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“Better three hours too soon than one minute too late.”

― William Shakespeare


The Future - Part 1

“Parcel delivery.”

I hadn’t ordered anything, and my birthday was still six months away.

Then came another knock. With a sigh, I shut my delicious new thriller by Chris Johnson and uncurled from the comfortable chair to approach the door. By habit, I peeked through the peephole, then undid the seven locks before opening it a smidgen. “Yes?”

The first thing I noticed about the delivery driver was his belly. It bulged over his belt like an oversized Christmas pudding. Yellowing teeth smiled from a thick salt-and-pepper beard, and his bright blue eyes sparkled.

“Delivery for Claire Hilyer,” he said, proffering me an electronic signature board. “Is that you?”

I nodded and opened the door further. He said his boss had instructed him to hand the parcel only to me, and asked for my ID. He squinted at my photo, eyed me, then with a smile he handed me the signature board to sign.

The stylus slipped across the board’s slick surface, reducing my writing to worse than my first childhood scribbling. How I miss paper’s comfortable traction in 2042’s paperless society.

He handed me another form. My eyes lit upon recognising it as paper, then scrunched at recognition of the legal firm’s letterhead on it. Damn, I thought. I should have feigned absence. Well, it wasn’t a subpoena, so I signed it with intrigue.

“Is that it?” I asked as the driver checked everything was fine.

“Sure hope so,” he responded. “This is new to me. The instructions are: I’m to give you this at 11:16am. No sooner, and no later.”

With that, he checked his watch. I checked mine. That was the time, right on the dot.

“Well, that’s it. Enjoy your day.” He winked, handed me the brown parcel, then hurried on lanky legs with his bulging belly bouncing to his van.

“Bizarre,” I murmured to myself as I closed the door, eyeing the familiar-looking handwriting on the address label, which looked old and faded to a pale yellow. A copious amount of sticky-tape fastened the brown paper around it. My gaze fell upon its date stamp in 2018. Twenty-four years ago! That was before I was born, so who sent it?

Puzzled, I contemplated the courier’s words. The delivery instructions stated he must deliver the package in person at this precise time!

Strange. Why now? To wait over two decades for delivery at a designated time didn’t sound urgent. Or was it?

Inside were three items. The first was a notebook, fifteen by twenty centimetres.

I hadn’t seen these books since I was a child, having written in mine as a diary. And it had pieces of paper and other inserts between its 100-or-so pages that resembled rough bookmarks. But the second object, a manilla envelope, added to the mystery. Someone had written my name across its front in bold black Sharpie pen: “CLAIRE HILYER. READ THS FIRST.”

Its author had crossed out the THS and re-written THIS under it. I found that funny and wondered why the sender didn’t use another envelope instead.

My finger slid under the flap and tore it open to reveal a letter on crisp paper and an old USB stick. This caught my attention too because we haven’t used those since the 2020s! If this was a romantic joke, the perpetrator had taken incredible lengths. But it wasn’t a prank, I later found.

I unfolded the letter inside, and smiled upon seeing the sender’s name, familiar to me, at the top. Tony Nowlan.

So that’s who sent it.

An old friend of mine, Tony had been my crush since school days although neither of us saved the other from the friend’s zone. My parents—Dad in particular, were romantics—so I believed in letting the man pursue me. I always considered Tony a romantic, too, but he never showed confidence if he held interest. Yes, he was sensitive and caring, but his first love was always science fiction, which sparked his pursuits in quantum physics.

Could this letter mean more lay in store for me? Tony only lived two blocks from my home and could have visited quicker than hunting for these antiquities.

The letter read:

Dear Claire,

There’s something I always wanted to tell you ever since we were kids, but I lacked the courage. Although it’s probably too late, I believe it’s now or never, so I’ve written you this journal with everything I can remember. I hope it’s not too late and that we can work something out. I really need you.

If not, I will always consider you my best friend.

I’ve requested this be sent at a particular date and time. Hopefully, it arrives then. When you read this, please hurry to my place now.

If it’s too late, then keep the diary and the USB safe. I thought about destroying it, but I decided you should have it just in case.

Tony.

Although not the best love letter, it was excellent for Tony – and intriguing too!

With my car keys in hand, I hurried out the front door to my car, a classic 2021 Toyota Corolla converted to run on battery power. My heart pounded in excitement as I neared Tony’s house, just two blocks away, and I didn’t even lock the car when I approached his front step. That’s strange for someone like me, a paranoid chick with seven locks on her front door!

As I raised my fist to knock, a sudden noise from the house’s other side caught my attention, like something had dropped. They soon turned to crashing sounds. Shouts and thuds. A fight?

Without a second thought, I raced around the back of the house towards the source of the noise, Tony’s laboratory and workshop. Something kept him busy of late, but he never said what. Sometimes, he worked there through the night, or even days and nights on end, with no signs of movement save for a light burning in the window. Through it, I spotted Tony and another man I didn’t recognise.

They were struggling, locked in tense combat. The stranger attacked Tony, seizing him from behind in a headlock. Tony struggled hard, pushed with his feet, and they toppled over where I couldn’t see them. My fingers fumbled at my wrist phone, trying to get Siri to respond, but I was too slow.

Then it happened, a startling wave of light and heat that flung me to the ground. No debris flew. Neither did a blast rupture my ears. The bright flash ended as quick as it happened. When I raised my face, the workshop was serene.

I stood, dusted off the grass seeds from my clothes, then crept to the shed. A cautious peek through the window’s thin curtains revealed nothing suspicious. Yes, there was a mess there, but it wasn’t all from the recent fighting. Tony’s absent-mindedness in the laboratory was partly responsible for that.

My friend, my potential lover, was gone. I had nothing left. Tony was right. It was too late. His letter said it. But wait! I had his letter and diary!

I should have called the police. But I remembered Tony’s message and what the delivery man had told me. The letter needed to arrive at a certain time. I had to read that journal right away.


Day 1 - Thursday

Date: 01/01/1970

Note: This iBioPad’s exported ExperioLog of the user’s experiences may contain inconsistencies if user is inebriated or under the influence of substances. Apricot Corporation.

Pain wound its way round my skull’s base then forward along the hairline, throbbing like a soldier ant’s path. The brilliant light stabbing my eyes worsened it. I shut my eyes, and wished the pain would go away. Then fragments of memory came to me like snippets of a dream, which hurt my eyes and brain more. I moaned against the dizziness until the nausea overcame me.

Vomit erupted from my mouth like a volcano’s lava. What shot up fell back down to splatter across my face. The remaining hot fluid gushed across my neck and chest, waking me more as it cooled in the breeze. Then I realised what had caused this strange migraine.

Not daring to believe, I shaded my eyes and discovered my surroundings had changed. Not a lot, but enough to excite my senses since this was not a dream.

My time-jump had worked!

Sprawled on the hard dry grass withered by the blazing sun, I gasped upon the first difference. My laboratory had disappeared. To be precise, it hadn’t yet been built at this time. If my pre-jump calibration was correct, then I had arrived about twenty-three years before the shed’s construction.

Still shading my eyes against the glare, I winced as my throat stung when I swallowed. Swollen, my glands felt like a golf ball stuck in my oesophagus; I needed water. I rolled onto my back and peered upwards at the sky’s marvellous shade of blue: something I’d never seen since I was a kid. In 2042, the sun shields outside the Earth’s atmosphere will replace this loveliness with a greyish haze.

I turned my head and recognised my house’s white-painted trellis. If my time-jump worked, then this was 2017 when Granddad owned the house. Greenery flourished under the back verandah, my grandmother’s plants. More memories flooded through my mind from my recent past. A smile passed over my face. Yes, what great memories they were of my grandparents, and losing myself amongst the greenery like some explorer from the olden days. But looking at them now, knowing these no longer existed since my kins’ deaths, further confirmed my experimental jump’s success.

My fingers touched blood, reminding me of the fight, my scuffling with someone who didn’t belong in my workshop. The voice, sharp words, punches, and kicks. He had tried to remove the ChronoSpace from my waist. My other hand moved there by reflex, and relief washed over me upon finding it still secured to my belt.

I stretched my limbs, verified they still functioned, and felt something blocking one of them. Something warm and fleshy. That’s when I saw it. Someone else’s hand. It startled me and I jumped, reeling as dull hammers jangled my headache back to life. At once, I recognised the man’s body. Cutter!

Cutter, my treacherous benefactor, the man who sponsored my ChronoSpace’s prototype, lay there. A dark, purple shoe-print-shaped bruise grew across his temple. The pulse beat throbbing through it made him appear alien-like. The fingers of one hand were still curled round an old Colt 45’s handle, and I winced at the recent memory of staring down its barrel pointing at me. My stomach tensed; a dark, sick sensation knotted itself in my gut’s pit, and I wanted to vomit again.

Only nothing came except for a terrible dry rasp as I struggled to my hands and knees. The world spun. Beside me, Cutter moaned as he returned to consciousness. Panic gripped me hard. Cutter would try to kill me again the moment he had his faculties. His fingers holding the pistol twitched. My thoughts raced. I had to act fast before Cutter realised where and when he was. When his eyelids fluttered, I knew what I had to do.

As quick as lightning, I snatched the gun from his fingers, surprised at how much heavier it was than expected. Pure self-preservation overpowered my hatred for firearms as I shakily aimed at the groaning Cutter’s chest. The man who had tried to kill me before the time-jump squinted into the sunlight at me.

Awareness of the situation flashed across Cutter’s features for a second before he shifted his stare into the hole of the gun’s barrel. Apart from the pulse beating on his temple, his composure remained serene. Not me though. I gulped and fought to keep the gun steady on him like they do in the movies. I tried the trick I’d seen Danny Glover use in Lethal Weapon: draw a deep breath, stretch my neck, and look along the sights. But would my fake confidence shake him?

Cutter tried to stand. “Hold it right there,” I said, my voice quavering. So much for the bravado.

He froze, resting on his knees, and squinted against the sun behind me. After a brief chuckle, he spoke in a steady, calm tone. “You can’t do it, can you?”

I proved him wrong, and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.

My face fell in disappointment.

Cutter seized the initiative and jumped forward to tackle me to the ground where we fell in a painful heap. My head struck the ground, and stars appeared in my vision, jabbing my eyes like needles. Cutter was in his mid-fifties, but strong. Powerful hands twisted the gun from mine. I struggled for my life to retrieve it and failed. Now he had the gun pointed at my eyes.

“You had the safety on, Brainiac.” He chuckled, a slight cough escaping. Then he smirked, his mouth packed with tobacco-stained teeth like yellow tiles. His mood had changed though. He seemed relaxed, almost sympathetic to me. Strange. He’d been so intent on killing me before the jump. Now he seemed delighted by his new reality.

“Are you going to kill me or not?” My tone surprised me. Yeah, sure; I didn’t want him to murder me any more than I wanted to tongue-kiss a snake. Although the odds stood against me, I believed an advantage sat in my corner. I just had no idea what it was. Granddad often said: when you have nothing to squander, you have everything to gain. I hoped he was right.

Cutter’s gaze exuded confidence despite his obvious disorientation. He must have realised he was no longer in the laboratory, yet in the same yard as before. His eyes shifted left to right, then behind me towards the house as he made a “huh” sound. A part of me saw an opportunity coming, but I dared not move yet. He might still be fast enough to pull the trigger.

Cutter glanced at me, then back at my grandfather’s home. I took the chance to follow his gaze and noted how bright its paintwork was. So fresh, and cleaner than I remembered. Then I knew why I wasn’t dead yet. Cutter wanted to explore more, to prove to himself that my ChronoSpace worked. In his eyes, his monetary investment in me had paid off.

“Damn, kid.” His free hand caught another phlegmy nicotine-drenched cough. “You did it. We travelled through time!” He looked towards the sky. “No SkyShield.” Another exclamation of surprise.

He was distracted. Should I grab the gun back? I was about to jump when his attention returned to me. The Colt’s safety switched off as he adjusted his aim towards my chest. His other hand’s finger waggled at me like I was a naughty child, his yellow teeth glinting as he leered. There was something else not right, but what?

Cutter glanced at the house, the tiniest movement of the pistol signalling me to head there. He wanted shade from what I guessed to be a late summer sun. But I didn’t want to go. The chances were, my grandparents were home. If he shot them…. It came to a choice of which I was willing to sacrifice: my life or my grandparents. What should I choose?

His finger tightened on the trigger. There was no time, so I lifted my hands above my head and turned to walk towards the house. Yes, it was cooler in the shade, but Cutter prodded me in the back still. “Hurry along.”

My brain kicked harder for a solution. Would Grandma or Granddad be home? Or worse? What if my father was home? I couldn’t let Cutter shoot them.

Then again, if he murdered my father now, I’d be effectively removed from history, the ChronoSpace would no longer exist without me to create it, and Cutter would lose. Although it would end as if we had never arrived in the past, I still couldn’t let that happen still. It was better for me to die than my family.

Fate decided otherwise.

A garbled sound reached my ears. Startled, I spun to face Cutter and choked back a cry upon witnessing what was happening. My nemesis was clawing at his larynx, choking on something unknown. I took an involuntary backward step, tripped, and watched in muted disgust as his silvery hair fell in clumps to the cold concrete under the house. A strangling whimper escaped his contorted lips that wrinkled before my eyes, and bags grew beneath his own. How could someone age thirty years before my eyes?

The event lasted less than a minute. Before I realised it, smoke came from his body, which now bubbled and boiled before finally disintegrating in a putrid puff of gas. The pistol clattered to the ground, and likewise dissolved.

Then I cried. The shock escaped me as hot tears splashed from my eyes, and my nose dripped. With Cutter’s demise came an overwhelming loneliness. A part of me thought it strange because of his attempt to kill me. But the irrational part understood it well. So for a moment, my emotional and rational sides conflicted until another sound shocked me to the present.

It was familiar, something I hadn’t heard in years, and revived distant memories. Despite being overjoyed at the prospect of seeing my family again, I dared not believe my ears when I heard that sound for the first time in many years. Footsteps, familiar ones. For a second I was torn. I had missed Grandma since her passing, but she wouldn’t recognise me as a man. She would likely see me as a threat to the home.

So I hid.

It’s ironic because under the stairs was where I once waited as a cheeky child to scare my Grandma by reaching through the steps at her unsuspecting ankles. Grandma often laughed at the prank, brushing her broom’s straw across the back of my hands. The first time scared me. After that, it brought laughter, and it became our game. Today, I hoped she wouldn’t look under there.

Grandma didn’t look but stopped at the landing, and waited.

I held my breath. Had she heard me? I scraped my memory. Did Cutter make a final death call? Or just a faint gasp? I couldn’t remember.

My heart pounded hard as I waited on the soft earth.

It felt wrong, but it was for the best. If this lady saw me, a stranger to her, things would escalate and cause undue alarm. This wasn’t the same Grandma who would greet me with huge warm hugs in thick arms. This was the Grandma from before her “Little Tone Boy’s” birth, a man she would never get to see reach adulthood before cancer devoured her from the inside.

So I waited.

That minute passed as slow as a decade before Grandma returned to the back door. Maybe she decided she was hearing things. Her muttering sounds floated to me, her words indiscernible. The hinge squeaked, the latch clicked, and the key turned in the noisy lock. Yet I waited longer, not daring to exhale.

My fingers found the ground and dragged through the cool, dry earth under the steps. Smells and sensations conjured childhood memories, enticed me to stay like a hungry mermaid calling a sailor. What felt like a minute or two passed before I finally moved. Something grazed my head as I stood, and I bit my tongue to remain quiet. I forgot I was taller than the kid I was the last time I hid here. Rubbing my scalp, I followed the stairs, remaining underneath them, and stole towards the side of the house. The hedges there slowed me, but I found a way between them without making too much noise.

Then I stopped, my ears pricked as they heard something else. Footsteps near the bottom of the stairs. Hurt and grief rushed over me as I remembered last hearing these footfalls two years ago. They carried the same character as Granddad, only stronger and younger.

It hurt, but I turned around again and watched my grandfather scrape his feet on the mat at the bottom of the steps. His hair was darker, not the grey I recalled, and fewer lines eroded his face. Yet his eyes looked sharp as ever. They locked on something, targeting it with keen interest.

He bent down, his hand reached for something near the bottom step, and my heart stopped mid-beat. It was Cutter’s iBioPad! How had I not seen it?

A quick mental note lodged itself in my panicked mind. An iBioPad works like Fitbits of the 2010s by recording its wearer’s vital statistics, but it does more too. It acts like a laptop computer, phone, and more. Mine forms the backbone of my ChronoSpace, its brain, and helps calibrate it for time trips. Just like a Fitbit, Cutter’s iBioPad carried evidence of my innocence in his death as well as proof of the time-jump. If the wrong person were to see it...

Granddad examined the device. To him, it may have been a bulky watch like the one made by Apple. He lifted his left wrist, upon which he wore his old wristwatch, and compared them. A smile crossed his lips as he snorted in amusement. My grandfather loved keeping up with the times, looking at new gadgets. This one would interest him longer. His brow furrowed, concern showed in his eyes, and he pocketed the device in his trousers as he strode up the stairs, two at a time.

Granddad’s mind was always sharper than a tack, and the way he walked confirmed something wasn’t right for him.

I waited until I realised my conspicuousness. Although the hedges hid me from Granddad’s eagle eyes, I was in the open. Neighbours could see me if they looked; the old codger living on that side was nosier than most I knew. It was best to move now before Granddad came looking for whoever dropped the strange device.

Looking at my iBioPad, I thought about Cutter’s device in Granddad’s pocket. How could I get it back?

That problem could wait. My stomach rumbled, and I felt faint from hunger and thirst. So, being careful to remain unseen, I hurried towards the front footpath and didn’t stop until I reached the end of the street.

When people visit “Memory Lane”, it is nothing compared to walking down your own street as it was before your birth. I knew Glenmore Road better than most because I grew up here. Saying it was like walking back in time seems silly now.

Shiny cars drove past, looking like restored antiques to me, although they were brand-new now. It blew my mind because today’s shiny cars will be the future’s rust buckets. Their noisy engines stood out in contrast to the clean, silent vehicles of my time. I was re-experiencing the past in so many ways. Even the bitumen roads, full of potholes, some patched, brought back old memories.

My grumbling stomach jerked me back to reality, and I walked the two kilometres towards the old Stocklands Shopping Centre.

There were shops I recognised from my own future era: Hungry Jacks, McDonald’s, KFC. They all sold junk, but who cared? When you’re hungry to the point of starving, you can’t afford to question everything. I was so famished I would have devoured a dead cow if I’d found it.

I stepped into KFC, ignoring this era’s native’s clothing fashions and their stares at my own dress sense. Then I drooled at the aroma of fried chicken hitting me. The menu invited me with the intensity of an Indian street vendor, assaulting me with persistent temptation. Two-piece feeds with bread rolls and potato and gravy with chips. Popcorn chicken. They all looked so appealing! And there were items I didn’t recognise such as Zinger burgers. 

What were they, I wondered.

With my mouth watering at the prospect of filling my belly, my fingers fiddled with the iBioPad on my wrist. Then I stopped with a curse.

We hadn’t invented iCredits yet. No, people in 2017 use cash and EFTPOS; some even pay contactless with their mobile phone. I had none of that.

No one else would believe it. Before I time-jumped to this era, I researched everything: what cash I required, the date and location to visit. I’d bought about five-thousand dollars worth of stacked polymer notes from a currency collector. Where were they now? Sitting in my desk drawer at home. At least, they will be in 2042, I thought to myself as I considered how useless they were there.

With a smile, I shook my head upon realising the solution. A quick time jump home to my own decade would let me fetch the money, then I could leap back – or was it forward? – and return in time for dinner.

Ducking to an alley that looked private, I peeked back to ensure my privacy while syncing my iBioPad and ChronoSpace. A green light indicated their success, and my fingers tapped out my coordinates on the iBioPad. I aimed to visit my laboratory five minutes after my initial time-jump, so I would avoid meeting myself. I didn’t want to learn if that rumoured paradox was true.

The ChronoSpace’s charge indicator showed full capacity and hummed. I double-checked the coordinates, then pressed the button.
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