here with Kurt and Susannah’s breakup.

Music greeted us from the backyard. We followed the glow of twinkle lights strung from the trees over the fence to a large pergola. Kurt stepped ahead of me and opened the gate slowly. He peeked his head inside before motioning for me to follow.

“Kurt, wait. Is Susannah going to be mad we’re here?”

“That’s exactly why we’re here. You deserve an apology.” Panic rose inside of me. I was upset by what she said, but I didn’t want to confront her. I didn’t do well with confrontation, let alone confrontation in front of a bunch of people.

“No, we don’t have to do that!” I tried to stop Kurt, but I didn’t have a chance. Before I realized what was happening, Susannah was in front of us. Her arms crossed in front of her, and a disgusted scowl twisted her otherwise pretty face.

“What are you doing here? You made your choice,” she hissed.

“I want you to apologize for making up those lies about my friend, my best friend.”

“So what if I lied? What kind of loser wants to hang out in a basement all day instead of spending time with their girlfriend?” Susannah huffed and rolled her eyes. I couldn’t see what Kurt saw in her.

“Literally anyone. You have the personality of a garbage can, Susannah. Good luck with that,” said Kurt. He nudged me in the arm, and we turned to leave. I was embarrassed but grateful. Kurt made an effort to patch things up, even if it wasn’t exactly how I would have done it.

On the way out, Kurt beamed. He needed that, whatever it was. I would recover from the cringe-worthy interaction eventually.

As we approached the Emporium again, we ducked down and jogged to the small space between the two buildings. Helplessly, we watched as the lights upstairs flipped on, and Dad bolted downstairs to check the door. We heard the click of metal as he flipped the deadbolt and opened the door. He poked his head outside to look around but thankfully missed us hiding from the moonlight.

When he shuffled back inside, we slid out of our hiding spot. Through the window, I spied myself coming down the stairs. I began to feel dizzy and nauseous. Kurt looked on as I sprinted off the sidewalk and threw up in a bush.

“What was that about? Are you okay?”

“I…I think so. But my head feels weird. It’s like I remember being here, but also in there. There’s not enough room for both memories, I don’t think.” The act changed the timeline if only slightly. I decided at that moment that I wouldn’t be going back on my own timeline again if I could help it.

“Come on. Is this egress window hooked up to the security system?” Kurt pointed to the lone window that brought light into the man cave. I opened it a few days prior and didn’t remember locking it back.

“Good thinking. No, it’s not. Let’s go get ourselves back to the present.” I led the way through the dark, but Kurt took the lead on getting the window open. It was antique, and the wood was swollen, making it stick in its frame. Kurt had more weight behind him, and he needed it to pry it open.

It flew open with a loud crash. We sat and listened for a moment before clambering inside. Lucky for us, the sound was far too distant for my parents to hear upstairs. Kurt and I stumbled into the basement and back to the lab.

It was the first time I ever snuck out, even if I didn’t actually sneak out. To my parents’ knowledge, I was upstairs safe and sound. Most kids probably didn’t have that luxury when they did something out of line. We were buzzing with excitement when we slammed back down into the Pedaler’s seat but ready to get back.

“How about you pedal this time?” I gestured to the pedals below. Kurt’s eyes widened along with his crooked grin.

“You sure? I won’t break it or anything, will I?”

“Just like riding a bike. Go ahead,” I said and patted him on the shoulder. Kurt gripped the sides of the Pedaler and pedaled slowly. The room began whirring, and Kurt picked up speed. His laughter carried through the cyclone of time, and by the time we were back on Sunday, he was crying with joy. I guess time travel doesn’t make everyone feel nauseous and weird the first few times.

When the time dust settled, Kurt was gasping for air from laughing and crying and laughing some more. I’d never seen the kid so happy, which made me happy too.

“I cannot believe this is real. How have you managed to keep this a secret?” Kurt waved his arms around the room from the Pedaler to every nook and cranny of the lab. I thought for a minute about my answer.

“Well, I guess it’s easy to keep it quiet when you’re scared it could all be taken away. I mean, my mom would lose her mind with worry, and my dad would say I needed to turn it over to the experts or something. I just don’t want to give up pedaling. I don’t think I could.”

“I get that. Maybe one day I could take a longer trip, you know, once I get over my nerves. I’m still a little scared of getting stuck or something.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I always bring extra crystals. But yeah, you should come on my next trip. We can go to visit Will. I mean William Shakespeare.” Kurt’s eyes got as big as saucers, and his mouth fell open.

“You know Shakespeare?”

“He’s a friend. I’ll tell you what. I can plan for us to take a trip back then next weekend if you want.”

“I’ll think about it and let you know. I better get home, though. Dad is coming home for a few days before he heads back east on a haul to Tennessee.”

I nodded and waved to him as he slipped out of the lab. The room felt empty, and a little lonesome once he left. Having someone else in on the secret was more fun than I anticipated. For the first time, I thought it might be a good idea to have a copilot in the Pedaler.

Days turned to weeks, and weeks turned to months after mine and Kurt’s tiny trip. I got busy splitting my time between the Emporium, the Crystal Shop, and researching a plan to challenge the paradigms of time travel. For my first trial, I wanted to see if I could shift events. So, I picked something that would be easy to discern if I made an impact…

*     *     *

June 1, 1937

Miami Municipal Airport

Opa-locka, FL

She was a long way from Kansas, her homeland, and the place where her passion for flight was born. But there she stood. Her frame was tall and thin, but her cheeks were like apples, all smiley and young.

Amelia Earhart wasn’t known for being typical by any stretch of the imagination, and seeing her with my own eyes, I understood why. She commanded the crowd and fielded questions like a pro. She floated like her feet never met the ground.

Amelia, sometimes known as “Millie,” already braved the Atlantic as a passenger and then a pilot. She’d also flown over the North American continent solo, and she even tried her hand at racing. I wasn’t sure I would ever set eyes on anyone as accomplished as her again, not with that kind of fame.

I stood in the crowd amongst so many of her fans, blinking with every bright camera flash as they tried to capture this moment in time. How many records did she set? I pondered how many miles she flew as she fielded questions from reporters. They asked her silly things about how she felt about being a wondrous exception to her gender. In my year, no one would expect a woman to vouch for her capabilities like that, but she took it in stride.

The sticky June Miami heat made it difficult to focus on the announcements. Luckily for me, I knew the gist of what would transpire. Amelia would fly from Miami to New Guinea, where she would land and refuel. That rest was probably needed for her and her navigator, Fred Noonan. 22,000 flight miles in her Lockheed Model 10-E Electra offered a miraculous view but probably lacked comfortable seating.

Amelia talked and smiled in front of me, but I couldn’t help but picture the panic on her face when she realized she wouldn’t make it to Howland Island, her planned stop after New Guinea. I wondered if Fred regretted his decision to accompany her. There were conspiracies of every kind about how they made it to an island and survived the crash. Radio transmissions were heard after she initially went missing when The Coast Guard’s tracking failed.

That was July 2, 1937. It was worth trying to speak with her in Miami on June 1 before she set out on the momentous journey. I planned to personally warn her and see if anything could be done to remedy her fate. Rumbling applause broke out from the crowd, and I nearly dropped the antique camera I was holding as a prop. My disguise as a reporter was my best attempt to get close to her.

When the crowd dispersed, I made my move. I tiptoed behind planes until I was under the wing of Amelia’s Electra. She and Fred were walking around the plane, running through checklists and contingency plans. I took a deep breath and climbed onto the wing opposite of where they were chatting.

I slipped inside and hunkered down behind the two seats that sat side by side but not before admiring the yoke and control panel. If there were that many buttons on the Pedaler, I’d be lost. It felt cold and metallic, not my cup of tea, but I was sure it felt like home to Amelia.

There was a pile of baggage that I used to conceal my presence. There, I waited and tried to ignore the muscle cramp brewing in my thigh. I didn’t have to wait long though. Then footsteps pounded onto the wing, much less graceful than my own but then again, I was on a stealth mission.

Amelia climbed inside where Fred waited, and a minute later, the rumble of the engine shook us. Ever the professional, she was entirely accustomed to the noise and feel of the plane. She commanded the controls and took us down the runway, oblivious to me, hiding behind her. Liftoff was as light as one of the whirlybirds from a maple tree, barely a bump.

Time to make my move. “Ms. Earhart?” She jerked the controls causing turbulence.

“What are you doing here? You cannot be here!” Her eyes were wide, and she gritted her teeth.

“Yes, I know. I’m sorry for scaring you. But I just wanted you to know you should check your radio equipment. I’m sure you already did, but maybe again. Maybe check it ten times. Check it ten more times before you leave New Guinea.” Amelia’s face twisted, and she got quiet. Her expression went from surprise to suspicion, yet she stayed focused on the horizon.

“Has someone tampered with my plane? If you know something, you need to speak up.”

“No, ma’am. I just have—I have a bad feeling. I want you both to make your journey safely. Please, if conditions are bad, don’t try to go. It will be hard to see the island. And if your radio acts funny, don’t attempt that leg of the flight.” Her eyes widened and became tearful. Her mouth hung open like she wanted to yell, but instead, she swallowed hard and nodded.

“I don’t know you, but if you say so, I will. Now, it’s time to get this bird back on the ground. That’s enough practice today.” She looked over her shoulder and gave me a stern expression.

Lady Lindy landed the Lockheed Electra as gently as she took off. I followed her path out onto the wing and down to the runway pavement. On the ground, she crossed her arms and looked down at me, lips pursed, and eyebrows curved sharply.

“You better be on your way now,” she said and pointed off toward the hanger. I heard the message loud and clear. It wasn’t the best impression on the famed flyer, but I had to at least try.

I jogged back to the Pedaler, hidden in an empty hanger. With my conscious clear but worried about the result of my experiment, I pedaled home. The dark hanger gave way to my lab in an orange burst of energy. My legs couldn’t leap from the seat fast enough, and I scrambled to the history book I left open on the desk.

Still, it read that Amelia Earhart’s last transmission took place on July 2, 1937, at 8:43 A.M. She was never found, and her fate was unknown but presumed deceased. No luck, and if I couldn’t change that, would I be able to change the future for my dear Mary? I wouldn’t just be changing her fate; I’d be pulling her through the depths of time.

I may not have saved Lady Lindy on this mission, but I learned from her, nevertheless. In her words, “Adventure is worthwhile in itself.” And so, I would try, try, and try again.

*     *     *

Pretty soon, sophomore year crept up on us. I couldn’t wait for a new school year after finding my groove in public school.

Chai’s mood, however, spiraled into a hormonal time bomb. She’d spent the summer drawing, reading, and helping in the shop. I don’t think she wanted to go back to acting like a carbon copy of her cheer friends but also wasn’t ready to be herself just yet.

On top of everything else, I needed to study for my permit test. My birthday fell during the first week of school, so I would get to take my test in a few days. Even though I’d been time traveling for a year, the thought of captaining a car on the road with traffic was fairly terrifying.

Sophomore year had all the makings of a good year. I had a solid best friend that knew my biggest secret, driving was on the horizon, I had a growing bank account from working two jobs, and Dad even mentioned helping me buy a car for us to fix up together.

One thing bothered me, though. I didn’t hear from Moorehart after my chaotic visit to Philadelphia. I slept with the crystals, meditated on his location, and searched his journals with a fine-tooth comb. But I still didn’t get any messages from my time traveling mentor.

On the bright side, my knowledge of crystal properties was growing day by day, and I felt confident that I could build a power grid to make contact with Moorehart. I was just waiting on a special piece of quartz from South America.

“Hey there, Dude! How’s that new rock from Bolivia treating you?” Journey barely looked up from the register as he asked. I wasn’t sure how to answer him. The seller claimed to be a friend of Journey’s, but I waited long past the estimated ship date and still didn’t received the gem or an update.

“Oh, um, I actually haven’t gotten it yet. I tried emailing the guy, but then it said that wasn’t a valid address.”

“What? No way. That’s pretty weird. I’ll try to get in touch with him. Don’t go worrying about it yet.” I nodded and went back to straightening displays and dusting shelves.

Working at the Crystal Shop was a vacation compared to what my parents made me do at the Emporium. I’d take dusting shelves over stirring drums of dye or drying fresh oats any day.

It had to be better than Kurt’s new job too. Since he came back from the road with his dad, his parents held his feet to the fire until he scored a job on a local farm. His dad claimed it would be good to learn a little more about nature, but Kurt wasn’t enthused about shoveling manure or collecting eggs.

On the first day back to school, he was keen on showing me his new blisters and calluses. When we met that morning, I spotted his lobster-tinted cheeks and translucent white forehead from across the street.

“Whoa! Did you wear a hat all day all summer?” I joked. He rolled his eyes dramatically.

“Ha. Ha. No, this is only from the last couple of weeks working. Check out my hands.” They were decorated with hardened blisters and scratches.

“What do they have you doing? That looks terrible.”

“The cows broke through some barbed wire. Guess who was tagged to restring the fence?”

“Oh yikes,” I said. We continued walking, and Kurt messed with his hair, trying to cover his forehead tan line. “Now that you’re back and not as busy, we should try to plan for that trip.”

“Right. Yeah. Definitely.” Kurt’s shoulders stiffened, and he looked down at the sidewalk.

“What’s wrong? Still nervous?”

“Uhh, no. Of course not. It’s only time travel.” Sarcasm wasn’t Kurt’s strong suit, but I got the message.

“Well, if you’re still too jumpy for travel, could you help me with some research?”

“You know you’re talking to me, right? I mean, I’ll try my best,” he laughed. At least I could get a second set of eyes on the notebooks. I was determined to get back to Moorehart at a safe time and location. I didn’t want to be caught in the crosshairs of the other traveler again, not alone anyway.

When we reached campus, the school there was a gigantic banner spanning the entrance. It was decorated with glitter and the cheerleaders’ handprints. It said, “Welcome Back Grizzlies!” I never saw anything like that at the school in Berkeley. We didn’t even have sports teams.

Kurt led the way up the steps but was stopped short of the door when a kid in a student council vest stopped him. He was waving a signup sheet and yelling. “Last chance to sign up for the student council election!”

Kurt tried to sidestep him, but he was insistent on talking to him. I lingered to hear the exchange.

“I thought you guys elected all the officers before the end of last year.”

“We had a couple of officers give up their positions. We need a few more people to fill the offices. Only two weeks to the next election” said the kid waving the clipboard in his face.

Still waiting on Kurt, I felt a wild impulse to sign my name on that sheet. There wasn’t a student council at my last school, and I had ideas that might work in a public school.

“Give it here. I’ll sign up,” I said. Kurt’s eyebrows twisted in confusion, but he stepped aside. I scribbled my name, and we walked on to our lockers.

“Do you even have time for that, Chant?” I thought about his question and the work schedule I’d be juggling during school. It would be tough, no question, but I had a feeling Mom and Dad would work with me.

“I’ll swing it. Besides, if I win, you’ll have someone on the inside to help make some changes.”

“Pshh. They don’t even do anything, but okay.” Kurt rolled his eyes and opened his locker. Mine was a few feet down the hall, so I went ahead. I wondered what the point of the student council was if they didn’t do anything.

A cackling gaggle of cheerleaders pushed through a group of kids in the hall. One girl holding a stack of books up to her chin fell, and her books went sliding on the tile floor. No one offered to help, so I squatted down and started stacking her books.

“Thanks. You didn’t have to do that,” she said. Her eyes were glassy behind the thick, black frames of her glasses, and the brown baby hairs around her face formed a halo of frizz.

“Are you new here?” I asked and saw her face flush as she looked back to the floor.

“Is it that obvious?”

“No. Sorry. I mean, I’ve never seen you before. That’s all,” I felt rotten for making her feel more embarrassed.

“I just transferred from a private school in Nevada. Parents divorced; you know the drill.” With her books stacked neatly, she stood back up, and I could barely see her face over the hefty stack. “Thank you for helping. Seriously.”

“No problem,” I said. “And if you need somewhere to sit at lunch, you can come find me. My buddy and I always sit near the windows.” She smiled, nodded, and turned back down the hallway, shuffling her Doc Martens as she walked.

“Who was that?” Asked Kurt when he came up behind me.

“New girl, I guess. I forgot to ask her name.”

“Oh. She looks stressed,” Kurt said and shrugged before he walked off to his first class. I followed suit and headed to my science class.

My schedule came in the mail a week before the first day, and my first period was environmental science with a teacher named Mrs. Garrett. She was new, and no one in our group of friends group ever heard of her.

When I reached the classroom, I saw a short girl with spiky red hair. It wasn’t the natural shade of red that grows from someone’s head, but the primary color red like you’d find in a crayon box. I was shocked to see a name badge when she turned around. Behind the badge, she was wearing a vintage Star Wars t-shirt and the brightest shade of orange lipstick I’d ever seen.

I moseyed to a desk in the very back and took joy in watching everyone else’s reaction to our new teacher as they filtered in. She smiled brightly and bounced from her desk to the board several times. With each weird expression she received, she smiled a little wider. When the last person rushed the door at the bell ringing, she turned to address us.

“Good morning. I’m your teacher Mrs. Garrett, but you’re welcome to call me Lori. This is my first year here in Sonora, but not my first year teaching. So, don’t try anything,” she said as she pointed her pen at the class with squinted eyes. “This is environmental science, so we’ll be covering that, but I also have some fun projects planned that reach a bit further.”

She went on to hand out the syllabus and made us introduce ourselves one at a time. I hated speaking in front of everyone, but I kept it brief and relaxed once that was over. The rest of the class was typical for the first day. We didn’t dig into the material, and instead, she handed out supplies she wanted us to use for the semester.

On the way out, Mrs. Garrett stopped me. “Hey, Chant. I hope that’s right.” I nodded and smiled. “Anyway, I wanted to thank you for helping my daughter in the hallway earlier. She’s a little mad about the move from Nevada. I’m just glad you took a few seconds out of your day to be nice to her.” She handed me a candy dish from her desk.

“Thank you, and you’re welcome. Your daughter is welcome to hang out with my friends and me any time. I didn’t catch her name earlier, though…”

“Oh, it’s Sophie. I hope you guys end up in a class or two together. She’s a sophomore like you.”

“I’ll be on the lookout,” I said and waved before heading out the door.

Kurt and I had the next two classes together, but there was no sign of Sophie. Mrs. Garrett, however, was the talk of the school. Kids were saying she used to work for NASA and the Nevada thing was just a cover story.

I drummed it up to being gossip that was fueled by her less-than-traditional appearance. Sure, she didn’t look like the typical teacher, but that was hardly evidence of truth to some exciting water fountain talk.

By the end of the day, the whole school was buzzing about the new science teacher. No one, however, seemed to notice her daughter. We stopped at our lockers before starting the walk home.

When I closed mine, I was surprised to see Sophie putting books into hers a few lockers down. Her cheeks and eyes were puffy and wet with tears. One by one, she chucked her books into the locker with a loud thud. She didn’t notice me watching her and was startled when I took a step closer.

“Bad first day?”

“Huh? Oh yeah. Bad year really,” she said before turning away.

“Wait. My friend and I are going back to my house to hang out. You want to come?” I pointed over to Kurt, who blushed and waved. He was stiff and awkward, but she smiled, nevertheless.

“Sure,” she said, and off we went.


CHAPTER THREE


“Should I be creeped out that you guys are leading me down into a dark basement?” Sophie lingered at the top of the stairs before following us.

“You’ll love it. Swear,” said Kurt over his shoulder. He’d gone from awkward to overly excited since the walk home. Once he found out Sophie’s passion was 70s rock and played guitar, it sealed the deal. She’d never get rid of him now.

She relaxed when she got to the bottom of the stairs and realized only the stairwell was still unfinished and creepy. My recent addition of string lights and a shag rug made the space feel even homier. Kurt took a running leap into the giant bean bag chair in the corner, and Sophie made her way to the shelf holding our record collection.

“All right, I’m going to go grab some drinks. I stashed some real soda in the pantry. None of Mom’s organic sugar-free nonsense this time,” I said. On the way up to the apartment, both Mom and Dad were busy with customers, so I just waved as I walked by. With fall weather looming, the store was more active than ever. Our mixes for soups and organic grains were flying off of the shelves.

The apartment was empty and quiet. I took my time before grabbing the drinks. They wouldn’t miss me for a while, and I needed a minute of calm after the first day back to school.

I tossed my bag down in my room and kicked off my shoes in favor of some new moccasins Mom made from some scrap leather one of the customers bartered with. When I started back toward the kitchen, I noticed a piece of paper tucked behind my bedroom door.

“That’s weird…” I bent down to pick up the folded piece of stationary. On the inside was ornate handwriting.

It said,

Chant,

If the date is August 30, meet me in your attic.

Salutations,

Moorehart

Today’s date was August 30. The question was, however, how did he manage to drop this off in my room? He wasn’t keen on going into the future as far as I knew, but maybe he decided to take the leap.

Whatever the situation, it would have to wait. Kurt and Sophie were waiting on chemically altered carbonated sugar, and I would deliver on that. I scooped up the cans of soda and a bag of corn chips and headed back to the basement.

“Geesh, what took so long?” Asked Kurt when I finally got back down there.

“Sorry, I hid the soda and forgot where it was.” Sophie laughed but quickly covered her mouth. I guess she was still feeling shy. I put everything on the coffee table and plopped down on the couch. Kurt had Lynard Skynard blaring on the record player. I wasn’t sure if that was the best pick to get Sophie to like hanging out with us, but I left it alone.

“So, what brought you to California? I know the divorce thing, but why California?” Kurt asked as he jumped over the back of the couch and sat down next to Sophie.

“Um, one of my aunts lives here, and there was space. Well, an apartment, actually. We live on top of her garage. She has a big Victorian home a few miles from the school. It works since Mom is a teacher.”

“Oh yeah. I met your mom this morning. She seems like a fun teacher,” I said.

“Yeah, I told her not to wear that. I was hoping she’d tone it down at this new school, but you can’t take the nerd out of her.” Sophie rolled her eyes and tossed up her hands.

“I thought she was cool,” I shrugged.

“So how are you going to manage two jobs, student council, and um…other stuff?” Asked Kurt. His face turned beet red and he looked away when I shot him a scathing look. Never mind his near slip. They were legitimate questions.

“Well, I will only have to worry about it if I’m elected.” Sophie perked up at the mention of the election.

“My mom is making me run too! She said it would be good for me to get involved. She wants me to make friends here, I guess.”

“You’re off to a good start!” Kurt slapped his leg with so much pep that it made us cringe a little. He was trying really hard. I sensed that he was intrigued by Sophie and she was the first girl he was interested in since the Susannah incident.

“Anyway, what office are you thinking of running for?” I asked to break the awkward tension.

“I don’t know. I’m not really a people person. So, I was thinking of the treasurer. I’m good with numbers.”

“That’s a relief. I’m thinking of running for secretary. I’m glad we won’t be running against each other. You’d definitely beat me.”

“I highly doubt that. I’m the new kid,” Sophie said with downturned eyes.

“Me too. I just came here last year. Kurt is really my only friend, you know, besides a few acquaintances.”

“Yep. It’s just Chant and me most days, but now you can hang out with us too,” added Kurt.

Sophie relaxed and started laughing the longer we hung out. We went through the record collection and played our favorites and some albums Sophie suggested. By the time we drank all the sodas, ate the corn chips, and played a few rounds of Uno, we were all friends.

Sophie and Kurt left together. He agreed to walk her home after her mom called, telling her to head that way. I invited both of them back over to work on campaign signs the next day.

Once they left, I had a mystery of my own. I would have gladly told Kurt about the cryptic note I found, but it was best to wait with Sophie in the room and all.

I took another look at the calligraphy-style note and pondered where our attic was located. No one mentioned it since we moved in. I assumed we didn’t have one. There was a basement. I thought that was enough storage, but after thinking about it some more, most buildings built back then probably had an attic space.

I walked the layout of our apartment after dinner. There wasn’t an obvious entrance. No drop-down stairs or scuttle holes in the ceiling. Dad watched me from the couch where he was reading the day’s paper.

“What are you doing, Bud?”

“Do you know if we have an attic?”

“Yeah, of course.” My head whips around to look at him, causing a major crick in my neck from staring at the ceiling.

“News to me! You’ve been watching me walk around this apartment for nearly thirty minutes.”

“I just assumed you were doing some new walking meditation or something. You know how your mom is always trying new things,” he said. My temper begins to boil, and I give him ‘the look’ that most teenagers perfect to illustrate extreme annoyance with one or both of their parents. “Okay, okay. It’s actually in your closet. There’s a small scuttle hole above your shelf.”

That explained how Moorehart was able to leave a note in my room. I grabbed a flashlight from the kitchen because the lightbulb in my closet was burned out since we moved in last year. The Emporium was a higher priority when we were doing repairs.

It was dusty and littered with cobwebs, but I managed to clear a path with the broom. Then I used the handle to push open the panel. A skinny rope fell down, which I pulled to reveal a ladder. It was rickety at best, but I braved the climb.

When I reached the opening, I noticed the far corner was illuminated by an old, glass-domed oil lamp. The flame flickered, casting shadows on the wall. From the dark recesses of the attic emerged my dear friend Moorehart.

“I was hoping my plan would work, and here you are.” He lifted a glass of brandy in an imaginary toast. A drink in hand, real or imaginary, was beginning to be his trademark accessory.

“Moorehart! I didn’t know you traveled forward. How was it?”

“Same as going back, I suppose. Though I will admit, it’s more nerve-racking. I didn’t know what to expect, what with technological advances. You do have to see my new machine, though.”

“I’d love to. Where is it?” Moorehart grinned mischievously and pointed behind me. The attic was pitch dark, so I was unable to see beyond a few feet.

“Here. I’ll accompany you with the lamp. Let’s take a look, shall we?” When the light reached the machine, I was surprised at how different it was from my Pedaler.

This setup looked like a high-wheeled Victorian era bike. There was a pole extending up behind the seat where helicopter-like blades were attached. The entire machine was smaller, which could be advantageous, but it was only suitable for one passenger.

“Wow. Is this a new design? I haven’t seen it in any of your notes.”

“Well, yes. I suppose it is. Peculiar thing. Maybe it’s in there now. Our timelines are becoming intertwined at this point.” He was right. When I first came to Sonora, Moorehart and all of his adventures were in the past. I was in the present.

Plus, there could have been another timeline to factor in with the mysterious rogue traveler running around. If he was interfering with history, we needed to pay attention to even the smallest details.

“By the way, I need to get more crystals. Would you like to make the trip with me? I have another stop to make on the way back as well, but I think you’ll like it, based on my short time here in the future.” Moorehart stroked his beard smugly and took another sip of brandy.

“Yeah, of course. How can I say no when you build it up like that?” Moorehart chuckled and nodded.

“Have you seen or heard any more from our old friend from Philadelphia?” His face straightened and grew serious.

“Nope. I’ve been staying local, though. No big trips since that night. To tell you the truth, I was pretty shaken, and then when I got back, my best friend caught me traveling back to the lab.”

“Oh, that is troubling. Do you think your friend will be loose-lipped about the affair?” He swirled his glass, wide-eyed and attentive.

“No. I can trust Kurt. He found out months ago. If he was going to blab, I think it would have happened by now.” Moorehart’s stature relaxed, and he walked back over to the other side of the attic where a desk and a couple of leather armchairs sat. While it was dustier than the basement, this hangout was equally as cool. Once my eyes adjusted to the low light, I could see enormous, exposed beams and old brick.

He sat down in the chair positioned toward the desk, and I fell back into the other. I noted the sketches of machinery and blueprints plastered on the brick behind the desk. We sat for hours, going back and forth over the places and times we’ve seen the traveler. Moorehart revealed that he scuffled with the rogue traveler in the alley before he managed to get away.

Moorehart said he got a decent look at his face and has since been going through historic photos looking for the man. He pointed out that he was seen at notable events in history, not just random Thursdays.

It was only when I heard voices beneath us that I remembered I was in my attic, and my parents would probably wonder where I was before they went to bed. I said goodbye to Moorehart and told him to be in touch since he mastered the art of traveling forward. He agreed to let me know when he would be embarking on his journey to Ecuador so I could tag along.

I scurried down the ladder and closed my closet door just as Mom popped in to say goodnight. She gave me a stern look when she realized I was nowhere near ready for bed.

“School is back in session, Chant. No more late nights like this. Get your butt to bed.”

After changing, I laid down with a renewed determination to find the rogue traveler and discover even more time travel secrets. Moorehart was probably the coolest role model I could ever have, and the more time I spent with him, the more I wanted to be just like him. So, it was time to jump back on the time travel horse and take a real trip, no matter if I ran into our old nemesis.

You’re probably wondering how I planned on tracking this guy down, right? Well, Moorehart pointed out that we’d only seen him at notable dates in history. They were dates of extreme conflict and altogether “not so great” things were happening then. That’s how I’m narrowing my search. If I go to enough dates where bad things happened, I’m guessing I’ll run into him again.

September 10, 2001

New York City, New York

After the first week of school dragging by, I was itching to get on the “time road.” I passed my permit test without even missing a question, which freed up some much-needed mental space to concentrate on the mysteries of time and space. It was just a matter of when and where I should take my Pedaler next.

I decided on September 10 because September 11 was not a day I wanted to be in New York. Not only would it be incredibly dangerous, but it would also be difficult to find the mystery man in the clouds of ash as the Twin Towers fell.

I figured that he’d be hanging out near ground zero, though, so those were the coordinates I used. I checked them four times before I plugged them into the controls. Without a doubt, they were correct.

With enough crystals in my backpack to make two or three trips, I set out for New York City. To say I was excited to see the city skyline with two intact towers was an understatement. Mom and Dad always told me how breathtaking it was to see them because of their enormous size. She would always say they were “fixtures of life” in the city, and every New Yorker changed after they were gone.

Of course, I wasn’t born yet so I have no first-hand memory of what happened on that day. So, I relied heavily on what I could read and what my parents told me.

I pedaled slowly until my spectacles revealed the glittering marigold colored swirl of energy I was becoming accustomed to. Then, I pedaled faster and faster until the light was blinding. The Pedaler landed with a thud. A blaring car horn startled my eyes open.

On one side of me was a busy street; on the other was an emerald green lawn adorned with jewel-toned trees. Fall was in full swing in NYC. I pedaled the Pedaler with my newly discovered pedaling gears that made it roll just like an old-timey car. I parked the machine Behind a row of tall shrubs and threw my backpack on.

It was perfect. I blended in with all of the other tourists because I was, essentially, also a tourist. The time jump wasn’t so severe that my clothes were a giveaway, and the street names were all the same, so navigation wouldn’t be a challenge.

I strolled around the green landscape of Hudson River Park at Pier 26. People enjoyed picnics spread out on a blanket, or just laid back in the warm September air. What a wonderful way to spend an afternoon.

An elderly man sat on a park bench reading a book. I sat down beside him and looked over at the waterfront of the Hudson River. It was early in the day, and dew still glittered on the grass, and a light layer of fog settled in above the water.

“Shouldn’t you be in school, young man?” The old man to my left grumbled and then took a sip of coffee.

“Oh, I’m homeschooled. My Mom has an appointment today, so I took the morning off.”

“One of those hippie families, huh?”

“I guess you could say that” I laughed. We sat in silence while the sun rose higher in the sky and the morning temperature rose to the point that I needed to shed my sweater. I decided to venture over to the towers to look around once the street calmed from the daily commuter traffic. “Have a good day, sir,” I said. He smiled slightly and nodded goodbye.

I walked past some baseball fields where sprinklers were running. The area was vibrant and healthy. Even with the slow slower traffic, the streets and sidewalks still bustled with life. People were eating bagels, drinking their coffee, and rushing about. A shopping mall nearby was a splash of color against the other buildings with its advertisements adorning the large windows.

The towers rose from the landscape. Two monstrosities of steel and glass, they stood tall and strong. I’d never felt so small as I did standing at the base of buildings that large. Though a few other tourists could be seen gazing up to their peaks, most people were going about their business just as they did any other day. They were immune to the wonders around them.

I smelled the aroma of a bagel cart nearby. Dad always told me that New York City bagels were the best he ever ate. So, I scrounged around in my jean pocket until I found a five-dollar bill. The line was long, but there was time. A pair of women dressed in business suits stood in front of me. They were reading the stock market page of the newspaper.

I heard them mention a bull and bear market, a phrase I didn’t understand, and groaned that it was only Tuesday. Nothing remarkable, until I realized that I was supposed to be there on a Monday. Tuesday was the day the towers fell.

“Excuse me, can I see the front of your paper?” I leaned up between the two and asked.

“Sure…” The woman to my right scrunched her brows and looked down at me. The top read ‘September 11, 2001.’

“Oh, crap.”

“What is it?” The other woman with a friendly round face asked.

“Nothing. I need to go. You guys should go home. Get away from here if you can.”

“What? What do you mean?” They pressed for answers, and their voices shifted to high-pitched and frantic.

“Just trust me,” I said as I turned around and began sprinting back toward the park. I glanced down at my watch as I ran. 8:44. I knew the first plane would hit the North Tower in just two minutes. Dust and debris would cover a radius of at least three miles. There was no way I’d be able to escape completely what was coming.

A group of people waiting on the bus obstructed the sidewalk a few blocks from the bagel stand. I pushed through but not without bumping into several of them. I apologized quickly before spinning around and continuing to run. 8:46. Time was running out, but I was near the park.

The first crash stopped me dead in my tracks. Everyone on the street stopped too, and the sudden stillness was chilling. To see a bustling city like New York be halted in a split second felt wrong. Unlike most of the others watching the events, I kept running because I knew the North Tower would collapse soon.

Unfortunately, in the chaos, I completely lost my bearings. I took a wrong turn and was running away from the park where my Pedaler was. Everyone else began stirring and taking videos of the burning tower. Fire trucks bolted to the base of the towers, and people were scrambling to make phone calls to their loved ones.

If I came a day earlier, like I attempted, navigating the city would have been a breeze. But in the chaos, I was at the mercy of the crowd, which grew more frantic when the second tower was struck at 9:03 am.

Panic took over my body, and my brain forgot what I was supposed to be doing. I forgot the street names I needed to follow. Everyone I attempted to ask was too shaken to respond coherently. So, I kept running until I was forced to stop from lack of breath. 10:20 am. I knew the tower would collapse at 10:28 am.

With my breathing restored, I looked up to survey my surroundings. From across the street, I could spy the green lawns of the park complex, but there was still a decent distance to run to my Pedaler. I waited for a break in traffic and darted toward my escape. My legs burned, and so did my lungs. My hand pushed on my side to ease its ache enough to keep sprinting.

Then, I heard it; a reverberating crash, louder than I could have imagined. fell from the surprise of it and found myself clambering backward on my butt while looking up at the wall of smoke pushing toward the park—screams pierced through the morning, as well as gasps and cries.

A woman pushing a stroller came barreling past me toward the Hudson River, trying to escape the debris cloud. She was covered in white dust while the toddler she pushed was shielded from the stroller canopy, leaving only the bottom half of her legs exposed. Tears streamed down the woman’s face revealing streaks of pink skin from underneath the mask of dust.

Terror was the only word to describe what I saw. Others began to catch up with me, all running to escape the scene. When my feet met the plush green grass of Rockefeller Park, I got my second wind. My legs carried me faster than they did all morning. The old man that I greeted in the park was still near the bench. Only this time, he braced himself behind it and wept at the sights.

“Are you okay?” I paused to ask him, worried about his safety.

“Ye—Yes, Son. I just haven’t heard anything that loud since Pearl Harbor. Go on now. Check on your family.” He was safe from danger aside from breathing in the dust, so I went on. I couldn’t help but think he understood what would come after, and that was the reason for his tears. He wasn’t a stranger to wartime.

When I came upon my Pedaler, I nearly broke the seat from slamming into it so hard. My feet began pedaling, and the whirring of time buzzed around me, but a sight caught my eye that caused me to stop dead in my tracks.

Across the lawn, the ponytailed traveler stood as still as one of the statues scattered through the park. He wore a red bandana over his mouth and nose and held a black umbrella. Completely protected, he knew what was coming on this day. The man didn’t move or offer a reaction to my presence. He simply looked on. My blood ran cold, and my heart fluttered like a hummingbird.

Something told me to pedal. As I did, the man took long strides in my direction. I pedaled faster as everything inside of me screamed that I needed to escape him. He sped up, and so did I. When the park blurred into time, his hand reached through and tried to grab me.

I narrowly escaped his grasp as the Pedaler blinked out of New York. Safe in the lab, I gasped and shook uncontrollably. My adrenaline surged through my tired body, but I would need to wait on my mind to catch up.

Hours later, I was ready to confront the other major issue of my trip. I knew I plugged in the correct date and time, so I couldn’t understand why I was sent to New York a day later than I planned. I walked around the machine and looked for signs of damage that might cause a catastrophic error like that but came up short.

Then, I lifted the lid to check my crystals. One by one, I pulled them out and inspected their quality. The last crystal wasn’t a shimmering prism of color like the others. Instead, it was blurry and fractalized with a sizable crack running the length of the gem.

I never encountered an issue with my crystals before, but this was likely the issue causing my time flub. Moorehart never mentioned anything like this in his notes, so I wondered what caused the crystal to break down into that state. With no immediate answer, I set out to record it for myself. At least future travelers would have a record of what happens when the crystals are broken.

As for the rogue mystery traveler, that was the third time he was present in times of chaos and unrest. I was pleased that my theory about him being in those places was correct. However, I doubted he was the cause of those historical events. Still, I needed to figure out what he was gaining from being there and why he was hostile toward me.


CHAPTER FOUR


School was moving right along. We were already in the third week of the semester, and Kurt, Sophie, and I were quickly becoming like the Three Musketeers. Sophie was relaxing now that she’d found a group, and she’d become quite the comedian. Though she was nervous initially, she was quite the performer and loved quoting her favorite sci-fi movies.

It was obvious that Kurt was enamored by her and the obscure trivia she liked to throw out in conversation. I was happy to see he’d abandoned his love for the “popular” chicks, at least for a little while. I’d be glad to hang out with Sophie and Kurt any day of the week, unlike Susannah and her crew.

Susannah was once again a thorn in my side as we prepared for student council elections. She decided to run against me for secretary and began running a smear campaign on social media. She spread rumors that my family smelled like patchouli and body odor. One kid even asked me if we grew marijuana in the basement.

I wasn’t fazed by her tactics much. Her reputation suffered after Kurt’s monologue at the party, and Kurt was steadily becoming more popular. Without the bullying from Mack, his confidence soared.

“I hear you’re becoming quite the contender for student council secretary,” said Ms. Garrett, breaking me from my groggy train of thought.

“Oh yeah. Sophie has been so much help with making posters. I can’t thank her enough, and she has the best eye for glitter.” Ms. Garrett laughed and passed me a stack of papers to hand out.

“She ought to. It’s on every surface of our house,” she laughed. I walked the rows of the classroom handing out worksheets for the day’s lesson. We were covering geology, and most of the class groaned at the sight of rock diagrams, but I was intrigued. If anyone could help me understand the breakdown in my crystals, maybe Mrs. Garrett could.

After labeling the layers of rock and going over the process of crystallization, she got into the good stuff. She brought out a tray of glittering stones from beneath her desk and set them on the long table at the front of the classroom. They were arranged by color and in the order of chakras, though I’m confident I was the only kid in class that picked up on that. She shared with us the name and composition of each rock.

It was interesting enough, but my ears perked up when she told us the proper way to care for crystals if you collect them. “Now, a lot of people will just toss these in water all willy nilly, but several of these break down when exposed to water, salt, or chemicals found in our air. Some are just fine in water, but you should check before dunking them in anything.”

I got to thinking about the dampness of our basement and the places I’ve lugged my crystal supply to. Yosemite was cold and wet, Ecuador was warm and either wet or dry, depending on the season, and who knows about the pollution in California…

If I wanted to get to the bottom of my crystal conundrum, I needed to find a safe storage solution to narrow down what could be contaminating them. I planned to head up to the attic workspace after school to scope out the supplies Moorehart left up there and check out the air quality. If it was dry, I could try leaving my crystals up there to test my theory.

“All right. That’s it for today. Have a good afternoon, and I’ll see you to—“Ms. Garrett was cut off by the bell. We all filed out of the room for the next period. As I stepped into the hallway, I was knocked into the wall, and my books went flying. When I looked up to identify the culprit, I saw Susannah’s evil smirk.

“Whoops. Be more careful next time Woodstock,” She hissed before walking off. The girl has it in for me, but I can’t begin to understand why.

“Here. I’ll help you,” Sophie said when she came up behind me. We picked up my stuff, and she gave an empathetic smile.

“High school is a bloodthirsty jungle, huh?”

“Yep. I’m just happy I have you and Kurt. Come on, my next class is down the same hallway as yours.”

The rest of the day was less eventful, and I was thankful. With the election at the end of the week, I wasn’t keen on any extra excitement. Being on display for the entire student body to critique, cheer for, and hopefully vote for was more nerve-racking than I anticipated. At first, I just wanted to have something to do, but my desire to win was growing day by day.

“Vote for Chant!” Kurt shouted from the front steps to a group of Dungeons and Dragons junkies. They gave unanimous thumbs up and climbed up on the school bus to leave for the day. We stood around waiting on Sophie, who always took longer from the other end of the campus.

“I know I always have a new crush every week but hear me out on this one,” said Kurt.

“You like Sophie. I already know.” Kurt dropped his shoulders, and his mouth flew open.

“What? How?”

“Some of us pay attention, Romeo,” I joked and punched him in the arm. He rolled his eyes and laughed.

“What do you think about it?”

“I think we should shut up unless you plan on telling her right now.” Sophie and her mom came up behind Kurt. They were carrying rolled-up poster boards for some extra signage we planned to make at my house.

“Hello, boys. You ready to get to glittering?” Sophie shook a grocery bag packed full of glitter canisters.

“That’s enough glitter for the next hundred years,” Kurt said.

“Indeed, it is,” Ms. Garrett grumbled. Sophie hugged her mom, and we started toward the Emporium. When we got there, Mom prepared a tray of snacks and cane sugar sodas ready to take downstairs. She’d gotten used to the routine.

“Oh hey, Chant,” Mom shouted from behind the register.

“Yeah?”

“Journey called this afternoon and asked if you could come help close up in a couple of hours. He said he had a doctor’s appointment and would have to leave the shop around five.” I groaned and sighed at the request.

“Yeah, I’ll be there.”

“Okay. I’ll shoot him a text and let him know. Proud of you, Chant.”

“Uh-huh,” I mumbled as I stomped down the stairs. Kurt and Sophie looked at me with pity when I finally followed them down the stairs. The idea of working two jobs was mind-blowing to them, and they’d asked me multiple times why I didn’t drop the crystal shop.

Of course, I told Kurt about the added benefit of learning about crystals for time travel, but we couldn’t let Sophie in on the secret. And I’d be lying if I said I didn’t love the money. My savings was growing each week, and by the time I got my license, I would have enough for a project car. Dad already said he’d help me fix one up.

We worked on our campaign signs tirelessly until the entire basement glittered like a 1970s disco. When the evening sun shone through the egress window, the air sparkled like fairy dust. Pretty as it was, it couldn’t have been healthy to breathe, but we ignored the hazard.

“Welp, they look pretty good, if I do say so myself. And I do,” boasted Sophie. She had an eye for design. I had complete faith in her after seeing the elaborate cosplay costumes she did back in Nevada.

“Thanks, guys. You were a huge help,” I said.

“Yeah, no problem,” said Kurt. “Want me to walk you home, Soph?” She nodded. I grinned at the way Kurt was using her nickname. He shushed me when she turned her head.

“Okay, I’m right behind you guys. Gotta go close up the crystal shop, I suppose.”

The autumn sun was warm and cozy on my skin as I walked down the street. Leaves drifted down from trees and dusted the road with vibrant crimsons and oranges. Someone in the neighborhood was burning a fire in their firepit. The smoke tickled my nose and made me crave golden marshmallows and cider. It would be Halloween before I knew it. When I got over to the shop, Journey was waiting for me at the counter. He gathered up his stuff and started to the door as soon as I stepped in.

“Sorry to rush off, man. I have to go see the chiropractor to get aligned. You know how it is,” said Journey over his shoulder. I nodded and waved goodbye.

The shift went by as expected. A few customers stop in for some dried sage. One person came in for an amethyst geode, and another bought a turquoise ring for an anniversary gift. For a small crystal shop, it was a busy night. I locked up the register, swept the floors, and set the security system. As I was about the head out, I heard a ding, ding, ding.

I went back to the counter and moved a stack of papers. It was Journey’s cell phone. He forgot to grab it before his appointment and would probably be looking for it. With his house only being a few blocks away, I decided to walk it over to him, so he didn’t have to return to the store.

When I made it over to Shepherd Street, I saw Kurt’s house. It looked like every light in the house on. Kurt and his mom were eating pizza in the kitchen. I kept walking toward Journey’s house. It was the darkest house on the street, with the soft yellow glow of porch lights on either side of it making the contrast more severe.

As I neared the porch, I realized Kurt was right about the windows being covered. There appeared to be foil lining them, keeping all light from getting in or escaping. A low hum came from inside. It sounded like an electric generator or an air compressor. It had a motor, whatever it was.

I opened the glass storm door slightly and reached in to knock on the splintery wooden door. Nothing. I knocked again a little harder. The motor stopped abruptly, and then I heard the sound of a television playing the news. Hurried footsteps came toward the door and unlocked several chain locks on the other side.

“Hello?” Journey opened the door about four inches and peered through.

“Uh, hey. You left your cell phone on the counter. I was just bringing it to you.” He snatched it from my outstretched hand.

“Thanks, man. You didn’t have to do that.”

“No problem just didn’t want you to—.” The door closed before I could finish. I waited a minute to see if he would remove the chain locks and let me in, but it became clear that was the end of the exchange when the motor started again.

I walked home under the glow of a full moon and pondered the weirdness I just experienced. I assumed we were friends, but he greeted me like I was trying to sell him vacuums or something. I thought back to what Kurt said about his home changing suddenly. One day he went from riding his bike around the neighborhood to shuttering everything and being a recluse.

Dad was flipping the store sign to “closed” when I came to the Emporium door. He locked the door behind me and sprinted up to my side as I walked back through the store.

“Hey, Chant. So I’ve been thinking…” he said, tossing his arm around my shoulders.

“What’s this?” I laughed. “Am I in trouble for something?”

“No! Am I not allowed to show my love and appreciation for my only son?”

“Um, sure…” Dad began rummaging in his back pocket. He pulled out a wrinkled piece of a newspaper ad.

“You’re going to be sixteen soon.”

“Well, I’m glad you know my age, Dad.”

“Keep up the sarcasm, and I’ll forget it,” he joked. Then, he unfolded the ad to reveal a listing for an old Volkswagen bus for sale a few hours away. It was only $1800 because it needed some work.

“Is this—.”

“If you want, your mom and I will pay the difference. I know you have some savings, and I’ll help you do the work. It can be our project. You know, if you let me borrow it for festivals sometimes,” he joked. I let out a squeal and jumped up and down. There’s no way I could have seen that coming.

“Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!” He scooped me up, gave me a bear hug, and spun me around before setting me back down.

“Just promise to keep up the good work. You’re doing great at school, working two jobs, and your mom and I are just super proud. Keep it up.” He patted me on the shoulder and put the ad back in his pocket. “I already made the call. We’ll go this weekend to pick it up.” I stared at the ad again, looking at every curve and rust spots that showed the amount of life the old bus saw in her golden age. “Oh, and Chant. One more thing. It’s in decent shape but needs the original headlights. I’ve looked everywhere, and those replicas just don’t have the same look. So, if you don’t mind, get on your little social media apps and look. It would be really helpful.”

“Yeah, of course. I mean, it’s my car, right?”

“Thanks, Chant.” Dad put his arm around me and gave me a shake before planting a kiss on the top of my head and heading back into the big kitchen.

It looked like I’d be learning to drive in my very own car. I’d need all the luck in the world learning to parallel park in that beast, not to mention finding those headlights. But it would be worth it, and I couldn’t wait to tell Kurt and Sophie. They were going to be just as pumped as me. By our junior year, we’d have the ultimate road trip wagon to take camping, or concerts, or festivals.

I was floating on clouds when my head hit the pillow that night. Sophomore year was shaping up to be the best one yet. The only thing that would make it better is if I won the student council election and Mary miraculously appeared in the twenty-first century.

I squashed my growing suspicion about Journey and the possibility that he knew about time travel or was, in fact, the rogue traveler. We worked alongside each other without bringing up the strange interaction we had at his front door. It kept the shifts from getting awkward, and working made the week go by fast.

Getting to Friday was at the top of my priority list. I was eager to end the student council campaigns and get the election over with. My feud with Susannah was an annoyance I wanted to nip in the bud. She didn’t know when to quit, and the entire school picked up on her nickname for me. Woodstock. I mean, I got it. I wore tie-dye and shell necklaces. The funniest part of the ordeal was when the students started using it as a friendly nickname and joked with me about it, rather than her intention of making fun of me.

“Are you nervous?” Sophie asked after slipping her ballot into the box.

“Nah, just ready to get on with it.”

“Me too. It’s not so bad for me, though. No one even ran against me.”

“Hey, at least you win, and your mom will chill out about you joining an activity.”

“So true.” Kurt walked past the ballot box for each open office and dropped in his votes, cutting the line in the process. The kids waiting mumbled insults under their breath, but Kurt was oblivious. His only focus was getting over to where we stood by the bleachers.

“I did my civic duty. Now, good luck to the two of you. Kudos to you for being involved or whatever.” Kurt placed sarcastic air quotes around ‘involved.’

“Yeah, yeah,” Sophie said, poking him in the arm. They both blushed and gave awkward glances.

“Anyway, did I tell you guys I was heading out of town tomorrow?”

“No…” Kurt gave a puzzled look.

“My folks are helping me buy a car, a Volkswagen Bus, to be specific. And we’re going to pick it up tomorrow.”

“What? Tell me you aren’t kidding. Please don’t be kidding!” Kurt shrieked in a girly voice.

“Dead serious. You guys can help us fix it up if you want. It’s going to be a project.”

“Need anything glittered?” Sophie laughed and shook one of her election signs.

“I’ll pass,” I teased. The end-of-lunch bell rang, and we headed to our respective classes. Susannah chanted “Woodstock” as I passed her in the hall, but her bullying was meaningless to me. Her clique of cool girls was crumbling before everyone’s eyes. One of her cronies started dating a kid in the marching band, effectively ending her time in Susannah’s troupe. The other fell in with a group of cross-country girls. It was only Susannah and her friend Beth, who was too shy to stand up to her malicious ringleader.

She did give me an idea, though. If anywhere in time there was an abundance of VW Bus headlights, it was probably at Woodstock. Maybe I could drop in, see some legendary music, and barter for some headlights. I just needed something they’d want to trade for…

The next three classes dragged by, but eventually, the dismissal bell rang. I dashed from my last period, through the halls, and back into the cafeteria. Sophie was there reading the list when I got there. She dropped her head and shuffled around to face me.

“Sorry, Chant.”

“Oh. Susannah beat me, huh?” Sophie looked down at the floor and scuffed her shoes on the tile, but then she snapped her head up and laughed.

“Just kidding! Congratulations!” She lunged forward and wrapped her arms around my neck. I hugged her back for a second but patted her on the back to end the hug because I could only think about Kurt liking Sophie. I didn’t want either of them to get the wrong idea. It was good timing because Kurt came charging through the doors right after.

“Hey there, government people. Am I looking at the two politicians that are gonna score me pizza every Friday? Or maybe eliminate detention?”

“You put too much faith in us,” Sophie said and nudged his shoulder.

“Well, congratulations anyway. I guess I’ll have to wait on some other officer to quit so I can run myself. Then, maybe I can lead the change from the inside.” Kurt made a solemn face and put his hand on his chest in his best attempt at an impression of a TV politician.

“Very funny,” Sophie sneered.

“So, are you coming to hang out today?” I interrupt.

“No. Sorry, guys. I’m heading to Nevada this weekend,” she said, and I watched Kurt’s head droop a little.

“Maybe Monday then. You ready, Kurt?” He turned to leave, texting furiously on his phone. As we were walking away, I heard Sophie’s phone ding, and she laughed out loud. Kurt smiled to himself.

On the way home, we finally got the perfect opportunity to discuss time travel. It was hard to carve out time with Sophie always around, not that I didn’t want to hang out with her. But I needed to seize the time to ourselves.

“So, remember how you said Journey got weird a while back?”

“Yeah? Why?”

“I had to drop off his cell phone at his house the other day. I didn’t tell him I was coming, and the entire thing was bizarre. It sounded like there was an engine roaring in his living room.” Kurt nodded and shoved a granola bar in his mouth.

“We’ve heard some weird stuff coming from there too, but no one bothers to ask him. He’s a weirdo, I’m telling you.”

“That’s not all. I haven’t told you this because I didn’t want to sound paranoid, but you’ve seen the Pedaler, so I doubt you can think I’m too crazy. Anyway, I think there’s another time traveler. My friend Moorehart and I have seen him. He tried to assault us in Philadelphia.”

“Okay…” Kurt stopped chewing and listened closer.

“He has a long brown ponytail, but I’ve never gotten a decent look at his face.”

“Are you saying he has a ponytail like Journey’s?”

“I think so. Do you think that’s possible?” Kurt scratched his head and got quiet.

“Well, if you asked me last year if time travel was real, I would have laughed. Now…Nothing seems too crazy. He does seem suspicious. I just don’t know what he’s suspicious of.” We go back and forth the rest of the way home with every combination of scenarios we can think of. Kurt even mentioned that maybe Journey isn’t from our timeline at all. Maybe he’s from the 60s, and he got stuck here. I told him he’s not “stuck” anywhere, but maybe it started that way.

By the time we got back to the Emporium, Kurt finished two granola bars and tossed around at least five improbable theories. At least the wheels were turning. We filed into the store and waved to Mom and Dad, but Dad stopped us before we could go down to the basement.

“Hey Chant, I picked up some stuff to get started on the bus. I laid them out in your room. Run up and have a look before you head down there.”

“Okay, thanks,” I said, heading upstairs with Kurt.

When we got upstairs, I heard some unusual thumps above. Kurt looked up, puzzled. We followed the thumps from the kitchen to the living room, down the hallway, and into my room. The stuff Dad picked up was on my bed. He picked up catalogs, a small toolkit, and a beaded seat cover. I guess it was his “congratulations” gift, but I think he was just as excited as I was.

A few more thuds sounded right above us. Kurt walked around in a circle, looking up. One more loud thud caused my ceiling fan to shake.

“Okay, what in the world is that?” Asked Kurt. I had an inkling of what it might be, but I decided to go up to the attic to inspect and show Kurt the new hideout.

“Follow me,” I said. I used the broom I’d taken to keeping in my closet to open the scuttle hole and drop the ladder. Kurt followed me up the ladder, grumbling about coming face to face with a rabid squirrel or something. As expected, we emerged into the lamplight of our attic and Moorehart pacing around.

“Who in the world?”

“This, my friend, is Moorehart, and he’s the reason I can time travel.” Moorehart dropped his papers and finally noticed our entrance. He bowed upon hearing my introduction.

“Chant, your house gets weirder every day, but I love it.” We walked over to the desk to get a look at what he was working on. Moorehart was spouting off calculations to himself and muttering obscenities.

“What is it?” I asked. Moorehart shook his head and tapped his lip with the ink pen he’d been holding. There were ink blots all over his bottom lip and chin from the intense brainstorm.

“Chant, my boy, I think I’m stuck here. I arrived this morning, and I’ve been trying to leave ever since. My second Pedaler won’t get up to traveling speed. Its vibration starts quite strong but dwindles off just before the time shift happens.

“Hmmm.” I walked over to the contraption and examined the parts. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, but then I thought about how my crystal malfunctioned. “Have you checked your crystals?”

“Yes. Yes, of course. I’m not an imbecile.” I opened his box and pulled out each rock. The last one was intact but looked murky like it was blasted with hard water. There appeared to be powdery calcium deposits within the gem.

“Are you sure?” I held the rock up to the light.

“Extraordinary. How did that happen?”

“Where were you before you came here?”

“A sewer tunnel in London.” I nodded and carried the crystal over to the desk for closer examination. “Do you think that’s relevant, son?”

“I had a crystal malfunction, and I’m pretty sure it’s from excess moisture. These Quito crystals are susceptible to water. Mine has an enormous crack running the length of it, and it looked murky like this one.” Kurt was hanging out in the background, but he stepped forward. He took the gem from my hand and looked it over while chewing on the inside of his cheek.

“You need something to draw out the moisture when you store them. Like a silica insert in your boxes. That way, no matter where you go, something will draw out the water and keep your rocks from getting bogged.” Kurt sat the gem back down and put his hands on his lips like he just solved the biggest mystery of the universe.

“Silica, yes!” Moorehart snapped his fingers. “How did you think of that?” Kurt grinned and boasted in the recognition.

“My dad has used silica for certain trucking hauls. It keeps the merch dry.”

“Wow. I should have included you in my adventures ages ago,” I gushed.

“The problem is, boys, that I am out of decent crystals to get me moving onto my next stop. Chant, do you have any spares?” I closed my eyes and pictured my stash down the basement. Unfortunately, there were only enough to take the Pedaler on one more trip, I was planning to go back to Ecuador to meet Moorehart and mine more crystals

“I have enough for one more trip with my Pedaler. I’m afraid if I loan you some, you might get stuck, and then we’ll both be out.” Moorehart stroked his mustache and looked over at his Pedaler.

“The Pedaler in the lab has room for two people, correct?” Moorehart asked.

“Three, if we squeeze,” Kurt interrupted with a crooked smile. Moorehart looked between the two of us and laughed.

“It’s decided. We’ll go get the crystals together.” Moorehart clapped his hands in excitement.

“I hate to tell you this, but you’re going to have to camp out in the twenty-first century for a few days. I have to go pick up something before I plan a time travel trip to South America.”


CHAPTER FIVE


Moorehart’s eyes grew wide, and a smile crept across his face. Kurt clapped his hands and rubbed them together like he was starting a fire.

“All right! Let’s help the old man have some fun this weekend,” said Kurt.

“How are we going to let him out of the attic? My parents will want to know where he came from.” Moorehart nodded in agreement.

“I’ll say he’s my uncle. It’s fine. Just make sure there’s enough room in the old store van for us to go with you to pick up the bus.” Kurt had a point. My parents would have no idea he wasn’t a distant relative of Kurt’s in town for the weekend.

“He’s right. I assume you lads are speaking of an automobile, correct? I happen to be a fine inventor if you should need some help in restoring its function.” Moorehart took a draw from his tobacco pipe and grinned.

“Fine, but what about eating, sleeping, going to the bathroom? He can’t stay in the attic until the last minute.” The three of us exchanged glances back and forth.

“Okay, what if I come down and ask your mom and dad if my uncle can crash on the couch in the basement because we don’t have the room? They know our house is tiny. It could work.” Kurt pleaded, suddenly invested in the impromptu guy’s weekend.

“Fine, but you do the talking. I’m not sure I can keep it together for this one. I’ll just nod and agree with whatever you say.”

“This is exhilarating! I’ve been dying to get out and about to see the modern world,” Moorehart said. With that, we filed out of the attic and down the skinny scuttle hole ladder. To avoid questions about why Kurt’s uncle was up in our apartment and how he got past them in the first place, we waited until my parents were in the back kitchen to sneak down the stairs. Then, we went to the store entrance and opened the door to sound the doorbell that lets us know someone has come into the shop. Mom hurried out of the kitchen, still drying her hands with a kitchen towel.

“Hey, Mrs. Chant’s mom! Look who stumbled into town today. This is my uncle, Moorehart. He’s passing through from his latest science conference.” Kurt glanced back at me; I smiled though I was unsure of his cover story. Mom dropped the towel on the counter and came to greet him. Moorehart took her by the hand and bowed to her.

“Pleased to meet your acquaintance, ma’am.” Moorehart’s formal introduction took Mom by surprise, judging by the flush of her cheeks. I glared at Kurt to fill the silence since he was supposed to be taking the lead on this scheme.

“My mom wanted me to ask if it would be okay for Uncle Moorehart to crash on the couch in the basement? Our house is itty bitty, and the couch is barely big enough for me to stretch out on.” Kurt was believable in his acting, at least. Mom hesitated and glanced back to the kitchen to look for my dad before she answering, but he was nowhere to be found.

“Well, okay. I don’t see a problem with it. But Chant and his dad are leaving in the morning to go pick up that Volkswagen,” said Mom.

“Oh, I was hoping they could tag along with us. It could be a fun “guy’s weekend,” don’t you think?” Mom smiled and nodded. In reality, I knew she was about to seize the opportunity to take Chai shopping in Dad’s absence. She may have liked organic cotton and hemp jewelry more than most, but she still loved to shop as much as the next person.

“Best get him settled, then. Dinner will be on the stove here shortly,” she said. We clambered down to the basement, buzzing with excitement that we’d get to take Moorehart out and about here in the twenty-first century. He’d only seen the confines of the Emporium since time traveling forward, so it was going to be an exciting culture shock for him to see the real world.

Kurt and I collected blankets and pillows for Moorehart to crash on the couch. We showed him around the store and bathroom. He was bursting from being stranded in the attic all day. Dinner was ready within the hour; Mom made vegan stuffed peppers. I could tell Moorehart was put off by the smell. He kept wiping his nose with an embroidered handkerchief he kept in his shirt pocket. However, he made the excuse that he had allergies to save face.

“So where are you from, Moorehart?” Asked Dad as he took a massive bite of pepper.

“A bit of everywhere, but most recently Boston.” Moorehart took the tiniest bite possible of his pepper, looking dubious. He must have been pleased because he began shoveling the food in after that.

“Oh, I’ve been to Boston a handful of times. Last time, I got to see a Celtics game with one of my cousins. Have you ever been?” Moorehart glanced at Kurt and me, his face growing red.

“Um, no, sir. I have not. I’m not much for, uh, games like that.”

“Basketball? Don’t be silly. Everyone loves basketball games,” said Dad, poking fun.

“Basket…ball?” Moorehart’s eyes darted to me and back to Kurt. “Yes, yes. I do love a game of ball in the basket, but I don’t have much time with my work.” Moorehart sighed with relief when no one batted an eye at his peculiar answer.

“And what is your work?” Mom asked.

“I’m a scientist, anthropologist, and philosopher.”

“Oh, I see. You’re a Renaissance man, huh?”

“Yes, ma’am. I think that would be a safe, however ambitious, assumption of my work.” Moorehart’s smile spread across his face, and he raised his Tupperware cup of iced tea to Mom’s assertion.

Dinner went on without much awkwardness. Moorehart dazzled Mom and Dad with his tales of South America. Because of his profession, they didn’t question his stories’ authenticity. Still, Mom did mention that he must face quite a bit of danger traveling around like that. I felt a pang of guilt in my stomach when I saw the wide-eyed look of concern on her face. If she only knew I went to so many of the same locations.

After dinner, we went down into the basement with Moorehart to help him get settled. I gave him the key to the lab in case he wanted to catch up on his work while he was down there. He looked out of place in the 1970s themed hangout with his tweed vest, dress pants, and pocket watch, though I’m sure he didn’t realize it.

“I do enjoy what you’ve done with the place, Chant. It’s not as stuffy as I decorated back in my day.”

“I appreciate it,” I laughed. “But I did leave the lab pretty much exactly as you left it. I kind of enjoy the gentleman’s office vibe.” Moorehart chuckled and clapped his hands before reclining back to get some rest.

Kurt and I left him for the night and climbed the stairs to the store. I walked Kurt out and locked up behind him. The store was dim and quiet; a soft glow radiated from an Edison bulb at the base of our apartment staircase. I paced around the shelves inspecting the new displays and soaking in the peace of the evening.

A beam of blue LED light shone in through the storefront window, nearly blinding me in the process. When I got my bearings back, I rushed over to peer through the glass, but the perpetrator was making a break for it. My fingers fumbled with the lock as I panicked to get the door open. The street was dark when I was finally able to step outside, but I did catch glimpses of light hitting buildings on the next street. Whoever it was, was running at a dead sprint, flashlight in hand.

“Weird,” I muttered to myself. With the moment of quiet interrupted, I started up the stairs. Dad would be knocking on my door bright and early to get this guy’s weekend on the road.

The next morning, I was surprised to find Moorehart brewing coffee before Dad was even awake. I didn’t figure he was much of a sleeper, but I never imagined he’d be up before the sun. Still groggy from the lack of rest, I bypassed the kitchen in favor of the bathroom. A hot shower was higher on my list than coffee that early in the morning.

The spray of water washed over my face and down my shoulders. I breathed in the steam and let the warmth of its embrace wake me up. I reflected on how awesome things were lately. Having Moorehart here made things even better, and maybe, just maybe, we still had a shot at catching the rogue traveler with all of the good luck thrown our way.

Dad was standing outside of the door when I waltzed out of the bathroom. The bags under his eyes were begging for more hours of sleep, but a shower would have to do for him too. I laughed to myself as I stepped past him and greeted Moorehart in the kitchen. The early bird slid me a cup of Joe across the table, and I sat down to sip on it.

“I’m thrilled to see the wonders of your time. Riding in a modern car, getting a—What are they called? Cheeseburger?” I nodded at him. “Yes, that sounds lovely!” Moorehart gulped down the final drops of coffee and placed his cup in the sink. There’s never been a more polite houseguest in all of time. Ding.

“Welp, Kurt just texted me. I’ll run down and let him in.”

“What is this ‘texting’?” I heard Moorehart mumble behind me. I couldn’t help but laugh to myself; texting would have to be a lesson for another day or at least a long car ride.

Kurt was pacing in front of the door downstairs with enough energy that I could practically feel him vibrating through the glass. He pushed around me as soon as I turned the deadbolt.

“Someone is ready to go today,” I joked.

“Wouldn’t you be? I get to go on a road trip with my best friend, pick up his badass ride, and hang out with a man that has traveled the peaks and valleys of time. Top-notch weekend if you ask me.” He was right. I’d gotten used to how epic time travel felt, but it was nice to be reminded of just how extraordinary it was. Dad shuffled down the stairs to meet us, Moorehart trailing after him.

“Everyone ready? I’ve got to say, I didn’t expect to have all of this company, but I’m ecstatic that I do.” Dad was back to his chipper self now that daylight caught up with him. We all piled into the old passenger van my family refuses to get rid of. Dad said we needed it for hauling, and he was right. It only took half of my life for that to finally be true, though.

Moorehart hesitated before climbing in and took his time looking underneath the rig at the mechanical components. It was like watching an artist examine brush strokes. He was methodical and in his element.

Once inside, he giggled with the excitement of a young child when Dad fired up the engine. I watched Dad’s eyes flick to the back seat in the rearview window. I shrugged off the weirdness, and he proceeded to pull out onto the street. It was going to be a long drive trying to curb any suspicion of Moorehart’s cover story.

We drove past the crystal shop on our way out of town. I didn’t give Moorehart a heads up, but his gaze shot to the left side of the street anyhow. Journey was outside, sweeping the sidewalk in front of the entrance. I watched as they locked eyes as we passed. Journey nearly dropped his broom, which I thought was too much to be a coincidence.

Moorehart turned swiftly around in the front seat to look at me. My eyes widened at the realization that he came to the same theory as I did. After all, he probably got a better look at the culprit in Philadelphia. Maybe he even caught a glimpse of his face. There was no time to discuss it on the trip, though, not with Dad driving us.

We drove through stretches of hilly mountain terrain that was simple yet picturesque. The diversity of the roadside scene was worth marveling at and all four of us did just that. We watched the scenery in silence for a while, aside from the occasional “wow” that was muttered to ourselves. It was the perfect fall day with the leaves starting to showcase their colors.

The mid-morning sun shone through the windows, and I let it dance on my face as I leaned on the glass. Kurt fell asleep an hour into the trip, but Moorehart and Dad began trading stories about their travels. Dad was an avid traveler in his own right, even if he didn’t have the aid of a Pedaler. Moorehart was particularly interested in his family history and asked him question after question about their time on the east coast. Dad explained our family migrated for job security after the Mine Wars.

Moorehart talked of his European travels, and how the buildings were so old, it felt like they could speak sometimes. He said, “the mortar in the bricks has seen more history than anyone alive today.” Kurt interrupted their storytelling with his snoring more than once. I’d never seen such a heavy sleeper; I was just glad he wasn’t a drooler, since his head often dipped to my side of the van. He didn’t even wake up when we stopped for gas.

Moorehart, on the other hand, took the moment Dad stepped out of the van to turn around and speak to me in a whisper. “Chant, the man on the street just past the Emporium…Do you think that could be—?”

“I’ve been wondering the same thing. I work there part-time, but I haven’t been able to say for sure. Every time I’ve run into the rogue traveler, I haven’t been able to see his full face. And with the idea of time travel being so “out there,” I don’t want to question Journey without conclusive evidence.”

“I’d bet my last silver dollar it was him, but you’re right. Best to have concrete evidence. Otherwise, you’ll come out looking like a loon. Trust me on that one.” Moorehart turned back around, and I felt sadness for the time he spent being labeled the town idiot. Someone as intelligent as he should never have to deal with that kind of criticism.

Dad hopped back in the van with an armful of sodas and a bag of snacks. “All right, boys, we’re on the home stretch now. You ready?”

“Onward!” Moorehart exclaimed, and onward we went. The last hour of the trip flew by. I only knew we were getting close when the signs for camping areas started popping up on both sides of the road. The man we were meeting was located just outside Topaz Lake on the California side. I’d never been there before, but after taking in the mountainous views, I planned on coming back as soon as I could. I thought a road trip with my friends would be a perfect way to celebrate my sixteenth birthday.

“Here we go, boys!” Dad could barely contain his giddiness. He was almost more excited than me and couldn’t keep his hands from drumming on the steering wheel. We pulled down a dusty back road. The trees on either side were decorated with ornate carvings and wooden art. Bamboo wind chimes dangled from the limbs. It reminded me of the time we set up a booth at a commune gathering. Mom told Dad it was a cult, but he laughed it off.

At the end of the windy road, we found a camper nestled between two rolling hills. The old Airstream was nearly blinding in the sunlight. Whoever lived there took pride in keeping their little slice of Heaven manicured. There were small planters scattered around the area and a collection of Zen gardens under the roll-out canopy.

Kurt, finally awake from his almost three-hour cat nap, decided to sit up and take in the sights. Moorehart was captivated and was the entire time. He made the same goofy face I made the first time I realized what the Pedaler was capable of. Dad situated the trailer toward the concrete pad where the bus was parked. It took a few minutes of maneuvering the rig around in the confined area, and I was surprised the owner didn’t come out to greet us.

We peeled ourselves from our seats and stepped outside. “Hello?” Dad called out and walked around the camper, but the only sound we heard was the cawing of a bird above us. It circled the area, and I knew what that likely meant, but I shoved the grim thought back down. The wilderness was an unforgiving place, and I didn’t like to dwell on that.

“It seems the other party is missing, lad.” Moorehart bent down and scooped up a handful of dirt, then let it filter through his fingers.

“All kinds of dirt way out here!” A cheery female voice chirped from the doorway of the camper. I jumped, almost spilling the water bottle I’d been sipping on. “Now, I love to garden, but I have to say I prefer the soft dirt that clumps together when you dig your hands into it.”

The little woman hopped down from the steps leading into the Airstream. She looked to be at least eighty, but she didn’t abandon her fun fashion sense. Her entire frame was decked out in flamingo pink with plastic flamingo earrings. Even her lipstick matched the attire. She donned sparkly white cat-eye sunglasses when she made it down the steps to come talk to us, and she was as fancy as any movie star I’d seen in theaters.

“Good afternoon, boys. The name is Norma.”

“Hello, ma’am. I’m the one you spoke to on the phone.” Dad offered his hand, but she swatted it away and wrapped her arms around his waist to hug him. Dad chuckled and hugged the little woman back.

“And you must be the lucky guy that gets to drive Miss Bertha.” She turned to me and grabbed my cheeks, giving them a squeeze.

“Yeah. I just got my permit, so we’re going to fix it up together, and hopefully, by this time next year, the ’ol bus will be my full-time ride.”

“I’m glad she’ll live to see a few more years,” she said as she clasped her hands together under her chin. “Bertha and I have been together for decades. I can’t even tell you how many. One day, I wanted to get out of Los Angeles. So, I packed everything I could carry, threw it in the back, and the next thing I know, I’m living out here in the middle of nowhere in this gorgeous little tin can.”

The little woman glowed from within. I’d never seen so much energy from someone her age. She must have some tales to tell. I could see that much just from the collection of license plates mounted around the property.

“And here’s the payment for Miss Bertha, ma’am,” Dad offered her a folded check.

“No, sir. I don’t want it.”

“But—.” Dad tried to interrupt.

“I know I gave you a price, but that was the only way I could get a reputable person up here to take her. But here’s the thing, I don’t want your money. I want you to make a ton of new memories with the bus. Take trips, go camping, get lots of greasy takeout food. All I ask is that you send me a picture of her and the memories you make. One picture a year until this old broad bites the dust.”

“Pictures?” I asked.

“Yup. That’s all I want. I want to know someone else is taking her to see the world just as I have.”

“Ms. Norma, we couldn’t possibly. Please take the check,” Dad tried to offer it again.

“Now, now. I promise money is not necessary here.” She glanced over at me and winked. “Come out back to the fire pit and share some lemonade with me, and we’ll call it even. Solid deal, if I do say so myself.”

We followed Norma out back and saw a stone fire pit that was already burning when we arrived. She stoked the logs and motioned for us to sit on intricately carved wooden benches. Whoever made them possessed an artistic touch that was fine enough for a museum. Through the window of the Airstream, I could see the interior was as glamorous as her.

Silk scarves were draped about, and twinkle lights blinked around the windows. Then, I noticed the walls were decked out in Marilyn Monroe memorabilia. Norma’s walls were decorated with framed movie posters that looked like originals, not cheap replicas from the department store. She caught me staring into the window and made her way over to sit beside me.

“Do you like old movies?” I jumped when I realized she caught me spying into her home.

“Oh. Sorry. I’m not very knowledgeable about them, but I know who she is.” I pointed inside towards the iconic poster of Marilyn Monroe, the one where she stands over the subway grate with her skirt billowing in the steam from below.

“Most people do. She’s a classic. But I’m not so sure she’d fit in with the movie stars they have today. Everyone saw her as someone to push the envelope back then, but she’d be pretty boring compared to what you youngins have.”

“I still think she’s beautiful.” Norma smiled and patted her hand on her chest.

“That’s so sweet,” she said, and her blue eyes glinted in the sun. I looked at her closely, and a funny suspicion crept up on me. I knew Marilyn died many years ago, but there’s a conspiracy for almost anything in the world.

“What do you think happened to her?” I watched her wistful gaze fall onto the rolling hills.

“Well, you know, she passed away young. Lots of those famous people end tragically. Too much living all at once, I say…or maybe she faked it.” The little woman shrugged and went on to grab a tray of snacks.

When she closed the door to the camper, I jumped at the opportunity to talk to Dad. “Hey, how old would Marilyn Monroe be now if she were still alive?” Dad’s eyebrows curled, and his forehead wrinkled.

“Well…maybe in her nineties. I’m not sure. What’s with the random trivia?”

“Nothing. Just a random thought.” Norma might’ve been around that age, but I wasn’t exactly an expert on telling peoples’ ages. Regardless, it was harder to tell because she looked pretty good for an elderly lady. She didn’t spend a life out in the sun like most of the women in my family. That’s for sure.

“All right guys, how about some pigs-in-a-blanket?” She carried out a tray piled high with snacks. We sat around her campfire, enjoying her hors d’oeuvres and trading stories. She lived a glamorous life apparently and met plenty of Hollywood executives before making a break for the Topaz Lake wilderness. Moorehart was dazzled by the woman’s tales. He sat on the edge of his seat, mouth hanging open, eyes glued to Norma.

I imagined her stories of the “old days” sounded like futuristic science fiction for him. Later, I’d be explaining that now owning a travel caravan was a luxury, not a gypsy lifestyle. Despite our fun, Dad’s phone started ringing after a couple of hours, and the little road trip excursion must end. He tried one more time to give Norma a check, but she declined it once again. She signed the vehicle over to us and, with that, we double-checked the ratchet straps on the trailer, climbed back into the van, and set out toward Sonora. By that time, the peachy rose glow of the setting sun hovered over the mountains and hillsides like a warm blanket.

The day was close to perfect, and we managed not to out Moorehart’s visitor status to my family. Life was good, and with that, I leaned my head on the window and fell asleep. I managed to sleep the entire way back home.

The moon was high in the sky when we pulled up in front of the Emporium. I woke up to find Dad and Moorehart chatting like best friends. Dad invited Moorehart to stay with us the next time he was in town, which I found convenient considering the secret labs he built in our basement and attic. We pulled it off but still faced the problem with Moorehart’s Pedaler.

There were only enough crystals for one reliable trip and that wouldn’t do. We needed an uncomplicated trip to Ecuador to mine for more before we could resume more exciting travel. Part of me hoped Kurt would join us, but I wasn’t going to hold my breath. His biggest fear was getting stuck or left behind, and I couldn’t say I blamed him.

After unloading Miss Bertha, all four of us retired to bed. Moorehart made himself comfortable downstairs, and Kurt decided to make a pallet on the floor of my bedroom.

That night, the haunting image of the rogue traveler tormented me. I saw him standing in that New York park, emotionless to the chaos around him, and it chilled me to the bone. Then, I was transported back to the bloody massacre in West Virginia. I saw him squatted down in the tree line laughing as the gunfire rained down around him. For whatever reason, he lived for the negativity of those moments, but the question still lingered. Did he play a part in making them happen? Did he shift some energetic scale that tipped the course of time over to complete bloodshed?

Until meeting the mysterious ponytailed traveler, I didn’t wonder about the mechanics of time travel. I was just happy I could do it. But now, I question every moment and choice I make. Do meaningless choices influence the more significant events in our lives? Did flunking that math test two years ago have anything to do with our family’s decision to move to Sonora? It could have, but it would be silly for me to pretend to understand. There’s no telling if I’ve screwed up someone else’s timeline in my travels. I need to be more thoughtful of the ripples I’m making. Who knows if my being in a particular place and time drastically changed someone else’s life for the better or for worse? I don’t.

The next morning, loud, rumbling thunder woke me. I jumped and knocked a glass of water from my nightstand, nearly hitting Kurt in the head as he snoozed below. Already annoyed, I stomped off to the bathroom to grab a towel. Mom was sitting at the kitchen table watching TV, drinking a cup of tea. Her hair, damp from a recent shower, was covered in a towel. She was tugging at the skin at the outer corners of her eyes.

“What are you doing?” I grumbled and scratched my head.

“Oh. I didn’t see you there. My eyes, they just don’t look as fresh as they used to. It’s fine. I was just watching this old movie, and it made me miss my youth. Silly, I know.” Just as she turned back to the TV, Marilyn Monroe danced across the screen in a shimmery dress. It was odd that this old movie was on regular programming. I’d never seen it before, and I always watched that movie channel, but maybe it was a result of some weird synchronicity.

Mom always talked about synchronicity. It meant that things were connected, and at that moment, I believed she was right. Maybe the universe did have a plan after all.


CHAPTER SIX


Kurt was sitting in the kitchen, eating the only sugary cereal Mom allowed in the house when I stepped out of the bathroom. A shower helped to clear the images of the traveler from my head, but the tightness in my chest and shoulders lingered despite the scalding hot shower I’d taken.

“What’s the plan today?” Kurt asked through a mouthful of rainbow-colored crispies. I looked over to see if Mom was paying attention, but she was listening to music with Chai’s headphones and doing some Emporium paperwork.

“I need to take Moorehart to get more crystals. I’m not sure how far back we need to go, but he’ll know, I’m sure. Are you sitting this one out?” Kurt shrugged and kept chewing. I poured myself a bowl and started crunching. A few minutes passed, and Kurt chugged down the remaining milk in his bowl.

“So, you’re going to the place with crystals for mining, meaning there’s no way you’ll run out while you’re there because you can just go grab some more, right?”

“Yeah,” I said. “In theory. It’s still time travel, but you won’t have to worry about running out.”

“Okay. I’ll just tell my Mom we’re heading to Sophie’s or something.”

“That was my plan too,” I said. Kurt laughed to himself. We finished up breakfast and threw some supplies in our backpacks. It was nice having another bag and a set of hands to carry it because I was able to fit first aid, snacks, extra clothes, and notebooks between the two of us.

Moorehart was sitting at the Emporium counter when we came down the stairs. He and Dad were joking amongst themselves and appeared to have established themselves as fast friends.

“Morning, guys! Hey, we’re going to head to Sophie’s, but we can walk you back to Kurt’s before we go, Mr. Moorehart,” I said.

“Ah, it is time for me to bid you adieu, I fear. But first, I must give you my sincere thanks for your hospitality and genial company.” Moorehart stood, bowed slightly, and patted Dad on the hand. Dad grinned and waved away his thanks. When Moorehart turned around, though, Dad’s face was twisted in confusion. Pleasantries were a bit more formal in Moorehart’s time, but Dad took it in stride.

We made our way out of the store and turned right, walking for a few strides to keep up appearances. Then, we led Moorehart around the building to the egress window into the basement that Kurt and I practiced sneaking into.

“Was this window always here?” Moorehart asked as he slid on his stomach, feet first, through the opening.

“Not sure. I guess it could have been added in the last fifty years, judging by the trim pieces.” Kurt looked over the wood and agreed with my judgment. We made our way to the lab, being as quiet as we could with Dad just upstairs in the storefront. Kurt knocked over a stack of records in the process, causing all of us to panic and freeze while we waited for a reaction from upstairs.

“Way to go, man!”

“Sorry,” Kurt said, scrunching up his face.

With the lantern in hand, I led the way back to our hidden gem within the basement. It still baffled me that I was the only one to have discovered it in my family. Everything was as I left it, even the leftover debris dust from New York. I grabbed a rag from the desk and gave the Pedaler a quick wipe down.

“Messy trip last time, my boy?”

“You have no idea…” I started to load the bags onto the bench seat, and Moorehart went to inspect the mechanics of the Pedaler like it was his own, which in reality, it was at one time. He paced around the back and squatted to look underneath, then tapped on the console.

“Looks good. Everyone ready?” Kurt hesitated before stepping closer.

“And you’re sure we’re going somewhere where we won’t get stuck? You’re both sure?”

“Do not be afraid, son. I invented the machine, and I can attest to its safety.” Moorehart beamed like the Pedaler was his firstborn child. Kurt slid into the seat on the other side of Moorehart and took a deep breath. His hands gripped the console like we were about to go over the first enormous drop of a rollercoaster. Moorehart adjusted the dials and looked over at me.

I took that as the signal to start pedaling. At least Kurt was bracing for it, though bracing wasn’t going to help the overwhelming feeling of nausea that always happened after jumping through time. For this trip, I decided to skip the spectacles. But even without their magic vision, I could feel the energetic vibration of time moving around me. If you could add carbonation to the air, that is what it felt like, and it tickled every inch of my exposed skin, leaving goosebumps in its path.

*     *     *

Quito, Ecuador

March 31, 1899

0.1807° S, 78.4678° W

Moorehart was in charge of picking the date, and he did so according to the work schedule he knew to be in practice in the year 1899. He looked back in a journal dedicated specifically to Quito to pick a suitable day with no other workers in the mine. He said it would be easier to finish our work without the prodding eyes of the mining crew.

We landed in a clearing on one of the few flat spots at the base of the mountain. The clouds were like fluffy marshmallows pressing down on us. Birds chirped loudly in the mid-morning sun. They were only drowned out by Kurt’s gasps of amazement.

“Where are we again?”

“Ecuador, my boy Kurt,” stated Moorehart, who was already slinging bags onto his shoulder. I followed suit and grabbed the remaining baggage. Kurt stumbled along behind us, tripping on the thick grass and vines winding over the landscape as we made our way toward the mountain.

It was a decent hike to the mine’s site, from what I recalled about my first trip to Quito. I decided to prod Moorehart’s brain for some insight into the time travel continuity predicament I’d found myself dwelling on.

“Hey, Moorehart. Remember when you came to me in my dream?”

“Yes, but it feels like a long time ago for me. Though, I know it wasn’t really.”

“Well, how do you think that works? You said we’re connected to the times we go to. But how?” We continued trudging through the brush. Kurt took to clearing a path for Moorehart with a machete. Busy as a bee, he chopped and tore the thick underbrush.

“You know, I’m not going to pretend I’m an expert in that aspect of time travel, but I think it has to do with leaving a stamp of sorts on the time once you arrive. Some say there are many worlds, and at times they mingle.” Moorehart stopped and took a swig of water from his metal canteen. “Why are you so concerned about this right now?”

I hesitated before answering because I didn’t want to seem like a whiny teenager when I revealed the reason. “Um. No particular reason…”

“Chant, I know better.”

“I went back in a dream and saw my friend Mary one time. She has a pretty terrible life in her time, you know. If there was a way to bring her back here, well to my time, would it screw up anything?” Moorehart grew quiet. He patted Kurt on the shoulder and traded him the bags for the machete. He swung the blade, clearing a shortcut up the last small hill.

“I think once we get done here, I know who we need to ask. I mentioned him before, but I was hoping to keep the trip a surprise for you. I understand this man is well-known in more modern times. Have you heard of Albert Einstein?”

Kurt chimed in. “Everyone in the entire world has heard of Albert Einstein!”

“Then he is the man to answer our questions!” Moorehart tore the last bit of vines in our way, and we stepped onto the worn-down path that the mineworkers used every day. If we were lucky, the Pedaler would have landed on the cleared part of the terrain, but instead, we were already tired and sweaty before we set foot into the mine.

We stepped into the entrance of the mine, still touched by the daylight outside. Kurt sat down in the dirt and leaned on the bags he tossed beside him. I noticed a low rumble vibrating the walls that wasn’t present on my last visit.

“What is that?” I muttered. Then, a screaming whistle sound came blasting through the mine. The ground shook beneath us, and dirt and pebbles fell from the ceiling of earth overhead.

“Oh, they’ve established a railroad now!” Moorehart shouted over the noise. “It winds all the way through this mountain pass!” By that time, Kurt held his backpack over his head to act as a shield from the rubble. A minute or two passed, and the blaring rumble finally ceased, leaving a ring in my ears.

“Can we get to mining? I’d rather not be here for the next train,” I said, fearing a complete collapse over our heads. Moorehart nodded and motioned for us to follow him further into the mine. I flipped on the camping lantern attached to my backpack and pushed onward.

Shovels and picks in hand, we muscled through the rock lining the inside of the mine. It felt as though we were exhausting ourselves for no reason, but when Kurt reached his first crystal, we all caught our second wind. Clinking away, we set our sights on finding at least sixteen crystals, eight for me and eight for Moorehart.

“So, what’s Ecuador like out there?” Kurt asked while he wiped the sweat from his brow with his shirt sleeve. Moorehart laid down his pick and took another drink.

“Well…with that railroad that came hammering through, it’s starting to be more connected. The last time Chant was here, I imagine it was very remote. At one point, the village at the base of this mountain, just on the other side, was only accessible by burro. It’s a bit of a powder keg, though. With so much change and idling the ship toward progressive rule, you’ll have some unrest. I’ve seen it time and time again.” Moorehart picked up his tools and went to work again.

Hours passed, and our pile of crystals grew until I managed to unearth the sixteenth. Teetering on edge of exhaustion, we all collapsed onto the ground. With Quito being the second-highest capital city in the world, the thin air of the altitude played a significant part in our fatigue, combine that with the physical labor, and we were spent. Kurt tore into the snacks and passed around granola bars and juice boxes. We must work with what was in the fridge, unfortunately. Once we were revived with sugar and high protein goodness, we climbed to our feet and packed our crystals into an empty duffel.

Kurt led the way from the mine, back down the path, and to the clearing where we left the Pedaler. The only problem was, the Pedaler was nowhere to be found. The three of us walked in circles within the clearing, scanning the area for signs of the machine. I stumbled onto a set of tracks leading into a dirt road through the jungle.

“Oh no,” I said to myself.

“Oh no, indeed,” Moorehart whispered. Kurt dropped the bags he was carrying at his feet and gasped. He looked back at us with his mouth hanging open like he’d just seen a ghost. The only sound was his breathing as it sped up into a full-blown panic attack.

“Where is it, guys? Where is it?” Kurt looked at us with teary eyes.

“Now, don’t panic. More than likely one of the locals stumbled across it and took it down to the village at the lower elevation. Like I said, no need to panic yet,” Moorehart said, matter-of-factly. I nodded but couldn’t find any words to support his theory because my heart was doing backflips in my chest. “Chant, did you bring those handy spectacles this time?”

“No, sir.”

“Hmm. Well, that adds a level of difficulty, but we are three smart men, and I am certain we can rise to the challenge.” Moorehart stepped forward and picked up the bags Kurt dropped, leading us onto the path that cut through the thick foliage to the local village.

The vegetation stretched onto the path, and the moist air gave the illusion that something was breathing down our necks. Monkeys screamed at us as they swung on vines in the canopy, which blocked out a good portion of the sunlight, making it look several hours later in the evening because of the sudden dimness.

Moorehart held his head high and used the excursion to examine local plant life. Every now and then, he’d stop, put down the bags, and pull out a small pocket notebook and pen to scribble down descriptions of the fauna. Kurt was deadly silent and became more fidgety with each unnecessary stop. I was still in shock that the Pedaler was missing and floated along behind them, unable to interact in any meaningful way.

The walk was long and hot. My clothes melted into my skin, and I couldn’t escape the sweat pouring down my back. I wished I had a handkerchief like Moorehart to wipe the drips from my forehead before they stung my eyes. My shirt sleeve would have to do, but it soon became too wet to offer much help.

“How much further? Do you remember how far down it is?” I asked. Moorehart paused and looked up at the tree line.

“A little less than a mile, my boy. Let’s just push on through.” I gritted my teeth and pushed forward, wincing in pain from the blisters forming on my right foot. I decided at that moment that I would pack dry socks in my bag from then on. We went on for what felt like thirty minutes, and when we emerged from the jungle, the sun was still fairly high in the sky, meaning we weren’t on the path as long as I perceived.

The path was wider when we departed from the trees, and a wooden fence lined either side. It held flocks of sheep that watched us as we walked. Some came up the fence, offering baas in our direction. They were probably used to getting treats from locals that passed by.

Another thirty minutes passed, and we finally came upon a group of yurts where the farmers lived. Children squealed and laughed when they saw us. We looked somewhat out of place in our modern clothes. Some ran and hid behind the huts. A couple of girls came up and grabbed me by the arm. They wrapped their pinkies around mine and walked with us, giggling and speaking to each other in Spanish.

They said, “carro, carro,” and pointed ahead of us eagerly. I wasn’t fluent in Spanish despite the foreign languages they pushed in Berkeley. I elected to take French and American Sign Language instead. However, it sounded close to “cart,” so I hoped they were leading us to the Pedaler.

Moorehart delighted in the villagers’ reaction to us. A few of the elders nodded to him as we passed, and I could have sworn they knew each other. I wasn’t aware of how many times he’d come back to this year, but I was certain he’d been back to Quito during those elders’ lifetimes.

A short man in a colorful rainbow poncho and timeworn black hat scurried out from his hut, waving his arms. We slowed, and he met us on the path. He and Moorehart exchanged words that I couldn’t begin to translate due to their speed. Moorehart’s head started to bob, and he looked back to Kurt and me with a beaming smile.

Kurt’s shoulders relaxed, and he sighed. He looked up to the sky, mouthed “thank you,” and pressed his hands together like he was praying. I picked up one of the little girls that led us to the shepherd and hugged her, spinning her around as she laughed out loud in a joyous giggle.

“This way, boys! We are no longer stranded,” said Moorehart. We followed the path behind the farmer, who bounded over the dirt like he had the legs of a mountain goat. He was agile and fit. I wondered if these people discovered the fountain of youth. I’d never met anyone his age with so much spring in their step.

At the end of the village, there was a hut with stacks of lumber piled up all around it. The stacks were almost even with the roofline and spilled out to the path. We walked along as the sprightly man led us behind the lumber. There, on a rickety cart, sat the Pedaler. Her lacquer and gold finish glinted in the sunlight. It was blinding, but I was never so grateful to be blinded.

Kurt jumped up and down, squealing louder than the two little girls dancing around us at that point. He wrapped his arms around me and picked me up in a bear hug.

“I thought we were done for,” he laughed. A single tear ran from the outer corner of his eye and down his cheek. I doubted he’d ever go traveling with us again after this ordeal. Still, I laughed too, determined to enjoy the relief I felt as well. The man in the rainbow poncho let out a loud cheer, clapped, and grabbed Moorehart by the cheeks. He gave him an air kiss on both sides and clapped his hands again.

A group of sturdy men from the village straggled in from the fields to help us unload the Pedaler from their rickety cart. Kurt and I jumped in to help while Moorehart supervised and advised us on the easiest route to roll her down the makeshift ramp. Once safely on the ground, we used the gears to pedal the machine away from the village and prying eyes.

Kurt sat in the middle, squeezing the bags and grinning like he just won the lottery. Moorehart tossed his head back and smiled into the evening sun. I pedaled along and thought about how he didn’t panic despite the sudden hiccup in our journey. He must have seen hundreds of missteps in his early trips. I wondered if I would get to be as seasoned as him, a time travel expert.

Once clear of the village view, we switched the gears to time rather than ground travel. I looked over my shoulder at the peak of the mountain. It was cloaked in a fog that partially obscured the lush emerald greenery. One day, I’d be back. And if I didn’t figure out a better way to preserve my crystals, it would be sooner rather than later.

*     *     *

We set our return time to a few hours after we left since we were supposed to be at Sophie’s house, and we wanted to avoid suspicion. When we exited the lab, I saw the soft glow of the streetlights shining in through the smudged glass of the window we’d used to sneak in earlier.

“Which way?” Kurt asked, pointing simultaneously at the stairs and window.

“Um, hang on.” I listened closely for sounds in the store but heard nothing. Everything was already closed up for the night. Then, I texted Mom to see if she was upstairs.

Moorehart needed to get up to our attic undetected so he could get back to his own Pedaler. Mom responded within seconds. She and Dad were picking Chai up from a friend’s house.

“We’re good, but we need to hurry. Let’s go this way,” I said as we climbed the rickety wooden treads into the store level. They followed close behind, so close that Kurt repeatedly skinned my heels with the heavy boots he insisted on wearing.

Once in the apartment, we made a beeline for my bedroom and the attic scuttle hole. They climbed ahead of me, and when it was my turn, I heard the faint beeping of the security system downstairs.

“Hurry! They’re home.” I scurried up the ladder as soon as they were clear from the opening. Moorehart was already gathering his crystals to put in his Pedaler when I pulled myself up. He lifted the console on the back of his bike and placed them inside after inspecting them somewhat haphazardly.

“Make sure you take enough to power your travels for a while,” I said. Moorehart nodded silently and went about gathering his books, notes, and bottles of brandy into his leather satchel. Once loaded up, he flipped the stand on his bike to elevate the tires from the floor. Like my version of the Pedaler, this one had a gear system and crystal and kinetic energy combination.

“Chant, my boy, if you still want your answers to the mysteries of the universe, I left the time and coordinates to meet Mr. Einstein. I have some notes I need to grab from my home year. Meet me there in three days as it passes here in your time. Yes?” I nodded to his instructions. He grinned and began to pedal with frantic force.

Kurt and I watched as he and his Pedaler dissipated in front of us like they were both made from dry beach sand. It was the first time I’d seen time travel happen from the outside of the equation. My body tingled all over from thinking about my skin and bones dissolving in the same fashion when I pedaled my own machine. Maybe that was the root cause of the intense physical symptoms I felt the first few times.

“Chant! Are you home?” I heard Dad call from the apartment.

“Yeah, coming.” We climbed down into my bedroom with far less energy than we did climbing up. Kurt plopped down on my bed and stared at the floor with a spacey, emotionless expression. There was a lot to unpack for him. He went from being excited to be in Ecuador to thinking he would be stranded in 1899 forever.

“Are you okay?”

“How do you do it? I mean, there’s a chance of something going wrong every time you pedal out of your basement, and you still keep going. How? I was terrified today.” I didn’t know what to say at first and sat down beside him instead of trying to answer.

“Well…I guess I just need the adventure. I like the idea of doing something no one else has done, and now that I’ve seen that it’s real, I just can’t stop.” I watched him from the corner of my eye as he mulled my answer over to himself.

“I get it, but I don’t think I’ll be going with you again anytime soon. Sorry. Is that okay?”

“Yeah, of course. You don’t have to travel with me to be my friend. We were friends before you found out and we’ll be friends even if you never want to go with me again. Maybe, you can be my man on the ground. Every explorer needs a trusty research team, right?” Kurt’s eyes met mine, and I could feel the relief spill out of him. He sighed and smiled.

“Right. Thanks for understanding.”

The next day, I got to be a normal kid. Kurt was waiting for me on the corner so we could walk to school together. Chai stuck her tongue out as she walked past us to catch up with her friends, but Kurt didn’t notice. He was so relieved to be walking to school instead of sitting in a yurt in Ecuador that he practically skipped the entire way.

My classes were a little dull and left me daydreaming about the Volkswagen waiting for me behind the Emporium. She was powder blue with chrome accents, or at least they used to be chrome. They suffered from rust and needed to be restored, which we would get to eventually. I needed to track down those headlights, though.

The only problem was, I checked all of the usual sales sites and came up empty-handed. Then, I tried a specialty store, and the ones they were selling were way above my meager budget.

I decided to wrap up my homework in study hall so I would have a free evening. I had a plan, and if I played my cards right, I would be able to score a souvenir for Kurt to make up for the mishap on our trip to South America.

When I got home, Mom was counting the register. Her hair was a mess, she flour-dusted her face, and the scrunched-up look of frustration meant it was a rough day in the store. She didn’t lift her eyes from the stack of cash on the counter and only grumbled when I greeted her.

“I have a project due tomorrow. So, I’m just going to grab some snacks and head down to the basement. Don’t worry about me for dinner. I just want to wrap up this report.” I waited for a response but received an even grumpier grumble. Waiting for more interaction than that would have been futile. Instead, I ran up to the apartment to grab our first aid kit and armfuls of food. The goods barely fit into my backpack, but I made it work long enough to get downstairs.

I grabbed another duffel to transfer the supplies to and loaded up my backpack with crystals in the lab. Susannah didn’t know it, but she was the inspiration for my next venture, and lucky for me, I didn’t even need a costume.

*     *     *

Woodstock

Bethel, New York

August 17, 1969

41.6838° N, 74.8719° W

I donned my unique spectacles for my trip to the famous music festival. If there was ever a place where those would fit in without question, it was a crowd of fellow hippies that stood 400,000 deep. My tie-dye and hemp necklaces were perfect, as I soon found out. I stashed my Pedaler behind a billboard and filed onto the road leading to the dairy farm that accommodated the event.

I came upon an astounding view. The cars were at a standstill, and people congregated between them on the road. I’d seen photos of the concerts, but never what led up to them. People played music, shared food, and partied in the middle of the road.

Local law enforcement gave up on moving the jam. They stayed nearby for emergencies, but for the most part, music-lovers abandoned their rides to hoof it to the shows. Though the scene on the road was pretty peaceful on the 17th, I knew it would become less pleasant the further I went.

From what I read, I knew there were heavy rains that led to a muddy mess for concertgoers and staff. That’s why I brought my first aid kit. If there was anything they needed at the event, it was medical supplies and extra food.

As I got closer to the farm, I saw people walking away from the event with mud caked up to their knees. They carried their shoes, covered in mud that probably got stuck like quicksand, hence the barefoot walking. Their hair was dripping, and what clothes they wore were a muddy mess too.

“Who’s playing next?” I asked before they passed me.

“Supposed to be Country Joe & The Fish, but it’s delayed because of the weather. We’re heading back when we hear the music start.”

“Thanks,” I said. They threw up peace signs and started on their way again. I didn’t have a plan. I just knew there would be people in need, and I hoped I could bargain my way into possessing the headlights I couldn’t afford in my time. Surely someone must have a pair to spare. There were VW buses sprinkled up and down the road. I have never seen that many in one place, and that’s saying something for a kid that frequented folky music festivals for most of my childhood.

My feet were already aching from the walking, and I only made it about halfway. It was easy to see how people could get swept away in the moment. Time didn’t feel real in the bubble of Woodstock. People were sharing food, having conversations, dancing without any music. The dancing might have been due to other factors, but that’s for another story.

It was just so real and visceral. Nothing compared to it, and nothing ever would. I watched a family chase their preschool-age child ahead of me. She was barefoot, wearing a pillowcase style dress with flowers in her hair. If that happened back home, some other parent down the street would feel inclined to call CPS or write something nasty on social media. In 1969, they were together and loved. That’s all that mattered.

No wonder Mom and Dad tried so hard to hang onto this era. There were splinters of mine and Chai’s childhoods that looked like they just ripped a branch from 1969 and planted it in the yard for us.

“Hey man, do you have any bandages?” I turned my head to see a man sitting in the mud near the entrance to the festival. He was holding his barefoot, with blood running down his hand onto his arm.

“Yeah, actually. What happened?”

“Ah, you know. I stepped on a beer bottle. Sliced it pretty good.”

“Here, let me help.” I squatted down and retrieved my first aid kit. I cleaned it up and dressed it the best I could. “That’s better, but do you have any shoes to keep it covered?”

“Nah, man. I left them back at my van.” I looked down at the clean white gauze and medical tape. One step and he’d soak the wound in mud and risk infection. So, I rummaged through my bag until I found a plastic grocery bag. I cut one of the long fringes from his leather vest and wrapped up his fresh bandage.

“There. Now, where is your car?” He pointed ahead, closer to the entrance of the festival.

“Wow. How’d you score that parking spot?”

“I was here superrrr early.” He tried to stand but wavered when he put weight on the injury. Seeing how long it would take him to make it to his van and shoes, I scooped my shoulder under his arm and started helping him down the road. It was like a three-legged race, except there was an obnoxious crinkle from the plastic bag with every step.

Lifting him exhausted my legs and shoulder, and I found myself staring at the pavement so I wouldn’t focus on the distance. But when he stopped, I glanced up to see a sharp, mint condition Volkswagen Bus. Aside from the bottom paint color being a burnt orange, it looked exactly like mine with fewer rust spots, of course.

“Say…Is there anything I could trade you for a part from your van?” I figured it was a long shot. There was no way it could be that easy.

“What are you in the market for?” He narrowed his bloodshot eyes and pursed his lips.

“Headlights. I can’t find them anywhere.” He wrinkled his brows, obviously confused by my strange request. “I have some cash too.”

“Nah, I don’t want your money. I will say it’s your lucky day, though.” He hopped over to the back hatch and lifted the door. There were cardboard boxes stacked to the ceiling, and he grabbed a smaller one from the top. He handed me the box with a business card stapled to the top. It read Hardwick’s Volkswagen. “My dad owns a dealership. We’ll call it even since you fixed my foot, but I have to ask…Why didn’t you just hit up a store?” I paused and looked around at the free-spirited atmosphere.

“I guess I could have, but I was just passing through and figured a vibe like this was a once in a lifetime thing. Lucky I stumbled across you.” He smiled and leaned on the bus. “Thank you. I’ll be on my way now.” He nodded back and gave me a peace sign as I started back toward the field where the main stage sat.

As I departed, I noticed the music began playing. The change in movement’s pace slipped right past me, but “Thing Called Love” echoed across the hills once I paid attention.

The minute I stepped onto the farmland that accommodated the displaced festival, I was immersed in a sea of people swaying to the music. Sure, some of them drifted a little higher than the others, but it was one of the most serene moments of my life. Even with all of those people, there were no fights or riots, just friends enjoying the rhythm and harmonies coming from the stage.

I stayed for the remainder of the bands that day and listened to every song on the setlist. By the time “Blackbird” came on, I realized I should probably head back to the Pedaler. It was dark, and if I stayed any longer, I was worried I’d never leave.

When I made it back to the billboard disguising my vehicle, I slid into the seat and sighed. My cheeks ached from smiling. On the way back, I gave up the rest of my food and first aid supplies and received the warmest thanks in exchange. I should have been born in that year. I felt it in my bones, but instead, I started to pedal back to real life, a little homesick for 1969.


CHAPTER SEVEN


I got some free time when I got back, so I worked a couple of shifts at the Crystal Shop. With two days to kill before Moorehart wanted to visit Einstein, I figured I should try to save some money for the first big project with the bus.

However, Journey was stiff and robotic when I came into work. He didn’t joke or ask me to fix his computer like he usually did, and every time I walked across the shop to do a chore, I could feel my neck burning from his eyes staring at me. I swore they burnt a hole clear through my neck.

“Hey, you okay today?”

“Yeah, man. I’ve just got a lot on my plate right now.” Journey eyed me over his reading glasses, and my stomach knotted. I shuffled back to the storeroom and finished up the labels and display cases he wanted me to get ready for the next day.

He didn’t say goodbye when I clocked out that night. I waved, but he didn’t bother to pause as he scribbled in the leather-bound ledger he kept on the counter. An ominous feeling grew inside of me as I walked home under the streetlights.

Was he going to fire me? Maybe the shop was going under. Likely and unlikely scenarios played out in my head.

The night was crisp and dewy as I walked. Crickets chirped, and bats swooped under the streetlights, catching as many mosquitoes as they could gobble up. Bats always struck me as misunderstood. They aren’t scary or blood-sucking but do wonders for the ecosystem. Plus, they’re pretty cute if you can get past the creepy persona.

A row of Jack o lanterns lit the last part of my walk home. Our entire block went in together to spring for top-notch Halloween decorations. Chai took over the street decorations which was apparent by the designs on the pumpkins. Instead of creepy faces, there were cats, rays of sunshine, and outlines of pumpkin spice lattes. There was never a more “basic” display at the Emporium, but at least she was getting into the spooky spirit.

As for me, I had tunnel vision for getting my hands dirty with the bus or Bertha as Ms. Norma called her. Dad was getting bummed about not finding the headlights because we couldn’t even drive it at night when we got her up and running, but I couldn’t come out and tell him I scored a set yet. He’d wonder where I picked them up, and there wasn’t a free day lately to make my alibi sound believable.

Ever since I got back from Woodstock, my days were dedicated to working at our store and the Crystal Shop. Lucky for me, my next trip with Moorehart would be perfect for making my story look believable.

“Hey Chant, how was your shift with Journey?” Dad was waiting at the door, ready to lock the place up.

“Fine. A little weird, though.” I heard the key turn behind me, and Dad punching in the security code.

“Weird how?”

“He seemed mad, no grumpy. I don’t know. He was just cold toward me.”

“That’s not like him. He always goes on and on about you when we get together.” He and Dad were frequenting local places for lunch, trading kombucha recipes, and even planning weekend trips together for the spring. It dawned on me that Dad might help me figure out if Journey is the traveler. He would have no idea, of course.

“Oh yeah? What’s he said?”

“He just brags on how hard you work for him and how dedicated you are always hunkered down in the basement studying. He’ll text me and joke about you being a mad scientist down there, working on your experiments.”

“Ha…mad scientist, right…Where in the world did he get that idea?”

“I’m sure it’s just a joke, Chant. And besides, I’m the one that said you spent hours down there.” If I got the idea to press Dad for details about Journey, what if he was doing the same with me? I did find it strange that he was so insistent on being Dad’s friend. There was a considerable age difference and, of course, Dad was a family guy.

“Maybe I’m just paranoid. It’s been a long week.” I trudged up the stairs, replaying the exchange in my head. My worries about Journey dissipated when I got to bed, though. Chunks of amethyst and citrine helped me drift off to an ache-free slumber and I welcomed it as the pain from my hip, and bum toe faded.

That night, my dreams replayed the spectacular music I saw on the stage at Woodstock. The mob of flower children swayed and sang along with the bands. They held up lighters when ballads played soulful melodies. It was the first time I didn’t see cell phones take the place of the tradition.

New York farmland gave way to a muddier landscape if that’s even possible. Barefoot, once again, I walked the hillside looking for the music fans that vanished before my eyes. They were replaced with herds of sheep that eyed me as I walked past. My skin erupted in goosebumps, and I shivered in the wind. It was as if 1969 jumped ahead to fall.

But then I saw her. Mary danced at the top of the next hill. Her golden waist-length curls swung around her as she twisted and turned. Her flowing skirt billowed out like a cloud with each twirl. She looked happy, certainly healthier than the last dream I saw her in.

“Mary!” I shouted. She stopped dancing, and her hand flew up to her brow as she strained to see me in the sun. “It’s me, Chant!” Her hand fell, and she took off, running toward me. Mud splattered up her dress, but she paid no attention to it.

“Chant!” She squealed. I ran to meet her, and she jumped up into my arms. I spun her around, squeezing her in an enormous bear hug. “I’m so happy to see you. So much has happened.”

“You look good, happy. Are you still working at the theater?”

“No. Well, occasionally. But I’ve secured another position as a lady in waiting. A good position. She’s kind to me, treats me more like a sister than a servant.” I brushed a curl from her face, and she blushed.

“That’s great. I was so worried about you.” Her smile fell flat, and her eyes narrowed. “What’s wrong?”

“Well, I’m grateful that you worried, but if you were so worried, why did you leave again?”

“I don’t mean to. Things are just complicated.” With a gentle touch, I lifted her chin to look at my eyes. “I’m trying to get back to you. Promise.” Her eyebrows furrowed, and she cocked her head to the side.

“But you’re here now?” I nodded, looking down at the ground, and when I glanced up, she was gone. The swaying crowd returned, as did the music. I woke up to the smell of muffins and the sound of clinking dishes. Most mornings, that would have been enough to put a smile on my face for the entire day, but on that day, my feet may have well been made from lead. It took every bit of energy to peel myself from the bed and face the music of real life.

When school was over, I was prepared to make up an elaborate story to save face with Sophie. Kurt knew about my upcoming trip, but she wouldn’t understand why we weren’t hanging, especially with the Halloween dance that the student council was planning happening soon. She’d been hounding me about decoration ideas for weeks.

After we concocted a good cover story, Sophie relented and went to her mom’s classroom. Kurt and I started toward home, kicking the acorns falling like snow from the oak trees lining the sidewalk.

“So Einstein…No pressure, right?” Kurt punched me in the arm and laughed. I chuckled to myself, but he was right. The idea of meeting Einstein sounded fun three days ago, but now I was worried I would seem dumb or he would think my questions were nonsense.

“If you were meeting him, what would you want to know?” Kurt shrugged his shoulders and walked along quietly. Finally, he took a breath and looked up at the sky.

“I guess I’d want to know if it was lonely being the smartest man in the room all the time.”

“Really? You don’t want to know about how he came up with the theory of relativity? Or how he thought his discoveries might be used?” Kurt picked up a stick and ran it down the rails of a wrought iron fence.

“Nah, I’d never be able to understand what that’s all about anyway, but I do understand people. So, I’d want to know what life was like for him.” The insightful nature of his answer took me by surprise, and I walked along behind him for a while, weighing the importance of my question against his.

“You know what, I think I’ll ask him your question too.”

“Cool, just don’t forget to report your findings to your main man on the ground.” Kurt shoved his nose up to the sky and popped the collar on his jacket.

“Sure, sure, hotshot.”

Before long, Kurt peeled off the path toward his neighborhood, and I kept walking to the Emporium. When I came up the sidewalk, I noticed the trailer where Bertha was sitting was empty. I followed the sidewalk to the back, where I found the bus pulled halfway into the garage and Dad lying underneath it.

“Starting without me?”

“Ouch!” Dad jumped and cracked his head on the undercarriage. He rolled out on the creeper seat, rubbing the growing goose egg on his forehead. “Just checking to see what parts I might need to order. This small stuff shouldn’t be too expensive. We can sub in new parts underneath, but those headlights are going to be a pain. I can’t find them anywhere for less than a small fortune.”

I thought back to the pair lying on the floor of the lab in the basement. Telling Dad would make him happy, but the possibility of him asking a ton of questions about where I got them was a risk I wasn’t willing to take yet.

“Well, I have a few leads on some from some sales sites on the internet. One is just a few miles away. How about I head out later to see if they’re still available?”

“That would be great. Just let me know if you need backup.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. It’s only a few minutes away if I need you.” Dad nodded, and his mouth turned down. I could sense that he wanted to come, but that would spell disaster for my meeting with Moorehart, not to mention the huge lie I told. “Besides, I have to put in the work for my own car, right?” A grin started in one corner of his mouth, and he nodded.

I left him to his work, and he rolled back underneath the bus. The sound of metal tools followed me until I opened the door to the store. Chai sat at the counter and greeted me with an eye roll.

“Great customer service,” I said. She snarled her lip at me and bobbed her head for dramatic emphasis. “Where’s Mom?” Chai pointed back to the kitchen, and I went on my way.

“Hey, Chant,” she said when I came through the door. “How was school?”

“Oh, you know, the usual. Listen, I’m just going to step out this evening to check on some headlights I may have tracked down for the old VW. I already told Dad.” Mom scraped the contents of a mixing bowl into a muffin tin before licking the spoon.

“All right, Sweetie. Just don’t stay out too late.” I was already heading to the door before she finished talking. Around the side, I noticed a little path being worn to the basement window. If my parents were into landscaping, they would have certainly noticed by now. Lucky for me, the extent of their gardening was the windowsill herb gardens in the kitchen.

I held my breath as I lifted the window to slide inside. Any noise would have alerted Dad to someone messing with the window, and I didn’t want to lie about my plan any more than I needed to.

The basement was littered with old soda cans and wadded up paper from the last time Kurt and Sophie came over. Before heading to the lab, I scooped it all into the wastebasket. When I passed over the sofa, I noticed a folded piece of paper stuck between the cushions. Upon closer inspection, I recognized that it was Sophie’s handwriting, and the note was addressed to “Kurt.”

It was none of my business, but I found myself opening the note anyway. I squinted to read her bubbly cursive font, but on the second pass through, I realized it said,

“Kurt,

I wanted to ask your opinion on something, and you better not laugh. I was wondering if Chant had a crush on anyone and if he didn’t…Do you think he’d go see a movie with me?

-Soph”

My face burned when I was through reading it. That was the last thing I needed. The only argument Kurt and I ever got into was over a girl, and now there was this huge misunderstanding. Kurt liked Sophie, and I liked Mary, even if I couldn’t talk about her in front of anyone.

I tossed the note into the wastebasket with the rest of the trash. Sophie didn’t pass it on to Kurt, or it wouldn’t have been in the couch cushion. Maybe that would be the end of it, and Sophie would abandon the idea. Nausea churned in my stomach as I thought about what a train wreck the note could have caused.

I put the basket back in the corner and moved the tapestry to unlock the door. The musty smell of earth blew into my face, and I breathed it in deep. It calmed the nerves buzzing just beneath my surface. At that moment, I couldn’t wait to be anywhere in time besides the triangle of awkwardness brewing in the basement.

My supplies were already waiting for me on the seat of the Pedaler. I threw on an old cardigan, trousers, and leather dress shoes from my traveling costumes. Then, I grabbed the spectacles and slicked my hair back. Looking at my reflection in the Pedaler’s gold trim, I noted how long my hair was getting. The way it settled into waves on the side of my head, I almost looked like I belonged in 1935.

I slid onto the seat and settled into the indentation that was forming in it. It felt comfortable, like a hug, and I realized time travel was starting to feel normal if there ever was such a thing. It felt as natural as riding in the car with my parents. My feet settled onto the pedals, and I began to push. I closed my eyes to feel the time particles rushing around me.

*     *     *

Princeton, New Jersey

October 12, 1935

40° 20’ 36.13” N, 74° 40’ 0.37” W

When I opened my eyes and the time dust settled, I saw the bright midday sun. It was blinding for a moment, but when my vision adjusted, the most colorful fall foliage I’d ever seen came into view. To say it was gorgeous was an understatement. A pile of red leaves curled around the trunk of a tree in a neighboring yard, and on the other side of the street, yellow leaves carpeted the sidewalk.

My Pedaler landed on the street and happened to be perfectly parallel parked between two cars. I hoped I could replicate the feat with the bus when it came time to take my driver’s license test. Up the street, I saw a familiar handlebar mustache coming my way and waving with excitement.

“Glad you’re here, my friend. I’ve been waiting for a few hours. You know, I wish we could figure out a way to nail down the machines to an exact hour on any given day. Right now, it’s like shooting into the dark a bit.” Moorehart rubbed his chin and looked over the Pedaler. “Ah, maybe I’m too picky. It is time travel, after all.”

“Well, I’m sorry you had to wait. Where are we going?”

“To see Einstein! I could have sworn we talked about this,” he said.

“I know that part. I meant which house?” Moorehart laughed at his misunderstanding and patted his chest as he caught his breath.

“Over there, my boy.” He pointed to an immaculate white house with neat landscaping and an arrangement of pumpkins on the stairs. Hedges formed a natural fence between the yard and the sidewalk and intricate woodwork on the porch columns. The house reminded me of a storybook cottage, or the dollhouse Mom bought for Chai from an antique store.

“It’s not what I expected, but it’s a beautiful home. That is his home, right?” Moorehart nodded and beckoned me to follow him up the sidewalk to the porch.

“I’ve arranged this meeting through one of my academic friends. We were in the same fraternal society. So, hopefully, this is a friendly affair. I have some equations to show him to break the ice.” Moorehart tapped a leather-bound notebook under his arm and led the way to the front door. He hesitated for a second before tapping on the door ever so lightly.

A short elderly woman came to the door. She had a pointed nose and sharp eyes. Her skin was pale and decorated with dark circles under her eyes. The woman’s hair was the color of salt and pepper and formed a frizzy bonnet on top of her head.

“Yes?” she said from behind the door she only opened about six inches.

“Ma’am, we have an appointment with Albert this morning.” With that, she opened the door the rest of the way and waved us in. She let out a thick, raspy cough and clung to her chest.

“Forgive me,” she said in a heavy accent. “My health is not what it used to be.” She led us down a hallway to what I assumed was Einstein’s study. The heavy wooden doors creaked when she opened them. From behind Moorehart, I spied the top of fluffy white hair moving erratically. I ducked to look through the space of Moorehart’s arm and saw that he was scribbling something on a notepad with fierce urgency.

“Albert…Albert,” said the woman. He paused and looked our way.

“Your morning appointment is here.”

“Yes, of course.” He waved her out of the study and went back to writing. The exchange wasn’t friendly, but you could tell it was typical for them. “You, come.” He pointed to two leather barrel chairs that faced his desk. We filed inside and sat down, waiting for his writing to stop. When he finally laid his pen down, Moorehart glanced at me.

“Sir, thank you for meeting with us,” said Moorehart.

“I understand you have something you’d like me to see.” His directness made Moorehart clammer to his notebook.

“Uh. Um. Yes, sir.” Moorehart flipped through his book to find a loose page that he unfolded. It was the size of about six sheets of regular notebook paper and symbols and equations were written in smudged ink, and coffee rings stained the edge. Einstein took the paper and laid it out on his desk. His eyes traveled down it as he nodded along.

At once, he set the paper down and took a drink of tea that was sitting on his desk. The cup and saucer rattled as he lifted them to his mouth. He lifted his eyes toward us and pointed at the paper still lying on his desk.

“Do you know what you have here?” Moorehart glanced at me and back at Einstein, then smiled.

“I think I do. Yes.” Einstein nodded and swiveled his chair back to one of the wooden filing cabinets behind him. He pulled a file and rolled his chair around to us.

“We’re very much alike, you and I.” Einstein pulled a pipe from his blazer pocket and began to pack the tobacco. “Space, time. They’re as much a part of one another as vision and perspective. Perspective could be used to explain the entire thing if you dwell on it long enough. Time is relative. Hence the Theory of Relativity,” he grinned behind a thick mustache.

“You see, time depends entirely on perspective. While one person sees a plate fall at the same time as a glass, the person standing on the other side of the room might see a slight difference. And both of those fellows would be right. Space and time curve around the earth like a fabric draped over a globe. You—well, you have figured out how to bend gravity at your will so you can pierce the fabric. Have you tested it?”

Einstein puffed his pipe and darted his eyes between us. Moorehart’s smile stretched across his entire face. My mouth was stuck somewhere between a gasp of disbelief and a grin. The importance of the meeting left me reeling and speechless.

“So you have,” said Einstein. “If I were you, I’d keep this quiet. You don’t work for a university, at least not one I’m aware of, and if any establishment caught wind of this, they’d pry it from your cold, dead hands. Then some tenured chap would be taking credit for it.”

“I understand. Would you like to give it a try?” Moorehart asked. I clenched the intricate wood carving of the chair I was sitting in.

“I’m flattered, truly. But I fear that if I went, I might not come back, and I have responsibilities here.” He was solemn in his reply, but I breathed a sigh of relief. If there was ever a person I was scared of messing up the history of, it would be Albert Einstein.

“It’s been an honor meeting you, sir. I did manage to bring you something from the future that I would like to give you,” I said. Einstein’s eyes widened, and he pushed his chair closer to me. I pulled an internet print out of Einstein’s most significant accomplishments and a write up of what he meant to the scientific community from my bag. I was careful to omit events such as his death or his wife’s illnesses. I figured there would be no sense in giving him grim information such as that, not to mention my fear of disturbing too much history.

His dark eyes, framed in unruly eyebrows, scanned the document from top to bottom. When he finished, he leaned back to grab his teacup. He didn’t say a word, just sipped quietly. Finally, after what felt like several tense minutes, he clasped his hands together and looked me in the eye.

“Thank you. I thank you from the bottom of my heart. It’s a gift to know that my work is still important in the years to come.” His eyes were glassy, and I noted that it was the most emotion we’d received with him yet, which was profound coming from such a peculiar, introverted man.

“Of course. You’re very welcome,” I said.

“May I walk you out?” Einstein asked. “Though I can’t go with you, I’d like to see how you got here.”

Moorehart beamed and nodded his head. He shot out of his chair so fast he almost knocked over the wobbly side table beside him. He led the way out of the study with Einstein trailing behind him, and I followed the pair, closing the heavy door behind me.

On the way out, Einstein hollered over his shoulder, “Be right back, Elsa!” The small man took off with a spring in his step once the front door latched behind him. Through the hedges, he bounded toward the street and locked his eyes on my Pedaler. “This is it? Wonderful,” he chirped. We picked up our pace to catch up with the old man who was already walking in circles around the machine.

“Well, this is the first model,” Moorehart explained.

“You have two?”

“Oh, yes. Chant and I are not from the same era, century even. He moved into my old lab building once I was long gone, and he managed to come back to the 1800s to find me.”

“Amazing,” Einstein gasped. “And so now you communicate through the fabric of time. Long-distance friendship, eh?” It was the first shred of humor I’d seen from the man. It suited him.

“This is what powers the mechanics,” said Moorehart as he lifted the lid to the crystals.

“And what in the cosmos made you consider them as a power source?” Einstein bent down and squinted his eyes to look through one of the crystals.

“Oh, well, I suppose I have someone else to thank for the idea. Dr. Phineas Wilcox was wise beyond measure, and he sent me the crystals with a letter detailing why he hypothesized that they may be the key to time travel. And so they are. I’ve been mining them for years now.”

“Fascinating,” said Einstein. He got quiet and closed the lid before taking one last trip around the machine and carefully climbed inside. He sat on the seat and rubbed his hands over the woodwork and controls, taking in every centimeter of the design. “How I wish I met you sooner in my life, but that’s not to say I’m unhappy with the work I’ve done or how things went. I just want you to know that this has been a most fulfilling meeting. Maybe we will see each other again, Mr. Moorehart and Chant.” He rose from the seat and stepped his loafers out onto the sidewalk. With a warm smile, he shook both of our hands.

“Oh, wait. I have just two more questions, Mr. Einstein,” I said. He nodded and waved his hand to motion me on. “Do you think it’s possible to bring someone through time permanently without mucking it up too much?” He looked down at his loafers on the sidewalk and stroked his mustache.

“I don’t think there’s a clear answer to that. Everything you do, there is an action and reaction of some sort. So, I’m certain it would affect something, but how severe? I can’t say. You’re in uncharted territory.”

“Uh-huh, I see.”

“What was your last question, son?”

“Do you get lonely being the smartest person in the room all of the time?” He grinned and patted his chest.

“People are geniuses in all kinds of ways, not just in math or physics. The world can be lonely, but not if you pay attention to what’s in front of you. Is that all?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you for seeing us, Albert,” said Moorehart.

“You are welcome here at 112 Mercer Street anytime, any year. Please come back and have some tea with me before I expire. I expect that you know the year.” He winked at me and bowed his head before turning to leave. We leaned on the side of the Pedaler, listening to the chirping birds and watching the autumn leaves drift down to the ground. I imagined them moving the space around them like a silk scarf wrinkling in the wind.

“That was amazing,” I finally said.

“Indeed.”

“Do you ever think of just moving your life and living in another time permanently?”

“You know, I did that. I wanted to stay with my dear Manuela, but ultimately the universe kept throwing wrenches into our lives. It’s like the powers that be don’t want us to mess with the formula too much. My presence in Ecuador seemed to fuel chaos for her people. So, I left and decided to continue my work with you.”

“And that’s why you only come for visits instead of settling down?”

“Exactly. But I am very thankful for our visits.” He placed his arm around my shoulders and squeezed. It felt like something my dad would do, and then I understood why Moorehart became so involved in my life. He wanted to pass his knowledge down to me like a father would a son.

“I’m beyond grateful,” I said.

“Time to go, Chant. I’ll be in touch, though. Be still and listen with your crystals.” Moorehart sauntered off and rounded the corner. When I could no longer see the top of his head over the manicured hedges, I sat down and started to pedal back to a time when life felt less significant and a little more routine.

*     *     *

A bright flash of light gave way to the lab. I leaned back in the seat and put my hands behind my head. My eyes fluttered shut, and I replayed the image of Albert Einstein sitting in front of me. The way he held a cup, his mannerisms, the smell of his study were all burned into my memory. Somehow, I hit the lottery for opportunities. The entire world was in the palm of my hand.

Einstein helped me remember how miraculous my time adventures were. For whatever reason, fate brought Moorehart and me together, and I would always be excited about that. But for a few days, I was happy to stay home and work on my old, beat-up Volkswagen. So, I grabbed the prized headlights from the desk and tiptoed out to the garage to show Dad my rare find.

“Hey, Dad,” I called from a couple of yards away.

“Huh?” He stood up from under the lifted hatch of the engine behind the bus.

“Look what I found.” His mouth fell open, and he wiped his cheek, smearing grease down the side of his face. “You got a little som—.”

“Where in the world did you find those?” He cut me off. I walked over to the cart where he was piling his tools and parts and laid them out.

“Online yard sale. The internet isn’t so bad sometimes. There was an estate sale on the other side of town. The family was practically giving stuff away.”

“Well, all right. Let’s get to work. What do you say?” He tossed me a greasy shop rag and snatched up the headlights from the cart. Then, with only the dwindling golden hour sunlight and a shaky camping lantern, we sat side by side while working, sharing stories of our days, and building dreams for the future.


CHAPTER EIGHT


“Chant, watch out!” Mom gasped and grabbed the dash of the VW. Her overdramatic response made me flinch the first couple of times, but then I became conditioned to every bump in the road causing her to scream like a horror movie. “Speed limit! You have to watch the speed limit!” I was going ten under the limit, but I nodded anyway.

“Will you ever relax when I drive?” I glanced over at Mom.

“Eyes on the road, son. And no, probably not. That’s my job. I’ll have to worry about you until I’m eighty years old and in a nursing home. Don’t worry. When you go to college, I’ll get a weekend pass to stay in your dorms every week.” She laughed, but I also sensed a drop of sincerity in her crazy proposal.

We went home, stopping at stop signs for triple the required amount of time and slowing down half a mile from red lights. Despite my caution, Mom was still a shaking nervous wreck that leaped from the car the minute we pulled up to the Emporium.

I scooped up the bags of Japanese takeout we went out for, and Chai slid out of the back, carrying the drinks. She rolled her eyes at Mom’s exaggerated primping as she adjusted her hair and clothes like she just got off the world’s bumpiest wooden roller coaster.

“I just need a minute with my crystals and Gaia. That is all.” Mom muttered as she pushed the door open.

“I don’t think the Greek Goddess of the Earth will help you, Mom,” said my snarky sister. I laughed to myself. Her prickly attitude shifted to sarcastic humor, which I’d appreciated in recent weeks. Dad rushed to help me carry the food when I made it to the door.

By the time Mom emerged from the bedroom, the smell of incense was rolling through the house. She arranged crystals on all of the side tables and fixed herself a piping hot lavender tea.

“Can we eat now?” Chai barked. Dad glared at her, and she rolled her eyes again. I wondered how her eyeballs didn’t become stuck in their upward position like that. Mom nodded, tossed her long wavy hair over her shoulder, and sat down.

“Okay then,” said Dad. “Hey Chant, are you going to that Halloween dance this weekend?” I scraped my fork over my plate, and it made a cringe-worthy squeak. In truth, I avoided the subject since I found the note from Sophie. No one brought it up again, so I assumed Sophie let it go, but the knowledge was already there. I couldn’t unlearn it, and the thought of it screwing up our happy trifecta gave me indigestion.

“I don’t know,” I finally said. “I don’t even have a costume.”

“I can make one for you,” Mom said. There wasn’t much to say after that. Mom loved Halloween. and if she said she was making a costume; someone better wear it somewhere. In the past, I wore a burrito costume, handed out candy as a pickle, and even sported a tutu more than once. She wasn’t much on holidays except for Halloween.

“Thanks,” I choked out. Sophie and Kurt would both be there. That was good and bad all at once. What if Sophie tried to say something in person? What if she wanted to dance with me and not Kurt? It would crush him. I’d watched him around her for weeks, and he was head over heels. Everything she said, he agreed to. Anything she carried, he jumped at the chance to help her.

I went to bed thinking of ways to curb Sophie’s crush on me. She needed to like Kurt and not me. If only I could bring Mary back here, but so far, changing history didn’t fare well. History always seemed to stick to the script, and if history wanted Mary to stay in her time, anything I did wouldn’t make a difference.

*     *     *

I’m still not sure if I believe in the many-worlds interpretation. Hugh Everett said that there are infinite universes with infinite outcomes of every event you could think of. If that’s true, then it shouldn’t be that hard to save Amelia Earhart or bring Mary back with me.

Or maybe it makes it that much harder? What if Amelia makes it in the other universe, and that’s why our universe is static. Or perhaps every time jump is just a universe jump? Maybe in a different universe, I never meet Mary, and Sophie and I go to the dance together. The possibilities are endless and quite draining to consider.

*     *     *

The night of the dance crept up on me faster than I anticipated. Mom crafted an authentic Teddy Roosevelt costume that even I couldn’t turn down. She’d sewn the Rough Rider jacket and pants from a set of old tan canvas bags she found at a thrift store. She scored the hat from a yard sale and the boots, although historically inaccurate, were a women’s size eleven from a local boutique. Mom glowed when she announced that she bought all of her supplies locally.

I watched her sew from a homemade pattern all week leading up to the dance. The dissonance grew inside me as I wanted to wear the fantastic costume but also wanted to ditch the dance for any other activity.

“Do you love it?” Mom’s smile stretched from ear to ear, and she walked around me in a circle, tugging on seams and buttons. I looked in the hallway mirror and marveled at the craftsmanship. She hadn’t lost her touch with a sewing machine. Teddy would have liked the replica, I was sure of it.

“You’ve outdone yourself. Best one yet, no doubt. What is Chai going as again?” With that, Chai stepped out from her room in silvery iridescent platform boots, a tight ponytail that draped down her back, and eyeliner drawn clear up to her temples. “Oh, I see.”

“Shut up, Chant. The other girls are going as pop stars too.” She stuck out her tongue and flipped her obnoxious ponytail extension. We gathered up our tickets, phones, and some cash and started toward the stairs.

“Wait!” Mom came running from her bedroom with an old Polaroid camera. She arranged us in front of the living room’s bay window and made us pose like we did when we were little. Of course, Chai protested until I pointed out that we would be standing there all day until she did what Mom was asking.

“Just hug me, Chai. Let’s go.” She gave in, though she pinched my side after we heard the button click, and I made a horrendous face for the photo. Mom was fanning the print, so I grabbed Chai’s arm to escape before she could demand another photoshoot.

We scrambled down the stairs just as we heard Mom above us in the apartment say, “Wait a minute…” But we were long gone and already sprinting toward the store exit. We walked together down the sidewalk toward the school. Now and then, she’d brace herself on my shoulder when her platforms caused her to wobble.

“Why’d you wear those if they’re so hard to walk in?”

“Oh, leave me alone. It’s not like the famed Ariana wears these on bumpy sidewalks. I’ll be fine when we get to the gymnasium.” Chai relaxed and walked faster once we made it to the freshly paved portion of the sidewalk that was fixed after Sonora’s most recent water main break. “So, I hear Sophie has a crush on you.” I stopped walking as soon as the words left her mouth.

“Who told you that?” I gasped.

“Chant! Get up here. Don’t be weird,” she hissed.

“How did you hear about that, though?” I hurried up to where she stood.

“Seriously chill. I found her note on the couch a few weeks ago. I didn’t know when she left it or if you read it yet, so I stuffed it back down in between the cushions. Do you like her back?” Talking about girls made me feel awkward enough, but talking about girls with my little sister was the worst. Then I got to thinking, Chai may be the only person with any insight into what it’s like to be a girl and have a crush on someone.

“I like her as a friend. That’s all, and that’s not going to change because Kurt is basically in love with her.” Chai cringed and walked in silence for a few feet.

“What are you going to do then? Because you’re all friends, and you won’t want to hurt her feelings.” She sounded older than a seventh-grader that didn’t have any real experience with boys.

“I don’t know. I’ve been dreading the entire situation,” I said as I saw the lights of the school glowing above the trees just ahead, causing my stomach to ache. My steps slowed down to delay our arrival. Chai didn’t mind and matched my pace.

“If it were me, and I liked a boy, but he didn’t like me, it might help to soften the blow. Like hey, I don’t like you like that, but here’s some okay news. Would Kurt be mad if you spilled the beans about his crush? Maybe you could play matchmaker?” I wasn’t sure how mad he would be or if he would care at all. He’d been putting off making a move for over a month, and she wasn’t getting the hint.

“Wouldn’t that be overstepping?”

“It’s all about perspective, big brother.” Chai hobbled ahead of me to the school parking lot where her fellow pop star friends stood by one of their mom’s fancy Mercedes. It was a fitting car for the gang she ran around with.

There was a girl in a red flapper dress waving around on the steps. Her blonde hair was bobbed short, and she wore a fancy black headband pulled down on her forehead. As I neared the main entrance, I realized it was Sophie. She skipped down the steps to meet me and gave me a hug. I patted her on the back with one hand, not wanting to act too friendly.

“I’m so glad you came. Kurt said you were on the fence about it, which I told him was totally lame,” she teased and poked me in the arm.

“Yeah, I’m not into dances, really, but my mom loves making costumes, if you can’t tell,” I said as I tugged on the bottom of my jacket.

“Mine too.” She trotted up ahead of me and did a twirl that showed off the many rows of fringe on her dress. We walked through the dark hallways toward the gym, where music blared so loudly we could feel the tile floor vibrating. Her mom was standing at the entrance behind a fold-out table, taking tickets and snapping pictures. She was dressed as the solar system, complete with a hat holding the planets that orbited around her head.

“Hey, guys! Where’s your third?” She asked and looked behind us for a trailing Kurt.

“He texted me a few minutes ago and said he’d be a little late,” said Sophie. Her mom smiled and placed paper wristbands on us before we went inside.

The room flashed with purple and green strobe lights while lasers danced on the white wall at the far side of the gym. Giant spiders that reposed in the corner offered a selfie station for every teenage girl willing to wait her turn. On the side of the dance floor, the jocks took turns trying to do the worm, and I saw Chai and her friends center stage doing a choreographed number. We walked straight to the snack table and dipped out some green punch.

We watched as the room slowed down to a crawl when the DJ started playing a ballad after the fast-paced hip hop song was cut short due to the principal’s disapproval. Sophie stared into her cup of punch.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Chant, I like you.” My heart flip-flopped in my chest, and I began to sweat. Unfortunately, not a single intelligent thought came to mind.

Finally, I said, “I know. I found your note.” Sophie deflated and leaned away from me.

“You knew and didn’t say anything?”

“Well, I couldn’t.” She stepped away from me and sat her cup down. Her arms crossed over her chest, and she glared at me.

“Give me one good reason why you couldn’t say anything. I’ve been walking around acting like an idiot.”

“Because Kurt likes you. He’s my best friend, and he likes you. He likes you a lot. He might even love you.” Her mouth fell open, and she dropped her arms. I waited for a response, but she just glanced around the gym, her eyes wide. I sipped on my punch to fill the growing void between us and watched the entrance for any sign of Kurt. Lucky for me, I didn’t have to wait very long.

He strolled in wearing a pinstripe suit, fedora, and a drawn-on mustache. I waved him over as a desperate plea to end the tension between Sophie and me. A warm arm brushed up against mine. Sophie stood beside me, smiling at Kurt. She didn’t have tears or an angry flush, just rosy lips, a platinum bob, and a new appreciation for the resident mobster to her flapper girl.

“What’d I miss?” Kurt asked when he was within earshot.

“Nothing at all. Want to dance?” Sophie asked. He nodded and darted his eyes to me. I shooed him along and they hurried out for the last few seconds of the slow song. Sophie smiled over her shoulder as they went, and I swear she mouthed, “thank you,” but it’s hard to say with the way the light show bounced around.

The rest of the night went off without a hitch. I danced with a couple of girls from my classes but just to pass the time. I preferred the upbeat songs that allowed Kurt, Sophie, and I to dance together. When it was time for the teachers to flip the bright LED lights back on, I was ready to head home.

Chai came limping along, barefoot. Her platform boots were in her left hand and her ponytail in her right.

“Have a good time?” I asked.

“Can we just go?” Her face was drained of life, and her eyeliner was smudged down her cheek. Sophie offered to give us a ride, but I figured Kurt would be excited for more time with her, so I declined. So, on we went. We walked under the streetlights, admiring the inflatable Halloween decorations on the block.

Chai blabbered on about her friends and her upcoming cheerleading competition. I pretended to listen with the occasional ‘mhmm.’ As we passed a small, wooded area that bordered a nearby cemetery, I heard twigs snap beneath something heavy. I froze on the balls of my feet. Chai stomped on ahead of me. So, hearing what commotion came next was a challenge.

A raspy breath, followed by more steps, and then a flash of bright light glowed behind the row of thick pines. Chai paused and turned her head toward the scene but shrugged it off and kept walking. I found it strange that something that extraordinary didn’t cause her to freak out and start running.

So I dashed ahead to catch up with her. “Hey, didn’t you see that?” Chai turned her face toward mine, her face twisted into question.

“See what?”

“Didn’t you hear whatever that was? It sounded like someone running over there in the trees.”

“You’re paranoid. It was probably a deer or something.” Chai went on like nothing happened, flapping her jaws and scooting her bare feet across the pavement. Mom would have been annoyed that she was risking tetanus thanks to the blisters her prized platforms inflicted.

I lagged behind, searching for signs of activity. Meanwhile, an eerie sense kept tapping on my shoulder and forcing me to scan the trees again. Someone watched us as we walked. I knew that much. The strange sensation I felt months before on the way to school came back like the dull but relentless irritation of a stomach ulcer.

Once we made it home, I decided to lay low for the rest of the weekend. The sneaking suspicion that I was being watched didn’t fade, however. I looked out every window, around every corner, and checked the basement twice before I could relax. By Sunday, I was overcome with paranoia and then got the idea to slip on my spectacles.

Safe in the lab, I danced around the thought. Was the traveler in my time watching me as I watched him? Was it Journey as we suspected? I took a deep breath and slid them on, looping the old-fashioned frames over my ears.

As expected, orange time dust glittered around the lab. It wafted and billowed from the floor as I paced the tiny room, but that wasn’t the test. From there, I tiptoed down the dark hallway and into the basement hangout.

There was a blizzard of silver and gray, the color of smoke and soot. It didn’t glitter like my machine, but it was time residue just the same. The trail zigzagged from one end of the basement to the other with no rhyme or reason. Whoever was here was looking for something.

I inched closer to the stairs and noted the gray footsteps leading up to the store. Hypnotized by the trail, I followed it right up the steps. The dust continued on, and I detected a clear path from the counter’s entrance and over the stool we all sat at from time to time.

“Whoa! Cool glasses, Chant,” said Dad. He was counting money at the register. “Get those on the internet yard sale too?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. Going for a Lennon look.”

“Groovy,” he said and went back to counting. I continued searching the store, but the only residue upstairs was isolated to the counter.

“Hey, has Journey been here?”

“Oh yeah. Only for a few minutes, though. He stopped by this morning and asked if you could work this week. Sorry. It slipped my mind ’til just now.”

“Did he go into the basement?”

“Uh…I’m not sure, Chant. Why would he want to go into the basement?” (why would he be allowed there beyond the store?)

“No reason. Don’t worry about it,” I said under my breath. That was it. The proof of the traveler’s identity stared at me through the spectacles. Journey was covered in time dust, and there was no denying he knew my lab was downstairs. I was just lucky he didn’t stumble upon it. He knew about me and I about him. Lucky for me, he didn’t know the last part. All I needed to do was play dumb and continue learning all I could about him and his motives.

And with a shift coming up on Monday, I wouldn’t have to wait long to continue my charade. In the meantime, I ran upstairs and grabbed my crystals. In the quietness of my bedroom, I sat down, relaxed, and focused on sending a message to Moorehart.

I thought of my message over and over with no inkling of a response. Then again, I wasn’t exactly sure of how to make contact on command. Every other time, I was asleep, and it came to me like a dream. Eventually, after a couple of hours of trying, I did fall asleep. Though my only dream involved me trying to give a class report only to discover I didn’t have on pants. Delivering my findings to Moorehart would have to wait until he got to me, or I went back in time to speak to him in person.

The next morning, I dragged my behind out of bed. I was groggy and still sore from dancing for hours the Saturday before. It was a coffee morning, and I poured the hot concoction of steaming brew and creamer into my thermos before heading out the door.

“Hey, don’t forget you’re due at the Crystal Shop this evening after school,” shouted Mom from the back. I couldn’t forget if I tried. Seeing Journey was all I thought about after my revelation with the spectacles.

“You got it.” I trudged out of the store with so many thoughts swirling, it felt like chaos in my brain. Chai beat me out of the house that morning, so I walked alone until I met Kurt on the corner. It was foggy outside with a chill that woke me up better than the coffee could.

Kurt was practically bouncing along, spilling details about his and Sophie’s night at the dance. He couldn’t believe it went so well and kept going on about how he was so relieved he didn’t have to make a big speech about liking her. I didn’t say anything about letting the cat out of the bag since it appeared to work out in his favor.

When we neared the section of the sidewalk by the cemetery, the familiar paranoia crept back in. I stared at the line of trees, looking for evidence that someone was camping out there. I saw nothing, but Kurt noticed my hesitation.

“What’s up? You’ve been quiet all morning.”

“I think I have enough evidence to say Journey is the other time traveler,” I said.

“What? And you’ve waited all morning to drop a bomb like that? Did you find more proof?” He switched gears but was still just as much enthusiastic. I struggled to decide which question to answer first.

“I think so, and Journey is the only explanation that makes sense. See, the other night after the dance, I could have sworn someone was watching Chai and me walk home. It bugged me all night, and then I felt like someone was keeping their eyes on the Emporium. On a random hunch, I decided to put on the spectacles just to see because if it was another traveler, there should be evidence he was there, right? Well, I did it and saw a whole crime scene of time dust. It didn’t look like mine, though. There was no color to it, and it resembled ash. It was all over the basement and tracked back and forth like whoever it was, was looking for something. Then, I asked Dad, and he said Journey was, in fact, at the store. It has to be him, right?”

Kurt’s mouth hung open like he’d been slapped across the face, and he stared at me, eyes wide. I waited for some kind of reassurance that I wasn’t losing my mind. After a while, he stopped walking.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Chant, what are you going to do? If he is the rogue traveler, and everything you’ve told me is true about him being in places where dangerous events happened, then what if he’s dangerous too. What if he’s got the worst intentions, and now he’s watching you? That can’t be good. Maybe I’ve seen too many hokey time travel movies, but it’s like there’s a huge flashing billboard saying, ‘run and hide’.”

He read my mind. I’d been thinking the same thing all weekend, and it was about to bore a hole in my head if I thought about it anymore.

“I know…But what should I do? I’m not sure where to turn from here. It’s not like I was handed a playbook with the Pedaler. I just got Moorehart’s notebooks, and none of them tackled something like this.” Kurt swayed back and forth while drumming his fingers on his chin. I scanned up and down the street for anyone watching us. Ever since the dance, I was uncomfortable being out in the open for too long.

“You have to go back and find him. I mean, what if Journey isn’t even from our decade? You mentioned the man that was murdered. A doctor, right?” Kurt’s voice was becoming more pressured and excitable.

“Yeah, but he explained what happened. He was attacked during a trip to an island—.”

“But, you said he was alive when you left his hotel room. What if something shady happened while you stepped out?” I couldn’t lie. The thought crossed my mind more than once, more than a hundred times at least. I started walking, though I could feel Kurt’s eyes burning into the side of my face.

“You’re right. I need to get in touch with Moorehart. I don’t want my family to be in danger, and Journey has already weaseled his way into being friends with my dad.”

“Okay, good. You handle the time travel, and I’ll set up a stakeout to keep an eye on Journey’s house. Maybe I can pick up on something you’ve missed. He’s got it boarded up like Fort Knox for a reason. I know it.”

The school bell rang just as we were crossing the street to campus. Both of us settled into a light jog to make it to class without a tardy slip. As we went our separate ways, I yelled, “Deal,” over my shoulder.

Science class was buzzing when I got to the room. Ms. Garrett had the tables covered in plexiglass display cases filled with various rocks, geodes, and even gold. On the main lecture table, she laid out samples of the real deal and fool’s gold. I assumed we’d be trying our hand at distinguishing between the two.

She strolled in as the second bell rang, this time with royal blue hair and matching eyeshadow. It was becoming somewhat of a game for us to guess what she would be wearing for each class period. The week before, she’d donned a different KISS shirt for each day.

“Morning, fellow weirdos!” Ms. Garrett bellowed. She always seemed like she chugged five shots of espresso, and we loved her for it. “Guess what…Any takers? No?” No one answered despite her bulged eyes staring us down. “I’m taking you guys on a field trip. Well, pending signed permission slips, of course. Who here has been to Columbia, as in the boomtown just north of here?”

A handful of kids raised their hands, but mostly there was murmuring back and forth. I was gearing up to hear complaints from the less studious in the class, as Columbia was deemed more educational than recreational by their standards. I was pleasantly surprised when everyone in the class seemed excited about her plan.

“Now, Columbia State Park may seem more like a history class destination, but I’ve finagled the administration into letting us go on account of our geology section. I’ve even worked in time to see a play, Gold Dust Annie. Oh, you guys are going to love it,” She squealed. Then, she motioned to the rocks spread across the room. “So, let’s get to work validating how annoying I was at the last faculty meeting!” She said and clapped her hands.

We went to work examining the samples and taking notes. The class flew by. Before the end of the period, Ms. Garrett passed out permission slips and handmade notebooks we were to use on our field trip at the end of the week. She instructed us to hang onto them because we’d be using them to record a scavenger hunt she’d organized at the park.

Meanwhile, I already made plans for my next adventure. I’d seen Columbia State Park in the present day, but I still didn’t know where the best minerals were. A little visit to the boomtown in its prime might be a slight advantage, but more than that, it was the ultimate hands-on learning experience.


CHAPTER NINE


Pile of leaves blew against the door in front of Journey’s store, and the sidewalk was covered with them in the afternoon breeze. They were from the Japanese Maple tree planted in a large flower bed that bordered the sidewalk. Against the drab gray concrete, the red leaves with orange-tinged edges were as vibrant as flames.

Their presence was strange because Journey usually swept the sidewalk in front of the shop at least once a day. Where was he all day? Journey opened the door for me just as my hand reached the handle. He was especially chipper compared to the distant state I last saw him in.

“Hey man, glad you could make it in. The storeroom is in major need of your special organizational touch.” He went back to the counter and started rearranging the crystal display by the register. I watched him from the corner of my eye as I grabbed my note cards and markers to start writing new description cards for the most recent shipment of stones.

While in the back, I did my best to stay quiet. I wanted to be able to hear everything in the front of the store, just in case Journey, or the rogue traveler decided to take his chance to come after me. I didn’t understand what motivation he would have, but all my instincts said he wished to hurt me. It didn’t take long for my paranoia to fade, though. He received a new stock of South American crystals that stole my attention as soon as I laid eyes on them.

There were rough aquamarine specimens, fire opals, rhodolite, and a handful of quartz stones. I struggled to pull my eyes away from the way they gathered and redirected the light into a rainbow of colors on the walls. Each of the special ordered rocks carried a hefty price tag, too, and I wondered when Journey secured the funding for them. The shop was doing well, but not that well, so he must have come into money somewhere.

A sneaking suspicion came over me, and before I realized what I was doing, I found myself in Journey’s office. Everything seemed as it should be. Psychedelic art lined the walls, and his desk was in its usual disarray. The tall fiddle leaf fig tree in the corner was brittle, dry, and dead.

It caught me off guard, and I almost missed it. Journey always watered his plants. He treated them like his children. Where was that he couldn’t tend to them? I walked over to the tree and touched the browning leaves. One fell to the carpet from the gentle brush of my hand. Not wanting Journey to notice I was in his office, I squatted down to pick it up. Then, I saw a beat-up shoebox tucked behind the large ceramic flowerpot.

The stereo out front played a tune from the Mamas & the Papas. It was one of Journey’s favorites, so I figured I had a few minutes. I reached my arm back to the crevice where the box was concealed and jimmied it out. With tedious care, I pulled a corner of duct tape off the cardboard enough to peek inside. Stacks of old bond certificates were crammed in the box so tight that the corners bowed.

Those must be worth a pretty penny, but I wanted to know for sure. It was wrong, but I slid one out and tucked it into my pocket. Since I forgot my phone, I needed it long enough to do a quick Google search on my computer, and I could replace it the next day. It was such a mess in the box, he would never know.

I scrambled back to the storeroom when the song went off. Journey started shuffling around out front, so I grabbed the new stones and their respective labels to put on display.

“All done. These are some beauties. Where did you get them?” I asked. Journey grinned and took a handful of the gems to help arrange on the shelves.

“Oh, you know…I know a guy who knows a guy. One of those deals.” The words snaked out of his mouth and sent chills up my back. He was lying; that much I knew was true.

“Well, this one is my favorite.” I held up the sizable fire opal. Its glowed orange and reminded me of how the sunlight hit the top of fluffy white clouds in the evening.

“That one’s the oldest. My guy said it’s been around since the 1800s. Man, if that rock could talk, I bet it would have some stories to tell,” Journey said.

“No doubt. The1800s, huh? Where was it all that time?” He took the stone from my grasp and rolled it around in his hands.

“I think he said it belonged to a doctor’s personal collection before it got passed around between antique dealers.” He looked me in the eye when he mentioned it belonging to a doctor. Kurt’s words about him hurting Goldstone echoed in my head. What were the chances, really?

I finished up the last of my chores, which included sweeping, dusting, and compiling the receipts from the day into a binder. While I was behind the counter, I noticed a small pad of paper with a list of coordinates scribbled down the page. There was no way of knowing the locations from a glance. I was nowhere near an expert. So, with my eyes on Journey, I grabbed a pencil and a piece of scratch paper and tried to get a rubbing from the pen indentions.

“Hey Chant,” Journey called from behind a shelf. His voice startled me, and I sent the paper and pencil flying.

“Huh?” I swept the sheet of paper up and stuffed it into my pocket with the bond certificate.

“I think I’m going to take some time off next week. There’s a gem show coming to Buena Vista, and I want to spend a few days gathering new stock. I don’t think I’m going to bother opening while I’m gone, so just enjoy some evenings off.” Gem show? For an entire week? I didn’t believe his story at all, but I pushed that to the side. With a week of free evenings, I’d have plenty of time to do some sleuthing.

“Sounds good. I can’t wait to see what you bring back,” I said. Journey kept a close eye on me while I continued my work. He was eager for me to leave and kept asking if I finished the receipts. Each time I told him I wasn’t, though, he grew more jittery. When I was finally finished, he walked me out and couldn’t get the door locked behind me fast enough. Then, he drew the roller shade down over the door before I could even wave goodbye.

When the sun went down, the evening grew chilly, and I found myself slipping on a sweatshirt as I walked home. Fall in California is like one giant mood swing. Throughout the day, you’re chilling in shorts and a t-shirt, but by evening you’re ready to sing Christmas carols. I wasn’t the only one met with a festive mood in the cooler evening weather. When I got home, Mom and Dad were still working hard crafting new inventory for the upcoming Thanksgiving and Christmas rush.

“A little early for that seasonal stuff, isn’t it?” I asked on my way up the stairs.

“Better to be prepared, I say,” Mom muttered with a needle and thread tucked between her lips. She was sewing new fabric pouches for essential oil bundles. They always sold well, but there was already more in stock than we could use for a few months.

“I suppose you’re right,” I said with a tired sigh.

When I got to my room, I threw on pajamas and tried to get sleepy. I was exhausted, that wasn’t the problem. My mind wouldn’t stop inventing scenarios that pointed to Journey being the mystery traveler. The concept consumed me since the night of the dance, but with the mountain of evidence piling higher and higher, there wasn’t much that could pull me away.

School would come early in the morning, but I still needed to check on the coordinates I captured, or I would never be able to close my eyes. I shuffled over to my desk and opened my laptop. I typed in the numbers, and nothing surfaced. The area looked to be an empty lot in the middle of a forest. Upon closer inspection and tweaking of my search parameters, I discovered they were the coordinates for an old general store a few miles from Columbia, California. However, the store was long gone and didn’t exist since the early 1900s.

“Hmmm. What are the chances Journey is planning or already gone to a place so close to my next trip?” I muttered to myself. It was too much of a coincidence to be pure chance. I would have to fit in a trip to Moorehart before my venture to Columbia. If Journey planned on being there, I wanted backup.

On Tuesday, the day flew by, and I was pleased to hand in my signed permission slip for the field trip on Friday. After that, I spent my classes daydreaming about how I would confront the rogue traveler and ask him about his intentions. My scripted comebacks were likely more dramatic than I could execute, but they made for good mental television. Sophie wanted to come over after school, which I usually wouldn’t have objected to, but there were important preparations to make.

I shot Kurt a look, and he came up with an excuse for me. Something about my parents dancing under the moonlight for a good harvest. It was a little offensive, but I couldn’t fault him for trying.

When the last bell rang, I shot out of my seat with renewed energy and focus. It was easier to streamline my thoughts when I didn’t have school to distract me. I kept my eyes up and alert as I walked home. There was no way I would find myself as vulnerable as I was the night of the dance, or so I thought. When the rapid pounding of footsteps came up behind me the sound sent me into a chaotic spiral with fists drawn. I was ready for a fight, but it was just Kurt who met me with huge eyes and hands thrown up in surrender.

“Just me, Chant. Geez. A little tense?”

“Wouldn’t you be?” Kurt nodded, and we started walking together.

“You’re going back to find Moorehart, aren’t you?”

“I have to. The traveler is getting too close for comfort, and if my hunch is right, he’s up to no good.” Kurt walked beside me, chewing on his lips and rummaging his hands through his pockets.

“So, when are we going?” I paused, and he kept walking. I couldn’t believe my ears.

“This evening. Let’s go,” I said, tucking my hand under Kurt’s arm and dragging him along as we picked up into a jog.

A huge weight lifted off my chest when Kurt offered to tag along. The more evidence I compiled, the more dangerous the traveler seemed. And if it was Journey, he must be dabbling in theft, or worse. Plus, if Kurt got back on the horse, maybe he wouldn’t be so afraid to travel to more exciting destinations.

We didn’t waste time with small talk when we clambered through the Emporium door. Mom and Dad were busy roasting oats in the back anyway. I shut the basement door behind us, and we hustled back to the lab, not wanting to waste a second of the evening.

I instructed Kurt to grab my bag of first aid supplies from the cabinet, and I snatched the spare crystals. We threw the bags under the seat and settled in. He gripped the bar so tight his knuckles turned white. I slid on my spectacles and started pedaling.

“You ready?” I yelled over the buzzing of time and space.

“Ready as I’ll ever be!” Kurt shouted.

*     *     *

The Emporium

July 23, 1878

I decided on the day after Dr. Goldstone was last seen in Sonora. For one, I knew what Sonora looked like in that year, and I wouldn’t be met with any surprises. Moorehart wasn’t there the first time I went back, but now that he decided to stay in his own time, I was certain he would return to his old Pedaler.

When the flash of light subsided, we were back in the lab. An oil lamp glowed on a side table in the corner. The only other difference being the lack of my clutter, and the furnishings still had a brand-new sheen. Moorehart’s bar cart in the corner was full of his favorite drinks, arranged in crystal decanters.

We hopped down from the bench seat and went to examine the lab. Upon closer inspection, I noted the cabinets were open, and the trinket boxes on the desk left in disarray. I knew, without a doubt, this was not characteristic of Moorehart. He liked his things orderly and shined up.

No, someone else was there. Kurt turned from the tall storage cabinet in the corner. “Hey, isn’t this where you found all of his notebooks and records?”

“Yeah…”

“Well, they’re all gone.” The blood drained from my face because the only way those would be missing is if they were taken.

“Come on. Let’s go upstairs and check on the rest of the place.” Kurt followed me down the hallway that led into the open space, our hangout area in our time. However, in Moorehart’s time, it was used for store operations.

I pushed the door slowly, an inch at a time. A man in a wool overcoat stood at the stairs with his back to us. I froze, but Kurt didn’t get the memo and plowed into me, pushing me out of the doorway. The man whipped around. He wore the same bandana over his face as the umbrella man in New York City. Though I couldn’t see his mouth, the creases on the outer corners of his eyes told me he was grinning. He reached into the inside pocket of his coat and revealed a flintlock pistol.

At first, I wasn’t sure he intended to use it on us. He fumbled around with it so clumsily, it appeared he might not know how to even load it. Then, as he drew it and aimed, I realized it was preloaded. I stepped back into the doorway, pushing Kurt along before I turned to sprint down the hall back to the lab.

“Go, go, go!” I shouted. Kurt struggled with the last door to the Lab, and I found myself shoving him out of the way so I could fling the door open. We scrambled inside as the other door creaked open, and the masked traveler started toward us. We threw ourselves onto the Pedaler, and I cranked my legs as fast as they would go. The Lab’s door flew open in the same instant the flash of light carried us back to our time.

*     *     *

“What the hell?” Kurt barked and gasped all at once. He sat on the Pedaler, chest heaving. He must have held his breath from the time we saw the gun.

“I don’t know. The rogue traveler has never tried to attack me like that, only hinted that he didn’t want Moorehart or me there. But what bothers me is the way the lab was stripped. I was sure Moorehart would come back there. All of his stuff was there, and now it’s all gone? It doesn’t make sense. What if he did something to Moorehart, and that’s why I can’t reach him with the crystals?”

“Go check the cabinets now. Make sure all of the records are still here in our time.”

“Good idea,” I said. I scraped myself from the seat and walked over to the cabinet. My heart pounded in my throat. I took a deep breath as I opened the door and then sighed at the welcome sight of the stacks of notebooks just as cluttered as I left them. I pulled one out and turned to a page in the middle. It was Moorehart’s account of a trip to Scotland to visit some Jacobites. On this particular visit, he left after the date that Goldstone disappeared.

Before my eyes, the entry faded into a blank sheet. That trip took place in 1879, just one year after the one we met the traveler in. A sinking but quiet terror set in, and I needed to sit down. The notebook fell to the floor, crumpling some of the pages. Kurt darted for the notebook and picked it up. He flipped through the pages after the entry I saw, and they were all the same. Within seconds, every entry after 1878 was gone.

“Oh no…” Kurt whispered. He sank to the floor beside me, and we sat there for a while. Neither of us talked. There was nothing to say. Something terrible happened and turned our mission into a rescue mission for our dear friend, Moorehart.

Eventually, we got up and trudged out of the basement. It was dark outside, and I could see that the main store lights were off at the top of the stairs. We’d been down there all evening and past dinner.

“Don’t worry about me. I’m going to head up to the attic to check more of his books. I don’t know where to go next to look for him. I suppose I could go back further and find him in another location. Boston, maybe, when the whole thing started.” Kurt’s eyes were big and droopy like a sad puppy. He nodded and sniffled.

“Okay. Whatever you find, I’ll help you find him.”

“Thanks, man,” I said and gave him a hug with a pat on the back. He did the same. I let him out the front door, checking the street for suspicious characters in the process. I told myself that maybe Kurt would see Journey doing something incriminating, and we could crack the case wide open, but I knew it wouldn’t be that simple.

The apartment was dark when I got upstairs. Dinner was cleared and only a lone plate covered in foil sat on the kitchen bar. I wasn’t in the mood for food, though, so I passed it up in favor of investigating the attic. With everyone asleep, I was careful to open the attic entrance slowly to avoid the extra noise. When I pulled the ladder down, a tiny creak rang out through the apartment.

I held my breath until my chest ached, but no one woke up. As I climbed, I noted a faint light coming from the corner of the attic. It was a dimmed oil lamp that was almost empty. I tiptoed across the attic and picked it up. When I lifted it, a ripped piece of paper was stuck to the base.

It read, “Chant, my boy, please take care. I fear that we’ve stumbled upon a nefarious plan, and we must be vigilant.” The rest of the note contained scribbles and inkblots that left any other words illegible. Was this written after the lab was cleared out? Why was it still there?

The pieces didn’t make sense, but not much did with the level of exhaustion I was experiencing. My eyes scanned the rest of the attic, but I didn’t find anything worth examining.

I went back down as quiet as I went up, but when my feet touched the floor of my closet, I heard my bedroom door open. My eyes met Chai’s in the doorway. She was barely awake and rubbing her face with the back of her hand.

“What are you doing?” Chai grumbled. I froze. Nothing smart or believable came to mind, so I spit out the first thing that came to me.

“Oh, um, I—I heard squirrels in the attic. They’ve been keeping me up for a week now.”

“You’re such a weirdo,” she sighed and went back to her room. That was too close of a call.

That night, sleep came easy but not because I wasn’t worried beyond belief. I was tormenting myself with obsessive thoughts for days, and my body finally gave in to the fatigue. After Chai left, my eyes were only open for a few minutes before I felt myself descending into a dream.

“Chant. Chant, listen. He knows you’re coming to Columbia. He already knows, but you have to come. He has me locked in a cellar, and I’m not getting out of here without some help.” It was Moorehart, and he sounded breathless and urgent.

“In a cellar where? There’s bound to be a slew of cellars back then.” I waited, but that was the only message before flashes of imagery rolled through like a highlight reel. I saw a street lined with old-timey structures, a stack of wooden barrels, a two-story brick building, and the letter F. There was a sign hanging above the door. It blew in the wind making it hard to get a clear read of the words.

I woke to Mom shaking me with a firm hand and frustrated tone. “Wake up. You’re going to be late.” Mom rushed out while running a hairbrush through her long ponytail. Everyone in the house overslept, which wasn’t typical for us, but then again, nothing had been typical for weeks.

I chose to skip a shower and threw on clean clothes straight out of bed. Then, I opted to brush my teeth in the kitchen since Chai was in panic mode in the bathroom trying to throw on her makeup. We were heading out of the house less than ten minutes later as Dad was flipping the store sign to “open.”

“You’ve been weird lately,” said Chai when we were clear of the store and any chance of our parents hearing us.

“How?” I did my best to sound flat, but all of my internal alarms were blaring.

“I don’t know yet. You just seem nervous.”

“I’m fine, Chai. Just stressed from school.” She watched me, and I watched her from the corner of my eye. She didn’t let up until one of her friends shouted from the other side of the street. My stomach didn’t unclench until she finally bailed and went to walk with her.

As she walked away, Kurt joined me from another side street. His eyes were red and lined with dark circles. He gave me a grim but sympathetic half-smile.

“Did you find anything else?” Kurt asked. I handed him the scribbled note I found in the attic. He read through it to himself several times before looking up. “Chant, what are you going to do? You can’t go near Journey. He’s clearly dangerous. I mean, he didn’t even come home last night. What are the chances?” Kurt was right about the facts lining up. There were just too many details that pointed to Journey being the traveler.

“I won’t have to worry about working at the shop. Journey told me he was going out of town.” I looked at Kurt, and his eyes grew wider.

“Oh, you’re kidding. It has to be him!”

“And last night, I had a dream. Moorehart was in a cellar or basement, and he was calling to me. I think it was real, but anyway, he was asking me to come and help him escape.” Kurt zeroed in on the note again. He chewed on his lip and made some “hmm” noises as he read.

“When are you going?” Kurt asked. If I didn’t fear that we would be attacked, kidnapped, or have my Pedaler sabotaged, I would have already gone. But after our last excursion being met with a pistol, I couldn’t take off without careful preparation.

“I don’t know. Soon.” Kurt nodded and handed me the note before shoving his hands into his hoodie. We walked the last couple of blocks to school with suspicious glances over our shoulders.

In my first period, I soaked up every bit of history about Columbia. I scoured the pamphlets that Ms. Garrett handed out, looking for pictures of buildings or clues to where Journey may have taken Moorehart. The class flew by at the speed of light. I didn’t notice that the bell rang until I glanced up to see the seats in front of me were empty. Ms. Garrett looked through her black-rimmed cat eyeglasses with concern.

“You okay today, Chant?” I smiled and nodded, but my embarrassed flush was impossible to hide. I hurried from the classroom and did my best to focus the rest of the day.

By the time it was time school was over, Sophie was frustrated with both Kurt and me. We weren’t the best at hiding our stress, but also terrible liars. It translated into us looking like we simply didn’t want to hang out. Kurt apologized and smoothed things over for the most part, but I told him to go to her house for the evening to stamp out her suspicion. Neither of us thought it was a good time to let her in on our secret, not with an unpredictable maniac hopping around the timelines.

Meanwhile, I needed to do more poking around to nail down a date for my trip to Columbia. I wasn’t holding out hope to get there before our field trip anymore. It was no longer about getting all the boxes checked on the scavenger hunt. It was all about getting my friend back, and if I took a shot in the dark without actually knowing when or where he was, I’d risk encountering Journey. Anything could happen if I wasn’t prepared. He could hijack my Pedaler, hurt me, or just leave me stranded in the 1800s somewhere.

The November air had a jarring chill to it that particular evening. I pulled my hood over my head to warm my ears as I walked. On the way home, I decided to detour and loop around Kurt’s neighborhood to get a peek at Journey’s house. It was only a few extra blocks and worth the effort.

Kurt’s street was already being decorated for Christmas. The little bungalows looked like gingerbread houses dressed with tidy lights and wreaths. The entire row of homes could have been figurines in a ceramic Christmas village decoration, except for Journey’s. Its gutters were hanging by a flimsy piece of metal, and the gray-blue paint was chipping. I walked on the opposite side of the street, but I could tell no one was home. There was a stack of newspapers on the porch and mail spilling out of the box.

I ducked into the alley that went behind his house to try for a better look. His trash can was overflowing with cardboard. After glancing around for onlookers, I shuffled some of the trash to look deeper into the can. It was mostly electric components. There were sheared wires, circuit boards, and copper thrown in with cans of adhesive and aluminum sheets.

“What in the world?” I said to myself, but my thoughts were interrupted by a neighbor walking his dog.

“What are you doing?” He called. I took off jogging toward the Emporium without answering him. There wasn’t an easy answer for what I was doing, and I wasn’t about to give him the truth.

I didn’t stop running until I busted through the store’s front door. Mom was standing at the register and jumped when I flung the door open. She shot me a sharp look and went back to ringing up her customer. I took off my hood and shook out my hair as I walked back into the big kitchen. Dad was leaning on the stainless-steel countertop, scrolling through his phone. When I walked in, he barely lifted his eyes but motioned to a stack of mail beside him.

“You got something there. Not sure who it’s from, but it was in the mailbox this morning.” I walked over to the counter and sifted through a slew of junk mail, coupons, and Mom’s catalogs until I got to a postcard addressed to “Chant,” with no last name or address. It was a modern postcard with a view of a street in Columbia. On the back, there was a message. “Columbia…AHEG.”

The last bit left me puzzled. What is AHEG? I stuffed the postcard in my backpack and started out of the kitchen.

“Who was it from?” Dad asked before I left.

“Oh, um. Kurt’s dad, I think. He’s been on the road.” It was the only explanation I could think of, but he didn’t question it any further. He was too busy dragging a fresh set of plants out to make dyes.

I took his distractedness as my cue to run and darted upstairs. As soon as I crossed the threshold of my bedroom, I slammed the door behind me, jerked the postcard from my bag, and made for the attic. My legs couldn’t climb the ladder fast enough. I heaved myself up into the attic and walked over to Moorehart’s desk. It was like a command center with tiny scraps of paper pinned all over the rafters and walls.

My eyes scanned the notes twice before I found a sheet with numbers and letters arranged like a cipher. When I read it, I couldn’t help but laugh. I shouldn’t have even needed a key. Of course, AHEG meant 1857. A year was helpful, but not specific enough. I felt like a half-inflated balloon. On the one hand, I had a general direction, but I could still miss by a mile if I took a shot in the dark. Maybe Moorehart didn’t know precisely when he was.

In a swift move, I grabbed all of the notes Moorehart left. Any scribble, chicken scratch, or coffee ring could be useful if I looked at it long enough. I retired to my bed without dinner for the second night in a row and fell asleep while drooling all over Moorehart’s scraps of possible clues.


CHAPTER TEN


On the morning of the field trip, I was a ball of nerves. I was so nervous that when I met Kurt at the corner, I realized I’d put on two different colors of Converse All-Stars. My left shoe was red, and my right was white. It was a ridiculous combination but not enough to deter me from going on the trip to Columbia.

“Going for a ‘look’ today, huh?” Kurt laughed to himself as he joined me on the walk. He was in higher spirits after his Dad made a surprise visit home. He and his mom were thinking he wouldn’t make it back until after Christmas due to the holiday rush, but he managed some time off with a little luck.

“I was in a rush, okay?” I sighed. He didn’t push it. Kurt was a goofy character, but he didn’t pick on people. I guess he had enough of that after the Elvis incident.

“How are you feeling about the field trip?” Kurt asked and kicked a soda can down the sidewalk.

“Hopeful. I haven’t heard another peep from Moorehart. I’d take anything as a sign at this point.” I took a shot at the soda can, and it rolled on down the pavement. It stopped at the feet of a masked man in a trench coat. My heartbeat accelerated and I stutter-stepped into a run, turning my head toward Kurt. A second later, the man was gone. Kurt’s forehead furrowed and he cocked his head sideways.

“What was that all about?”

“Didn’t you see him?” I urged.

“Who?” Kurt whipped his head around and spun in a circle. “No one is out here.”

“Never mind. I must be losing it.” We kept walking toward the school. By the time we got there, I chewed my lips to pieces racking my brain about what I saw. I never imagined having a time-traveling Pedaler in my basement would become the most ordinary part of my life.

Kurt went on to his first period, shooting me worried glances as he left, and I hurried on to Ms. Garrett’s science class. I sat next to my lab partner as we were also partners for the scavenger hunt. He was quiet, didn’t have many friends, but he was a natural at naming rocks, wild grasses, and birds. He knew everything about survival in the wild and could rattle off the various types of wildlife native to California. His name was Braxton, and he wore shirts buttoned clear up his neck. Most kids said he was weird, but I was fascinated by him. He was a genius. That’s saying something because I actually met a literal genius.

I drummed my fingers on the desk while waiting for the bell to ring. Meanwhile, the minute hand crept around the clock. Braxton was counting the buttons on his shirt to himself but loud enough for the other kids to hear and shoot him annoyed glances. My drumming must have gotten on his nerves, though, because he stopped and glared over at me.

“Are you all right?” Braxton rarely talked about feelings, so it startled me from my daze.

“Sorry. Just a little anxious.” He frowned and stared at me. His eye contact made me uncomfortable. It was so uncharacteristic of him, I wasn’t sure whether I should return it. “I’ll try to chill out. Sorry.”

“It’s okay. You just don’t seem like yourself,” he finally said. “You’re usually as chill as the rock stars on your t-shirts.” I laughed to myself. It was a surprise that he knew any of the bands on my shirts, but he’d been paying attention this whole time.

We were interrupted by Ms. Garrett rushing into the room. Stacks of papers were balanced on her arm and a handful of lanyards with our entry passes sat on top. She dumped them onto the counter at the front of the room and brushed her blue hair from her face.

“Whew. Who’s ready?” She chirped. The class filed out of the room, grabbing our passes and worksheets for the scavenger hunt as we went. The bus was waiting at the curb, and we piled on one at a time.

During the ride, Braxton went over every state park in California, including the years they were founded. There was so much information rattling around in that brain of his that I tuned out after the first hour. He didn’t mind, though, and kept right on talking as long as I nodded now and then.

By the time we saw signs for Columbia State Park, I was itching to get off the bus and take in the crisp fall air and a few seconds of silence.

I wasn’t the only one because when we pulled in, the kids sitting around us almost trampled each other trying to escape the confines of the bus. Ms. Garrett took another headcount and gave us a speech about how to behave to represent the school positively. Sonora High teachers gave that speech more than my old teachers in Berkeley. Still, I was getting used to the idea that some of my classmates needed the reminder.

We followed Ms. Garrett’s blue hair into the historic boomtown, taking in the sights of the carefully preserved buildings. It was easy to picture miners bustling about between the general store and saloon after a long day’s work. A stagecoach bounced by behind two horses, which were groomed nicer than they likely were in 1850 when the town was founded.

After getting a condensed version of Columbia’s history from a tour guide dressed in a hoop skirt and ruffled blouse, we were led to a stream where we could pan for gold. The only reason the board allowed Ms. Garrett to bring us to the park was that it counted as a geology lesson. When we were done, we each got to keep a tiny piece of fool’s gold. Half of my scavenger hunt card was checked off, and I gave up on being the first one done, so I shoved the paper in my back pocket.

Braxton and I shuffled along behind a group of our classmates. We were given instructions to explore the town and meet at the theater for a scheduled presentation before we would be bussed back to Sonora. Staring at the ground, I was mesmerized by the cloud of dust the kids in front of me kicked up. I was so focused on the dirt, I almost didn’t notice the two-level brick building we walked in front of. A large archway and balcony spanned the entire face of the building.

Flashes of my dream popped into my head, and I felt that I could walk right into the theater and navigate its rooms without a second thought. I was there before…

Once we got inside, I saw that most of the kids lingered in the lobby, where an old-timey concession stand was set up. Seizing the opportunity to look around, I slipped into the theater by myself. The seats were dark, ruby red with a richness that camouflaged years of use. There was a set onstage that mirrored the boomtown outside. Then, I saw programs for a play titled Gold Dust Annie. We would see a snippet of the show, I assumed.

I followed my gut like there was a gravitational pull drawing me toward a small door that went backstage. Behind the door were props, sandbags for the curtains, and stacks of metal folding chairs. My dream kept replaying in my mind’s eye. I saw stone walls washed in lime, but nothing backstage resembled the image.

Another small door, about half the size of a standard one, caught my attention. It was mostly hidden behind a rack of frilly pink costumes. I parted the dresses like curtains, and the sight took my breath. There it was. A stone archway that matched the stone in my dream.

My hand quaked as I reached for the wrought-iron handle. When I opened it, a gust of musty air hit me in the face, and particles of dust drifted around me, causing me to sneeze. I did my best to muffle the sound in my sleeve. I stepped inside, using the flashlight on my cellphone to light the way. The entire corridor was lined in patchy whitewashed stone and led to a rickety set of stairs.

I crept down the steps into a room with a dirt floor and stacks of wooden crates scattered about. Even after a few rounds around the tiny cellar, nothing caught my eye until I noticed a carving in the wall.

In the corner at the bottom of the stairs, there was an inscription that said, “CB 08-25.” I hoped it was the date I needed. What else would CB stand for but Chant Baker? Moorehart must have been there.

Voices from the backstage area called to me, “Chaannt. Are you back here?” It was Ms. Garrett and Braxton. He must have tipped her off to my location. I hurried up the steps and found them waiting for me. Her left eyebrow formed a sharp S shape, and I could tell she was annoyed at my little excursion. “Come on, Chant. They’re about to start the play,” was all she said before turning on her heel and walking back into the theater.

We sat through the first two acts of Gold Dust Annie before we were corralled back to the bus. Braxton was antsy and quiet during the ride. I could see him staring at me in my peripheral vision. Finally, we were close to the school! I couldn’t take much more claustrophobia and just wanted off the bus.

I was fighting to keep a scream of annoyance from leaping from my mouth when Braxton said, “There’s something strange about you, Chant Baker. I know you were looking for something today, and it wasn’t gold or scavenger hunt items,” He said it with no emotion or inflection. Then he blinked slowly and turned his head away. I realized he was just trying to figure me out like I was a mystery of the world.

When the bus pulled up at the school, it was well past the end of the school day. Kids that weren’t walking needed to arrange for rides from parents, but I was walking, so I made my way to the front of the bus as we pulled in. My mismatched All-Stars hit the pavement running when I got off that cramped bus.

I finally had a date and a definitive location; it was time to go get Moorehart back. My adrenaline was amped so high, I didn’t remember to look for anyone who might be watching me on the way home. They would have a hard time keeping up anyway with the way I sprinted back to the Emporium.

When I got home, everyone was upstairs eating vegan taco salad. I plopped down in the chair and shoveled the food into my mouth. It has days since I felt like eating but counting the day as a “win” brought my appetite back. Mom watched me eat like a ravenous hound while she scooped her food with a fork at a normal speed. She smiled as she chewed, but she shot Dad a few puzzled looks.

“How’s it going, Chant?” Dad asked.

“Wonderful. Grand. I had the best day.” Chai dropped her fork and tilted her head.

“What’s wrong with you. Why are you acting like that?” She snarled her lip and waved her hand in an outline around me.

“Don’t be so negative, Chai. I just had a decent day. Can’t I be in a good mood?”

“Yeah. You’ve just been a little preoccupied lately. I’m glad you had a good day, honey. You seem very aligned,” Mom said and made the Om mudra with her hand. I shrugged and went on eating. We went on eating. I cleaned my plate twice. When dinner was over, I helped Mom clear the table and wash the dishes. Then, I waited for her to sit down for her evening TV shows so I could raid the pantry for food supplies. I wanted to be prepared for my upcoming trip to 1857.

I dashed to my bedroom when no one was looking. My shirt was full of food and bottled drinks. I felt fresh. The trip to Columbia rejuvenated me because, for once, Journey didn’t seem so far ahead. The pieces to his mystery were still scattered, but at that moment, there were more details than I’d ever imagined.

Saturday came fast after I slept the whole night, free from dreams and nagging anxiety. I was well-rested, excited, and full of courage, however misplaced.

Dad came into my room just after sunrise. He was wearing an old shirt covered in grease and held a cardboard box full of car supplies.

“You want to work on Bertha today?” Dad asked, his face bright.

“Uh, I have a thing today.”

“A thing?” He squinted and waited on me to elaborate. I had to think fast.

“I asked a girl to go to the movies, but I’ll be back this evening.” It was the first thing that popped into my head, and while it was wildly untrue, Dad bought it. He grinned and nodded before heading back to the living room. That was a relief, but I still needed to prepare for the trip.

I threw on some jeans and a white t-shirt. In the lab, I knew I had some clothes that would pass for boomtown fashion. I threw on my backpack, full of snacks and Moorehart’s notes, and headed down to the basement. Dad was nodding off on the couch when I left, so I was free to slip out without concocting another story.

The basement was quiet for a Saturday. On regular Saturdays, Kurt and I would have the record player blaring, or Chai would have her cheer friends over. I pulled the tapestry back and made my way into the lab. My first aid supplies and crystals were still stuck under the seat of the Pedaler from our last trip. I opened my cabinet of costumes and pulled out an old flannel, a wool vest, and a hat. It was time to pedal.

*     *     *

Fallon House Theatre

Columbia, California

August 25, 1857

With spectacles on, I pedaled my heart out. I was so ready to get back to 1857 and rescue Moorehart. For days, I’d been sick with worry about what Journey might do. He kept old bonds in a cardboard box, a pistol, and Moorehart. Whatever his plan was, it wasn’t good, I was sure of that.

I landed behind the theatre. In my time, there were more glass and brick structures. However, in 1857, there were more wooden buildings and dust, which was par for the course when the streets weren’t paved. I dropped the gears down in the Pedaler to pedal the machine to a less visible spot. The sun was high but descending. It looked to be late afternoon. The street was busy with the clip-clopping of horse hooves and the rattle of wooden buggy wheels. A group of woozy men stumbled by me, too elated from their trip to the saloon to notice me and my odd machine.

After I got the Pedaler parked, I scooted some heavy barrels around it to disguise its presence. I threw on my backpack and moseyed out to the street. It was easy to see who found favor in the rush for gold. A clear divide between those with money and those seeking it was visible from the style of dress. I spotted a few men wearing fancy waistcoats with gold chains from pocket watches draped on their midsections.

I blended in with those that were still hoping for a big strike but that was fine because it suited my alibi for being there. A boomtown like Columbia always saw its share of new faces wanting to get rich.

Across the street, I noticed a two-story wooden structure that I guessed to be the general store. There were shelves and a visible counter off to the side. My stride was interrupted by a young boy chasing a group of teenagers down the street. He was crying and shaking his fist.

“Hey, hey. What’s the matter?” I asked.

“They took my last coin. I needed that for dinner.”

“Are you hungry?” I was already rummaging in my backpack for a sack of granola. The boy nodded his head and sniffled. I handed him the bag, which he examined skeptically, and then pulled a couple of quarters from my jean pocket.

“Really?” He asked as I handed him the coins.

“Take them. Now, you can help me. Does that store have tools? Like a shovel or even a frying pan?” The boy cocked his head to the side and nodded. I must have seemed strange asking about a shovel and frying pan in the same breath, but I had a plan.

A woman stepped onto the porch of one of the buildings down the street and yelled, “Jamie!” The boy clenched his teeth and looked back at me before taking off in her direction. I took her to be his mother, who was ready to head home.

That was my cue to head into the store and grab my supplies. Mom and Dad didn’t have a shovel, and if they did, they’d ask me questions about where I was taking it.

The store had heavy wooden swinging doors that took some effort to open. Inside, wooden shelves that skimmed the ceiling housed a variety of goods. The long counter that spanned the room’s length was also wooden and held a few glass display cases. The other side of the room was set aside for food and baking supplies. They were arranged in barrels and cotton sacks. I strolled to the back of the store, where I saw a hanging sign with the word “tools” hand-painted on it.

Leaned up in the corner, I found a handful of shovels with decently long wooden handles. “That’ll do,” I whispered to myself as I grabbed one. I paid with a few paper bills that I found stashed away in Moorehart’s attic desk. The older clerk barely batted an eye. He was short, wiry, and seemed to have had a few too many sips at the saloon next door.

I made my way to a bench on the large porch of the store. From there, I could see the front of the Fallon House Theatre, where theorized I Moorehart was being kept hostage in the basement. I pretended to read a book while I observed the comings and goings for an hour or so. I noted a man in black. He wasn’t dirty like the rest of the miners going about their business, and he wasn’t dressed as fancy as some of the wealthy folks.

His hair was short, and he was shaved, but the eyes looked familiar, even at a distance. He was jumpy, dodging glances and looking over his shoulder as he made his way into the theatre. I wasn’t certain it was Journey, but there was only one way to find out.

I put my book back into my backpack, grabbed my shovel, and dashed toward the theatre. The shovel was a pain to carry, but I needed it for protection. I wasn’t about to have Journey pull a pistol on me again without at least some sort of weapon.

When I stepped inside the theatre, the shell was the same, but the carpet, foyer, and fixtures were clean, shiny, and new. It felt like I stepped into a time capsule, much like how the lab felt seeing it in both time periods. I followed the doors that led past the seats and to the side of the stage. The room smelled of wood and polish. I went through the stage door and found myself in a backstage area lined with props, costumes, signage, and vanities. Clearly, it got more use in 1857.

I tiptoed around backstage, scanning the area for signs of Journey. I noticed a small Moleskine notebook on the vanity closest to the basement door. When I opened it, I saw little scribbles around the writing characteristic of Moorehart’s note-taking. “Bingo…” I said to myself. Before heading down the steps, I paused to listen for any signs of life at the door. There was a quiet rustling, but I couldn’t decide if it was a person or a rat.

When I opened the door, it didn’t smell as musty. Years of dust and decay must have caused most of the odor in my time. The basement smell sweet and grainy. I walked down the sturdy steps, doing my best to avoid making noise. My shovel rested on my shoulder, accidentally tapping the stone walls on the way down.

Once clear of the steps, I noticed the tip of a dress shoe tucked behind a row of crates. I inched closer, each step revealing more of the shoe. As I rounded the boxes, I saw the creased trousers Moorehart always wore. I lunged forward and squatted down next to him. He was unconscious but breathing, with a large, greenish-blue bruise above his left eyebrow.

“Moorehart, wake up!” I shook him frantically. His eyes fluttered open, but he barely recognized I was there.

“My boy,” he slurred. “Behind—.”

“What?” I shook him again, but a rattling boom sent me scrambling away. Journey stepped through a doorway that led to the other half of the basement. He was smooth-faced, and his hair was slicked back. The absence of his beard and ponytail brought my focus to his yellow-brown eyes. I pulled my shovel back to the ready position, and he side-stepped around Moorehart on the floor, keeping his eyes glued to me.

“I knew you had the crystals. I wondered about the one you showed me, but there was no way to know for sure without more inspection. No need for that now though,” he cackled.

“What are you doing? What is the point in all of this?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I’m cashing in on the world’s idiocy. People just can’t stop hating each other, fighting, messing up the balance of things. So, if the world won’t change, I’m going to embrace the chaos. While everyone is looking over here, I’m over there scooping up the riches.” He made a fancy gesture with one hand while rolling a coin over the knuckles of his other hand.

“But why are you after Moorehart and me? What did we do?” I asked, genuinely wanting to understand why he was after us.

“You can’t be jumping through time like me. Before I ran into you guys, there was no one to catch me. No liability. Now, you two losers won’t let it go. So, I need you gone.” He spun the pistol around his finger as he talked. I saw no way out of our predicament until Journey tripped over my backpack just as he was about to continue his villainous monologue. I jumped over Moorehart and brought the shovel down on top of Journey’s head.

He stumbled, grabbing his head and grumbling. The pistol went tumbling off to the side. I darted to snatch it up before he had a chance to recover, but our exchange was interrupted by screams above us.

“Fire!” A woman’s voice shouted and cried. It was followed by several voices calling for evacuation. I looked up the stairwell and could see people running back and forth, grabbing belongings and getting to safety. “Hurry! It’s all around the Fallon!” We needed to leave, or all three of us would be stuck in a bad way. If my Pedaler was burned, there’d be no way home. I started back toward the corner to untie Moorehart, but a bright white flash of light filled the room and blinded me in the process.

When my eyes focused again, Moorehart and Journey were gone. I gasped and cried out as I crawled around on the floor, looking for clues to where they went, how he escaped. I saw nothing outside of the black circle, singed into the earth. The soil in the area felt more like sand than dry dirt when I sifted it through my fingers, but it didn’t explain how they left.

“Hello? If anyone is down there, you have to go. The entire town is burning,” a male voice called from the top of the stairs. I grabbed my shovel and Journey’s pistol and sprinted up the stairs.

The theater was abuzz with people looking for relatives, urging others to safety, and coordinating efforts to douse the blaze in water. When I stepped outside, the air was thick with smoke, and several of the wooden structures around the theater were already too far gone to save. The town was truly burning to the ground, while the Fallon, with its brick walls, served as a command post.

I hurried around back on shaky legs. The flames were within feet of the barrels I hid the Pedaler behind. My lungs ached for clean air, and my eyes watered from the smoke. There was no time to investigate further, I pedaled away from Columbia, and away from the last place I saw Moorehart. I had no idea how to find him again.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


November air turned into a December chill. Nothing in my real life changed, and yet everything changed. I still went to school, did my homework, and practiced driving the bus with Dad. I was passing my classes and excelling in student council.

But on the inside, it felt like I was burning down as fast as Columbia in 1857. I wanted to drop everything and search the globe for Moorehart. Every night, I tried to reach him with my crystals, and every free moment, I was hopping on the Pedaler to try locations where I thought I might catch Journey. But, no luck.

Journey’s store closed. He fed the bank a line about leaving the country, and they took ownership. Within a few weeks, a for sale sign was posted out front. It was just as well. I couldn’t stand walking by the store knowing what kind of person he was and that he was still out there, doing who knows what to Moorehart.

I watched for signs of time travel everywhere. I re-lived the moments in the cellar over and over. How was Journey able to jump through time without a machine? What kind of physics did he master? Those were the questions that drilled into my head all day.

Kurt watched Journey’s house for me. As far as we knew, he still owned it. Though no one set foot in there since the last time I saw Journey at the store. The mailman quit leaving mail on the porch once the mailbox was overflowing.

“Still nothing?” I asked Kurt as he came walking from his street. He shook his head and stared at the ground. He’d been as bummed about the state of things as I was.

“He has to come back eventually, right? I mean, surely he will.” It was false hope but still hope. In my head, he probably left part of his stolen treasure trove.

“Yeah. He left those bonds at the shop, didn’t he? There’s no way he doesn’t have stuff stashed at his house too.” And that’s how every morning went since the day I got back from Columbia.

On the bright side, finals were upon us, and I aced the last few assignments in all of my classes. I was relieved when Ms. Garrett said our science final was a lab. Braxton carried most of the weight on those, and he always got an A.

Most of our lab set up when I walked into class. He wore his goggles and apron on, and mine laid out on the table. I tossed my backpack to the floor and scanned over the instructions he handed me. The goal was to test several soil samples in the same practice as the local agriculture office.

“Are you having a good morning, Chant Baker?” I’d gotten used to the robotic nature of Braxton’s speech. Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one in class. Most of the kids at the tables next to us shot awkward looks our way when we talked, but I didn’t care. Braxton was a solid guy once you got around the lack of social cues.

“It’s okay,” I said as I put on my apron and tied it behind my back. He leaned in closer, which struck me as odd. Braxton wasn’t keen on physical contact.

“He came back last night.”

“Huh?” I leaned back and looked into his eyes. They were unflinching and serious.

“Journey.”

“Um, how do you know I’ve been looking for him?” Mentally, I retraced my steps and couldn’t remember saying anything about Journey or working at the Crystal Shop.

“I am Mr. Journey’s neighbor. The house to the right of his with the orange front door is mine. And I see everything. I just thought you should know.” My insides buzzed. I wanted to drop everything and run to his house, but I knew that wasn’t realistic or safe.

“Thanks, um. How much do you know, Braxton?” The corner of his mouth lifted into a smirk.

“Everything.”

“How?” I leaned over the table, desperate for answers. He stepped back to put more distance between us. Meanwhile, he was already working through the lab for both of us. I grabbed a container and tried to look busy as Ms. Garrett made her rounds around the room.

“A studious mind scrutinizes everything,” he said, as he pointed his ink pen in my direction. “I’ve been watching you all semester and putting the pieces together, but what I don’t know is how you managed time travel.”

“Shhh!” I said a little too loudly and caught a look from Ms. Garrett. “You have to guard this secret with your life.”

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize I was too loud. Anyway, how did you figure out how to hook up those electronics?”

“Electronics?”

“Yeah, Journey has all of these wires and generators in his house. Before he put all that junk on his windows, I saw him use the doohickey and the flashes of light. Then, poof. He was gone.” It dawned on me how Journey and Moorehart were able to escape. He didn’t have a Pedaler like mine or Moorehart’s bike. His was made from modern parts, and it was compact. Maybe it even fit in his pocket.

“And you said he came back last night?” Braxton nodded and went to scribbling the results of our soil samples on both of our worksheets. I picked up a cup and swirled it around as the teacher came by once more.

“He comes back every Thursday at 2 a.m.,” said Braxton matter-of-factly. I needed to sit down. My head was reeling with newfound possibilities but also panic about another person knowing my secret. What if Braxton spilled and the entire school knew in a matter of weeks? They would call me crazy for sure.

“Do you have any idea where he goes when he leaves? I mean, he’s not doing anything with his shop. It’s for sale now.”

“I have a few working theories,” said Braxton with a nod. The last couple of times, I’ve seen him slip out the back door for a spell, then come back with boxes full of supplies. Most recently, he dragged in a saddle and some medieval-looking clothes. I’d be happy to go over my other observations if you have time.” He set down his pen and our completed labs and clasped his hands on the table like he just gave me a contract to sign.”

I hesitated. Braxton was helpful, and I was certain his theories would be useful. His intelligence ranked as high as Moorehart’s, maybe Einstein’s. But if I brought him in on this, I could put him in danger. Kurt was already in danger just by association. In theory, I could take what he’d already told me and start looking in medieval times, but that was like finding a needle in a haystack. Braxton lived next to Journey’s base. He probably had spreadsheets full of clues, if I were to guess.

“I know I’m weird, Chant Baker. I get that. No one wants to talk to me. You are, quite frankly, the only person in this school that doesn’t roll their eyes when I try to speak. But I fully believe I can help you, and you won’t have to worry about me sharing your secret. No one would believe the weird kid, anyway,” he said with a laugh that sounded forced and rehearsed. His speech warmed me, and I trusted my gut. It served me well so far, after all.

“Do you want to come over after school?” He nodded with a stern face, then gave a forced smile.

“I hope you like classic rock and granola,” I laughed.

PLEASE CONSIDER THIS


If you have enjoyed Time Has Come Today please take a moment and leave your comment or review on Amazon. Readers like you are the best advertisement in the world!

The Time Pedaler Will Return in Time Won’t Let Me

Continue Reading for a Peek at Time Won’t Let me


EXCERPT FROM TIME WON’T LET ME


Fall turned to winter in the way it does in California with chilly nights and mild days. I watched the subtle changes in the weather from the Emporium windows while I swept the floors and stocked the shelves. Most importantly, I waited for a sign from Moorehart. We all did. Kurt and Braxton watched Journey’s house for months. Every now and then, Braxton would catch snippets of activity from inside, but Journey would be gone by the time we rushed over.

Soon, spring blossomed in Sonora. I watched the yellow daffodils break through the earth in the flower beds below my bedroom window and listened to the quickening of chirps from the crickets at night. The waiting and the watching consumed us so much that the Pedaler gained a layer of dust. It was hard to jump back on the figurative horse when I had no set path, no dates, and no coordinates.

Braxton had taken to the secret life of time travel quite well though. He was sharp and forward-thinking. Ideas that wouldn’t even occur to Kurt and I practically poured out of Braxton and he didn’t have reservations about blurting them out.

Kurt became accustomed to Braxton’s lack of social reading and Sophie was working on teaching him how to speak to girls at school. Though, her efforts may have been in vain, a charitable side project for her. She and Kurt were still hitting it off and he’d taken to going to her house over my basement on several occasions. I didn’t mind, not with Braxton always there to fill the silence.

I was missing Moorehart. That was true, but my circle had grown more than I could have imagined at the beginning of freshman year and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t excited to have an entire group of people that called me their friend. Berkeley became less of a regular thought for me and more of a memory that I rarely needed.

The bus was coming along too. Dad and I moved on to restoring the interior which was much more of a chore than the mechanical work. In the time I’d taken a sabbatical from traveling, we managed to hit up flea markets and vintage shops all the way down the coast, picking up odds and ends at hole-in-the-wall places.

Dad was finding his way as an upholsterer and I was mastering the art of installing carpet. By summer, we hoped it would be ready and then I could take my test in the fall. Kurt made a point to come check on the progress every time he was over. He was already planning which bands we would go see when I got my license and he went ahead and called “shotgun” for the rest of forever.

“What are you looking at over there, weirdo?” Chai interrupted.

“Wha—Oh, just zoned out for a second.”

“You’ve been staring off into space for like five minutes. What are you thinking about? A girl?” Chai sneered as she went back to dusting shelves. I rolled my eyes. There was no point in arguing with her, especially when I couldn’t reveal what I was thinking about. “Oh, by the way, Mom said I could have the basement this weekend. Some of my cheer friends are coming over.”

“All weekend?” I grumbled.

“That’s what she said. Don’t shoot the messenger.” Chai giggled to herself and walked to the shelves in the back of the store.

There were more shelves to clean every day, it seemed. Mom scored antique stock shelves from an estate sale north of Sonora and Dad refurbished a few glass display cases that were tucked away in the back. Their growing collection mixed well with the exposed brick and chipped paint look that adorned the walls. Dad even took a couple of weeks to hand paint the windows out front. The word “Emporium” was inlaid with metallic gold paint that glittered when the sun hit it.

Word about our little store was getting around and traffic picked up around Christmas and stayed steady. Mom was tickled and so was Dad, but he recognized that more foot traffic meant they should step up to meet the needs of their new customers. Along with ramping up the decor, he was always scouring the web for new products.

Our stock started featuring more soap, candles, and CBD oils, which brought in a whole new flock of customers. I was grateful. They needed me in the store more which offset the money I lost when Journey vamoosed and let his store go. His store was still on the market, looking more run down by the day with dust and cobwebs growing on the windows and doors.

Dad sometimes asked me if I knew what happened to Journey. He tried texting and calling him in the weeks after he left. Of course, I couldn’t tell him anything. I just shrugged my shoulders and made up something about Journey being a free spirit. I think Dad just assumed he went upside down on payments and bailed out to go do his own thing, free of the bank calling or taking his stuff.

Someone emptied the store, though we weren’t sure who. I assumed he came back in the middle of the night to collect his crystals and hidden shoebox of bonds. He was probably living it up in a mansion somewhere in the 1920s if I had to guess. And Moorehart was along for the ride. At least, I hoped he was. That would have been the best-case scenario because I knew Journey was capable of much worse.

“Weirdo! You’re doing it again.” Chai brushed past me to grab her phone from behind the register.

“Can’t a guy just stare out the window and be left alone?”

“Not with that dumb look on your face.”

“Okay, Chai Baker. That’s enough tormenting your brother. Go on, you’re done for today anyway,” said Mom. She was carrying a crate of handmade goat milk soap she’d been working on for the last two days.

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Chai said, leaning the broom up against the wall.

“Sweetie, Braxton is coming over for dinner. I hope that’s okay. His mom called about an hour ago and she wants him to get out of the house for a little bit. She said he does so much better with his socialization after he’s been with you for a while.”

“Yeah, of course. I never mind hanging out with Braxton. Can I ask Kurt over too?”

“It’s Saturday. I don’t care what you do,” joked Mom as she stacked her soaps inside the glass displays. They looked like pastel-colored candy lit up against the rich brown of the wooden countertop. I breathed in the fruity smell of the essential oils she used in processing.

“Need some help?” I asked. She shoved one of the crates in my direction with her foot. I took that as a yes.

When we were done, we managed to stock around 200 bars of soap that were arranged in rainbow pyramids down the counter leading to the back kitchen. I stood back to admire our beaming display, realizing that it would be taken down in several days which took the wind out of my sails, but at least it was a good problem to have.

Ding. I abandoned my display to see Braxton struggling with the heavy wooden door. He was finally able to push it open with his hip after fumbling with the handle a bit. His arms were full of cardboard boxes stacked up to his face, leaving only his eyes peeking out above the top.

“What’s that?” I asked, rushing over to help him.

“Um, supplies. For our science class.” We didn’t have any projects coming up, but I got the coded language. I slid the top two boxes off and started to the basement. Braxton followed, shuffling his scuffed penny loafers on the wooden floor I spent the better part of the morning mopping.

I cleared a stack of records off of the coffee table and slid my boxes over to the middle. Braxton tossed his beside mine clumsily, then started smoothing the wrinkles the boxes left on the front of his starched shirt.

“Um, Brax, what is this stuff?” I asked, lifting the corner of the smallest box. He paused his primping and threw the lid open on the largest box. It was full of wires, springs, and chunks of plastic that looked like battery packs.

“I didn’t see Journey last night, but when I woke up this morning, all of this junk was laying in his backyard. It wasn’t there the day before and there was a scorch mark in the middle of his gnarly lawn.” He pointed to the second-largest box. “Open that one.”

I pulled the interlocked tabs open. The box was packed with ripped sheets of paper and crumpled receipts. I pulled out a ripped piece of yellow notebook paper and examined the chicken scratch written on it. They appeared to be coordinates, but the longitude was partially missing.

“Where did you get these?” Braxton’s smile curled into deep dimples on both sides of his face.

“I found those in the bottom of a burn barrel. The top had been scorched, but remember that little drizzle we had last night? Journey must have not accounted for that when he tossed a match in there before zapping himself through time again. That’s what he gets for leaving a fire unattended.” Braxton crossed his arms and leaned against the couch in a smug stance.

“Lucky for us, he’s nowhere near as thorough as you, right?” I patted him on the arm but I could have hugged him. Though, he wouldn’t have liked that so I held it together. I sat on the couch and scooted the box over to me. It was full of clues that would take us weeks to piece together, but it was more than we had in months. At least there was information to follow and not just a rough idea of when he might come back to his house.

Heavy footsteps pounded down the creaky basement stairs. Braxton jerked to conceal our bounty, but I could tell as soon as I saw the mangled skate shoes it was Kurt. He bounced down the last couple of stairs, eyeing Braxton in his guarded pose.

“Whatcha got there, Brax?” Braxton relaxed and stepped aside, revealing the boxes.

“Only the best lead to find Moorehart that we’ve had since he was snatched from Columbia.” I waved my blackened piece of paper over my head. It was kissed by the flames, but I could still make out the plans for an electrical circuit on it.

“Ooh,” Kurt paused, his mouth frozen in an O shape. I nodded with a giddy grin gripping my entire face. Kurt walked over and took a peek in each box, scoping out the contents of each. Then, he proceeded to dump out all of the scorched papers. “Let’s get to it then.” I laughed out loud, but when I looked over at Braxton, he looked as though he might jump out of his skin watching Kurt’s chaotic methods.

“C’mon Brax, we’ll organize them so they’re easier to look at,” I said. He breathed a quiet sigh of relief. Meanwhile, Kurt was still oblivious to his indiscretion.

An hour later, we managed to lay out the scraps in categories of coordinates, addresses, names, and receipts from a medley of times and places. They were vague clues, at best, but at least we had a little direction. One thing was clear, Journey was getting help from people wherever he was hiding out. He had an entire list of people, arranged by year, that possessed the ability to help him hide. A woman named Anna was listed with the statement, “In case of emergency, nurse.”

A few other names simply had “housing” or “access to cars” written beside them. He knew his resources and now, so did we. According to the receipts, he was paying a mortgage somewhere. It would take some digging but, if we could nail down the location of Sunshine Trust Co., we might be able to track him.

“Boys! Dinner!” But first, we’d have to go suffer through some bean casserole. Dinner dragged by with each of us poking at our plates and exchanging pained glances. For a few months, I’d been eating cheeseburgers and steaks at Kurt’s house when his dad was home. Trying to maintain my identity as a vegetarian at home was getting harder every day. Still, we suffered through and both Kurt and Braxton decided to sleepover afterward. Chai was less-than-pleased that Mom and Dad gave us dibs on the basement for the night.

After lugging sleeping bags and pillows down to the basement, we settled in on the couch and the cushy shag rug that Mom scored from a yard sale. Each of us took a stack of notes and dove in and we used our phones to cross-reference dates and locations. It was informative, but not the smoking gun we had hoped for. Every lead one of us stumbled across, didn’t offer both a date and time. It was always one or the other, which left us chasing our tails trying to pin down where Moorehart might be held.

At some point, we all dozed off. I was drifting in and out of sleep to the sound of professional wrestling playing on the TV and the tiny wheezing coming from Kurt’s nose. All was quiet. Then, Braxton’s phone started wailing like a fire truck siren and flashing bright enough to light the entire room.

He sprang to life and spun in a circle looking for his phone. When he came to, from his groggy state, he unlocked the screen to look at the notification. “Let’s go!” He barked, his voice cracking in a squeak.

“Go where?” I asked, rising from my sleeping bag on the floor.

“This, th, th, this is my alarm for the surveillance at Journey’s house. It picked up movement. We gotta go!” He was already throwing on his shoes and jacket. So I shoved Kurt awake and started doing the same. He didn’t ask what was going on, but he followed suit. I’m not sure he was awake, but he was on board nonetheless.

I led them from the egress window, helping Braxton climb so he wouldn’t get overwhelmed by the tight space. I was last and as soon as my feet touched the damp dirt outside, Braxton was sprinting toward the street. Kurt and I jogged behind, barely keeping up. The street was dark and muggy with the remnants of a midnight rain shower still hanging in the air.

By the time we made the jog, a little less than a mile, Kurt and I were gasping for air. Braxton was still as fresh as a spring chicken, light on his toes, and leaping over the bushes in front of his house. We watched him pull ahead and tuck away behind a large oak tree that divided his yard from Journey’s abandoned abode.

We scooted in beside him when we caught up. As we sat, a low rumble vibrated the ground beneath us while a buzzing sound rattled the windows in Journey’s house. A bolt of blue light peeked out from behind the newspapers taped to the inside of the glass.

“What is that?” Kurt whispered.

“He’s in there,” Braxton said, pointing to the first-floor window. Before I knew what was happening, I was sprinting toward the back door of Journey’s bungalow. The overgrown bushes scratched my legs as I bounded onto the back porch, leaving pinpricks of blood on my calves. I ducked under the windows and tiptoed to the back door. With a deep breath, I flung the door open. It slammed into the wall behind it with a muffled crack of the drywall.

Journey stood motionless, his eyes as big and wide as headlights. Wires stretched across the rooms in the house. From the doorway, I saw them wind around the kitchen and into the open living room where Journey stood. They outstretched from a scorched circle of carpet that surrounded Journey’s feet.

A devious grin cut into his face before he lifted his hand which held a small remote. I dove toward him with my arms reaching, determined to snatch him and hold him to the ground. My body slammed into the ground with a thud that echoed through my bones. But I fell short, and Journey clicked his remote, filling the room with crackling blue light and smoke.

Kurt and Braxton stumbled through the door in time to see the flash. Again, he got away, leaving nothing but mangled clues and smoke in his wake. I buried my face in the carpet and wallowed in disappointment for a moment before standing to survey the scene.

“Seriously. I missed him again,” I said as I punched my fist into the floor.

“We almost had him, Chant. If we came this close this time, we’ll definitely catch him on the next go around,” said Kurt in a low voice. Braxton tiptoed around the room, glancing at the wires, touching them here and there. He stopped in the corner and picked up a box with metal plates on the top.

“What’s this look like to you?” Braxton asked. I eyed the weird box and thought of where I may have seen something similar.

“I don’t know. A battery?” Braxton snapped his fingers and pointed at me.

“Yes!” He turned it over in his hands. “If we reverse engineer it, I bet we can figure out how he does it. And look at all this other stuff. There’s bound to be more clues here.”

Kurt chimed in, “He’s right. We’ve never been in here. The closest we’ve come is whatever he dumps in the bin out back. Let’s do a sweep and look for more.” As heavy as the disappointment was in my chest, they were right. Wasting an opportunity inside Journey’s house would be the worst thing we could do and no one knew when he would return, but he’d certainly lock the place up and take all of this with him when he did.

The wires were expansive and wound around the room like the veins of the tiny house. Each led to a box on the floor that had prongs that plugged into the battery pack Braxton picked up. While the box had a set of metal plates on the top which must have charged Journey’s remote. Judging by the fried appearance of the carpet and the walls, each time Journey traveled, he created a mini electrical storm.

“Hey, Chant. Look at this. I found it on the bathroom counter,” said Kurt shuffling down the narrow hallway off the living room. He handed me a black matchbook with gold foiled letters that said ‘Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel.’

“We have a place. Do we have a time?” I nearly fell over trying to hurry back to the bathroom to search for more clues. The counter was littered with normal toiletries, beard oil, combs, lotions, and a couple of bottles of cologne. None of them were useful as they all had a layer of dust, but then I spotted a notebook poking over the top ledge of the medicine cabinet. I rose onto my tiptoes and eased it down with my fingers. It was clean, but an older style notepad with dramatic Art Deco lettering on the cover.

I shuffled the pages, looking for writing, but instead, a receipt slipped from the notepad. It floated down the counter and I held my breath. My hands trembled as I picked up the tiny slip of paper with its faded blueprint. It was from a Good Times liquor store in Hollywood, California, and there, at the very bottom, it said ‘May 27, 1945.’

I squealed and jumped up and down. The joy exploded from within me and I did the running man all the way down the hallway to show Kurt and Braxton. They were either surprised or mortified by my dance moves. I can’t say for sure, but they hurried to my side to get a look at my treasure.

“Here!” I pointed to the bottom of the receipt. Kurt hooted and threw his arms up in the air. Braxton nodded with slightly more enthusiasm than he usually has. I flipped through the pages again and noticed a name on the inside of the back cover. Hedy Lamarr. “Does this name mean anything to either of you?” I asked, pointing to the messy cursive writing. They stared blankly. Lucky for us, we lived in the age of information with all of it at our fingertips.

“Guys, we better get back. Your parents might notice we’re gone. They get up at the crack of dawn to do their hippie-dippy granola stuff,” said Kurt. While his explanation of them roasting oats was a little off, he was right about us needing to get back to the basement. Dad would, no doubt, check on us as soon as he came down to the store.

We walked home, just fast enough to beat the sun peeking up over the horizon. Birds were just starting to chirp when we stepped onto the dirt path leading to the basement window. When I slid in last, I heard the squeaky stair treads from the apartment down to the store.

“Just in time,” I whispered. We kicked off our shoes and laid back down in our sleeping bags. However, our moment of peace was cut short by Chai’s shrill voice yelling into the stairwell.

“It’s Sunday, Chant. My time in the basement.” With a groan, I threw my sleeping bag up over my head, but I knew she’d be stomping down there to claim her space if we didn’t vacate the premises. Braxton was already halfway through packing up our investigation by the time I crawled from my warm cocoon. Kurt, however, stayed asleep until we threatened to drag him up the staircase by his toes.

Once they left for the day, I sat down at my writing desk to look over the receipt and notepad we lifted from Journey’s. The cover was a rusty color with the words that simply said ‘notes’. I scoured the receipt from the liquor store for more clues. It was for a couple of bottles of gins, mixers, and a few bottles of Coke. It was too much for one person. I was certain of that. I hoped that meant Moorehart was in Hollywood too, safe and sound.

I did a quick Google search of the location of the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel in relation to Good Times Liquor. Only a few blocks separated the pair. Excitement buzzed in my belly. Was this the key we needed to bust the case wide open?

I ran my fingers over the rough canvas cover on the notepad, feeling the indentation of the letters and the curled edges of the paper. It boasted the age of its pages like a badge of honor. Flipping through its contents, the aroma of tobacco filled my nose. It was sweet like vanilla and probably came from an old wooden pipe. My grandfather used to smoke one that smelled just like it.

In the middle, I noticed some pen marks that we missed earlier. It was a diagram of electrical components with measurements and mathematical symbols I couldn’t begin to understand. The handwriting didn’t match Journey’s chicken scratch or the neat scribbles from Moorehart’s journals. It was bubbly and smooth as if it possessed a feminine touch. Hedy Lamarr?

I’d never heard the name until I ran across it at Journeys, but maybe she was someone I needed to know.
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This is without a doubt one of
the best stories | have ever read.
Coleis a tough guy on the
exterior, buta man of integrity
with a great moral compass! |
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Cole Sage mysteries from this
gifted author. - K. Treece





