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Chapter One

Cyril
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December 24, 1985

It’s been a hell of a year.

Not that I’m complaining. Far from it. It’s just...I’ve seen some crazy shit over the past twelve months. First, a girl from the future drops into my boss’s lap, then I’m running all over town sticking my neck out for mafia busts, abuse allegations, and murder investigations. I’m not sure ’86 can match the intensity of this year. Honestly, I’ll be glad for a reprieve.

I turn up the heat and rest my elbow on the armrest. There’s a line of cars in front of me, another line behind, my town car parked smack-dab in the middle. The Rolls is comfortable enough, but I can’t ignore a pinch of jealousy at knowing my boss and his wife are enjoying a swanky holiday party in the Empire State Building.

Arthur Maxwell is the most prestigious architect in the city, and I’ve had the honor of being his driver for eleven years. Until this year, I’ve never thought of moving on, of trying my hand at something other than being a chauffeur. Don’t get me wrong—it’s a plush gig, and I get to do what I love, but it doesn’t leave much time for anything else. Probably explains why I’m still single and haven’t touched a wrench in ages.

With a sigh, I pull a pack of Doublemint from my pocket and stuff a stick in my mouth. My fingers tap the steering wheel in time with “More Than a Feeling” playing on the radio. Boston does their best to distract me, but the music doesn’t touch my restlessness. I could go for a strong drink. Hell, even a cup of black coffee could do the trick.

Nodding along to the beat, I watch the entrance to the building, hoping the boss will decide to call it a night early. The air is cold and crisp with a few scattered snowflakes drifting in front of the windshield, glinting in the streetlight. Shit. The snow isn’t supposed to accumulate, but I don’t like the combination of icy drizzle and snow. Makes a slushy mess and turns people into assholes behind the wheel. There’s already a dusting of snow on the roads. I grimace when a man steps off the curb and nearly slides into the front of my car. Great.

I check the clock on the dash. Nine thirty. I cave to the boredom and pull out a paperback stashed in my glove compartment. Claude recommended it. One of Stephen King’s novels, The Shining. I typically read science fiction, but I’m willing to give it a shot.

Four chapters later, I snap to attention as a couple approaches. Shit. I toss the book to the passenger seat and step out of the car, pulling my hat down so it won’t blow away. By the time I round the front of the vehicle, Arthur and Kate have reached the curb.

“Sir. Ma’am.” I acknowledge them with a smile and open the back door.

Arthur nods and helps his wife into the car.

“Thank you, Cyril,” Kate says from the interior.

“Just doing my job.” Once he takes a seat beside her, I close the door.

When I return to the driver’s seat, my demeanor shifts to pure business, and without prompting, I head for Arthur’s apartment. A few blocks down the street, I steal a glimpse in the rearview mirror. Kate’s leaning against Arthur with her eyes closed. He has his arm protectively wrapped around her shoulder, keeping her close. He kisses her forehead.

My heart softens at the tender display. I redirect my attention to the traffic and ignore an ache in my chest. It’s been too long. With my unpredictable, random hours, it’s difficult for me to find anyone to invest in long-term. Romantically, I mean.

There’ve been women. Scores of them. But none with the right combination of smarts and sexy to last beyond a brief fling. Fun distractions, nothing more. Seeing Kate and Arthur together makes me long for something I never before realized I wanted.

Maybe one day, I can open a shop and have my own fleet of cars with a little garage to tinker with my own restoration project. If I had that, it would give me more time to find someone to share my life with. I shove the dream aside and focus on the road.

Arthur and I have spoken about it at length. He knows how much I want to start my own business, have my own space. I can’t be his driver indefinitely. He agrees, even offered to be a silent investor in my business. But that’s as far as it’s gone. I’ll talk to him about it after New Year’s to see if he’s serious about the project.

When I pull up outside their building, Arthur nudges Kate. “We’re home.”

“Already?” She yawns.

I chuckle. With the holiday traffic, the normally short drive took an hour. I put the car in park and step out to open her door, offering my hand when she moves to exit the car.

“Thank you, Cyril.” She takes my hand to steady herself on the slick pavement. Her brow furrows. “Wait.” She pats her pockets. “Is my clutch in the car?”

Arthur turns to check the back seat. “Nothing here.”

“Damn. I must have left it.”

“We can get it tomorrow.” Arthur takes her by the elbow and leads her toward the entrance.

“I can stop and grab it on my way home, if you want.” I curse myself the moment I say it because it will put me thirty minutes out of my way.

“No, it should be fine.” She stops midstride and taps her lower lip. “Unless I left it on the observation deck...” Kate grips Arthur’s arm. “I did. When you took me up, I left it on the lower ledge near the elevator.”

Arthur’s jaw clenches before he exhales in defeat. “Fine. I’ll call someone to retrieve it.”

“No need, sir. I’ll get it.”

“Are you sure, Cyril? I wouldn’t want you to use personal time running an errand for me.”

“It’s fine.” I force a smile. It’s not like I have a family, or anything, to rush home to.

“Okay.” Arthur leads Kate to the front door and turns. “See you at nine tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, sir.”

Once they close the door, I return to the car. Why did I offer to do this? I groan as I put the car into drive and pull away. The clock reads eleven fourteen. By the time I reach the Empire State Building, it’ll be close to midnight.

The return trip takes less time. I park the car outside the building and pocket the keys. Ten minutes tops, then I’ll be on my way home.

Inside, I slip past the night guard, talking on the phone. The elevator takes me to the observation deck. I pull my coat tighter around me, but the cold, wet wind still bites my face. I walk around for a few moments, searching the ledges near the elevator, until I spot it. Kate’s clutch. I tuck it into my pocket and turn around.

The night sky spreads over the horizon, snow drifting lazily through the air. I step close to the railing, wanting the full immersive experience of the skyline stretched out before me. I inhale deeply and let the chill sink into my lungs to purge the restlessness for a moment.

What if this is as good as it gets? 

Stuck in the mud, tires spinning.

No legacy. No family. Nothing to show but some memories and a few laughs. Have I run out of time to make something of myself? To leave my mark on the world?

Would anyone miss me if I were gone?

I shiver at the thought and force out an uncomfortable chuckle. Guess I’m more tired than I realized. I should go home and rest.

Spinning on my heel, I step toward the elevator, only to feel the slick ground give way under me. My hands fly out, searching for something, anything, to break my fall.

But there’s nothing. I fall in slow motion for an eternity until the snow flecked night consumes my vision. Pain radiates through my head as I hit the ground.

Everything goes dark.

Warmth brushes my face. I open my eyes and blink into a sun-filled sky. 

What the hell? With a groan, I carefully sit up and look around.

It all rushes back in a wave.

Observation deck. Empire State Building. I pat my pocket. Kate’s clutch is still there. Shit, is it morning already? How the hell did I survive a night outside? I shake my head and climb to my feet.

The elevator opens behind me, and a group of people step onto the platform. They keep their distance as they move to the railing. I follow them, trying to make sense of my situation, when I see something.

Well, it’s what I don’t see that scrambles my brain.

“Where the hell is the World Trade Center?” I squint, searching the horizon for the tell-tale twins, standing tall at the base of Manhattan.

There’s a single skyscraper in their place. What the hell?

A small group of people stare at me for a moment before moving to the far side of the platform. I ignore their stares and head for the elevator.

As the car descends, I rub my scalp. Maybe I hit my head harder than I thought and I’m still unconscious. I wince when I pinch my arm. Nope. Not asleep. My brain is sifting through confusing possibilities when the elevator reaches the ground floor.

I step into the lobby. When I pass the directory, I pause, searching the company names. Confusion fills me again when I reach the end of the list and haven’t recognized any of them.

“Where’s Arthur Maxwell?” I read the list again, but he’s not there. Another name is in the space once occupied by my boss. Strange.

“Is everything okay, sir?” A guard comes alongside me.

“Yes, of course.” I play it off, but inside, I’m in a full-blown panic. “Do you happen to have the paper?”

“The newspaper?” The guard gives me an odd look, like I’ve sprouted horns or a third eye.

“Yeah. Any paper.”

“No, but I can pull it up for you.” He takes a small rectangular device from his pocket, like something Spock would have on Star Trek. “New York Times,” he says and the device dings.

“Here are some results for the New York Times.” A mechanical voice emits from the device.

My mouth drops open. “Did that just respond to you?”

“Yeah. So?” He scoffs. “You sure you’re okay?”

Am I okay? No. No, I am not.

“Can you just tell me what day it is?” I manage to ask the question, even though my throat feels like it’s constricting, cutting off my airway.

“December 21.” He turns the device, showing me a narrow screen with a photo of a cat eating noodles.

Then I see the time. And the date.

It’s December 21...three days ago. But why does the year read 2022?

My head spins. I brace myself against the wall.

“I gotta go.”

Without a thought, I race through the lobby, out into the cool morning.

This can’t be. 

It can’t be true. 

I remember the stories Kate told us about what happened that fateful New Year’s Day, but I didn’t think it was actually true...that she traveled back in time.

And yet, I’m standing in the year 2022. Just last night it was 1985. My knees buckle, and I stumble to the nearest bench. Slumping into it, I hang my head in my hands.

The hustle and bustle of the city surrounds me. Pedestrians walking with intent. Horns blaring. Engines purring. Exhaust perfuming the air.

It all fades into the background as reality settles like a nail in a tire, leaving me deflated.

“Hey, buddy, got a dollar?” asks a man in a tattered green coat and threadbare stocking cap.

My hand reaches for my wallet, if only to ensure it’s there. But it’s not. I close my eyes and shake my head.

Of course. It’s still in the Rolls. I never keep it in my pocket while driving.

“Sorry,” I mutter to the old man.

He ambles down the street, disappearing in the crowd.

A breeze ruffles my hair, and I reach up to pull down my hat, only to find air. Shit. What happened to my hat? It probably got sucked into the void that is the space-time continuum. 

I scoff. Too much science fiction. Damn you, Doc Brown.

I can’t sit here all day wondering what the hell happened. I need to find Arthur and Kate. The Black Penny is close. Maybe Claude and Grant can help me.

Halfway down the block, I freeze midstride. 

It’s 2022. It’s been thirty-seven years. What if they’re...dead? Panic grabs me by the throat and chokes me. What if everything, everyone I’ve ever known, is gone? Fuck.

I pull my coat tight around my throat again and push forward. Does it matter? There’s not a damn thing I can do about it. Life moved on without me, and that’s the painful fucking truth.

Even without me...the world kept spinning.

With every block, the confusion deepens as the reality of my situation settles deep in the pit of my gut. I’m barely aware of the people and noise around me. In thirty-odd years, the city and her people haven’t changed much. Though the styles have evolved some. And everywhere I look, people are using little devices like the one the guard showed me. What the hell are they anyway? A tricorder? Some kind of handheld computer? As long as it’s not some strange Terminator shit...oh God, there I go again.

Several blocks from the Black Penny, I turn right out of habit, heading home. My apartment—well, my former apartment—isn’t far from the Hell’s Kitchen hangout Arthur and his friends frequent. It sits above a two-bay garage run by a Korean War veteran. Mac’s Garage. He understands my need to have grease under my nails. 

Is he gone?

Biting back my hesitation, I venture down the street leading straight to Mac’s. To home. With every step, my heart pounds and my stomach lurches. I’m starving. I haven’t eaten anything in....well, years. I feel like I’m going to puke.

I round the corner and the sign comes into view. I blink twice when I read it.

Cyril’s Garage.

Wait. What happened to Mac’s Garage? Why is my name on this building? I look up and down the quiet street. It’s a small street and doesn’t get much traffic. Today, I’m thankful for that. I stand in the middle of the road, staring at my name on the building where I lived thirty-seven years ago.

The sound of an air compressor echoes behind the large blue garage doors, drawing me closer. I pause outside the door, my hand resting on the knob. Muffled music hums through the air, vibrating the metal beneath my hand. When I push open the door, a familiar guitar solo lures me further inside. It’s not a song I’m familiar with, but I know it’s Aerosmith playing through the speakers. I’d recognize that screaming vocalist anywhere.

The clang of metal on concrete cuts through the music as the compressor cuts off. I venture deeper into the shop, taking in the familiar smell of grease and hydraulic fluid while noting the differences in the space. More organized, more colorful. More professional. Whoever owns this place knows their shit.

Then I see her—a 1974 green Dodge Dart Swinger. 

I walk alongside the car, admiring the sleek lines. She’s not finished, but I can see potential beneath the spotty rust and dinged rear quarter panel.

“Goddamn it.” Another clang of metal strikes metal. “You miserable bitch. Why won’t you cooperate?”

Is that a woman’s voice? Curiosity pulls me around the car, and I see a curvy backside clad in denim bent over the front fender.

“Piece of shit! Just come off!” She jerks and pulls, continuing to swear under her breath.

I peer over her shoulder, glimpsing the engine beneath the hood. I whistle low, noting the 360 V8. Not stock but definitely not overkill. Someone has some taste. 

“Need a hand?” I ask on impulse.

She drops the tool in her hand and spins around, hitting her head on the hood of the car. “Motherfucker!” She grips her head with a grease-covered hand and hisses.

“Who the fuck are you?” Her deep blue eyes narrow at me. “Better yet, why the fuck are you in my shop?”

I suck in a breath. Shit. She’s even more glorious than the car.
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Chapter Two

Jessica
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Damn it! I rub the aching spot on the back of my head and lean against the bumper, eyeing the man who disturbed my peaceful morning.

I should have checked the door to make sure it was locked. Anyone could walk in while I’m working, and I would never hear them. Real smooth. Cursing myself, I tighten my grip on the screwdriver in case I need to use it as a weapon.

My gaze skims the intruder. He’s tall, dark, and distractingly handsome. Judging by the sharp suit and pristine wool jacket, he’s not a vagrant wandering the winter streets, looking for a place to warm up.

I narrow my eyes and point the tool in his direction. “Again, who are you and why are you in my shop?” I grit my teeth, irritated. “We’re closed.”

“Door was open.” He shrugs in the general direction of the entrance.

“We’re still closed.”

His eyes sparkle with amusement. “Is that how you treat customers?”

“Are you a customer?”

“Depends on whether this is your typical customer service.”

I roll my eyes. “Listen. We’re closed for Christmas. All our services are booked for the holiday. But thanks for coming in. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

I turn back to the engine, ignoring the way his perusal of my shop and my car makes me acutely aware of his presence.

He doesn’t move as I reach down to adjust the carburetor.

“What are you doing?”

“Working.” I ignore him and focus on my task.

“Why are you doing it the hard way?”

I sigh with exasperation, then glare at him. “What? You wrench?”

“A little.” He shoves his hands in his pockets and shrugs. “Been a while though.”

With a scoff, I turn back to the engine and continue my adjustments. Why does everyone assume I don’t know my way around cars? Seriously. I’ve been doing this since I was eight. I don’t need to be mansplained.

He steps closer, leaning over the bumper. There’s six inches between us. I try to ignore him and focus on the carburetor. His warmth drifts to me, carrying the spicy, subtle aromas of cologne and leather. I refuse to react to the way it tickles my nose and weaves through my brain, short circuits sparking in its wake. My grip tightens on the screwdriver again, and I twist harder.

The tool gives under my hand and slips free, clanging against the compartment. My wrist nicks a sharp clamp edge near the radiator, and I curse as a spasm of pain radiates up my arm.

“Damn it.” I jerk my hand free and pull a rag from my pocket to wrap around the cut. Biting back tears of frustration, I lean against the car and close my eyes.

“Let me see.”

His soft voice pulls me from my pissy solitude. I open my eyes, and he’s holding out his hand.

“It’s just a scratch. I got it.” The warmth seeping through the rag tells me it’s more than just a scratch. Shit.

He huffs, like he can see through my tough act, and takes my hand. The moment his fingertips brush mine, the protest dies on my lips. I bite my tongue and watch in silence as he removes the dirty rag to examine the cut.

“Not deep enough for stitches, but we’ll have to clean it up.” He tosses the dirty rag aside and wraps a clean one around the wound, putting pressure on it. Where the hell did he get it? Must have grabbed it from the box on the shelf while I was bitching myself out for carelessness.

“I can take care of it.” I jerk my hand out of his and head for the bathroom.

Inside, I close the door and lean against it. What the hell? Who is this guy? And why does he leave me off-kilter? I push the questions aside and wash the wound. Thank God I keep a first aid kit here. Once it’s clean and wrapped in a sterilized bandage, I take a minute to compose myself.

I snort when I look in a small mirror on the door to find grease smeared across my forehead and cheek. How attractive. I shake myself. Why do I care? I’m working. I get dirty when I work. Any mechanic would know that. I use the damp rag to wipe the grease off.

Looks like I’m done for now. Just need to take the car out for a test drive before I make more adjustments.

Now to deal with the elephant in the room. I wish he were an elephant and not a tempting distraction with soulful eyes and a sinful smile. Nope, not going there. 

Find out who he is and what he wants, then show him the door. Simple.

When I step back into the garage, I stop at the sight before me. He’s bent over the front of my Swinger, the distinctive click and tink of metal against metal sounding from beneath the hood. What the hell is he doing to my car?

By the time I reach his side, he’s pulled back and is wiping his hands on a rag.

I open my mouth to tell him he’s a presumptuous ass for touching my baby.

“I made a little adjustment for you. Should start easier next time.”

“That’s bold, to barge into someone’s garage and touch their goddamned car without permission.” I glower at him before looking at the place he’s indicating. He managed to adjust it just like I wanted, but I wouldn’t be sure until I started the car. How the hell did he get the damn thing to cooperate? 

Doesn’t matter. I’m still irritated.

“Didn’t mean to overstep. Just looked like you needed a helping hand.” He smiles, and two identical dimples appear.

I brace my hand against the car. If he’d been handsome before, he was smoldering hot now. That alone pushes me from mildly irritated to pissed.

“All right, who the hell are you? Did my dad send you?” I cross my arms.

My dad’s been on my case to find a partner to expand the business for years. But I’m not interested. This garage is mine. I’ve worked too damn hard to let some jackass come in here and steal it from me. It would be just like Dad to invite someone to come in as partner without my approval. Agitation itches beneath my skin.

“No one sent me.” His brows draw together in confusion. “Is this your place?”

“Yes.” Pride fills me as I look around the shop. “Why?”

“Your name is Cyril?”

That wicked smile curves his lips, and I’m momentarily distracted by the casual charm oozing off him.

“No.” I shake my head and curse Dad, yet again, for being adamant about keeping the name he chose when he bought it years ago.

“Do I have to beg for it?”

His question leaves me stunned. My breath catches, and his eyes—green now that I see them up close—sparkle with mischief. “Beg...for what?”

“Your name.” His voice, deep and even, feels like a distraction.

I bite my lip. Do I really want to tell him my name? There’s something about him that feels off, but we’ve been alone together long enough for him to have hurt me if he really wanted to.

I exhale sharply in defeat. “Jessica.”

“Jessica,” he repeats, and I’m not turned off by the way my name rolls off his lips. “Pretty name.”

“Thanks.” I unruffle myself and prop a hand on my hip. “You gonna tell me your name and what the hell you want?”

He sets the rag aside and grins. “I’m Cyril. I’m looking for an old friend.”

“Cyril?” Disbelief punches me in the chest, stealing the air in my lungs before laughter replaces it. I double over and slap my thigh. “That’s a good one. Did my dad put you up to this?” I grumble under my breath, “I’m gonna strangle that old grump.”

The humor in his eyes dims. “Who’s your father?”

“That’s it. He’s gone too far. This is ridiculous.” I pull my iPhone out of my back pocket. His gaze lingers on the device, and I swear there’s a mix of curiosity and panic in his shifting facial expression. I ignore it and press the button. “Siri, call Dad.”

“Who’s Siri?” he mutters to himself more than to me.

The line rings, and I put the phone to my ear. “Pick up, Dad.” My frown deepens with each unanswered ring. Finally, his voicemail kicks in. Screw it. I hang up.

Then I notice the time. It’s nine thirty. Mom and Dad had an appointment this morning, uptown. They won’t be back until noon. Shit. I glance at my wary companion.

His face is pale, his eyes fixed on a spot of oil on the concrete. My heart constricts at the way he looks like a lost puppy in the middle of Central Park. Damn it. None of this makes sense. Dad’s up to something...but I’ll be damned if I know what it is.

“Who’s your father?” he asks again, his voice softer this time.

“Like you don’t know.”
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