
  
    [image: I Am John Titor]
  


  
    
      I AM JOHN TITOR

    

    
      
        NIAMH ARTHUR

        SEAN PLATT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Sterling &amp; Stone]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by Sterling & Stone

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      The authors greatly appreciate you taking the time to read our work. Please consider leaving a review wherever you bought the book, or telling your friends about it, to help us spread the word.

      Thank you for supporting our work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        While based on a legend, the contents of this novel are entirely fictional and any similarity to an actual person is coincidental.

      

        

      
        This is what we wish had happened.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Part I


          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      2036

      

      The man sprinted as if trying to outrun his fate, gasping for breath as he leapt up the final few crumbling concrete steps, his feet pounding hard enough to bruise both heels.

      He chanced a glance behind him, spying the silhouettes of his pursuers. A rag-tag group of dangerous pursuers, except for the closest, the only one he really needed to worry about, and not rag-tag at all.

      The man pushed himself harder, ran even faster, closing the distance between himself and the Chevy.

      He dove inside and jammed the key into the ignition, shoving aside the wiring for the c204 Unit. The ancient Corvette was his only chance for escape, but even after a third attempt, he heard only a dull clicking amid his whispered disappointment.

      His hands trembled as he pounded the wheel with hardened fists, inhaled sharply, filling his lungs before blowing the air back out in a gust and testing the engine again.

      It sputtered to life as a second engine roared like a gas-powered lion behind him.

      He yanked the wheel sharply to the right, careening down the parking structure in the Corvette, hauling ass down several flights as his motley crew of pursuers gave chase behind him.

      The man was nearly at the bottom. Almost home free.

      But then a third engine screamed to life behind him.

      No matter, he was almost at the⁠—

      Disaster was like a lightning strike to the Chevy as tires squealed across the concrete, his exit barred by a new enemy, a brigade of military vehicles and a group of gruff-looking men who looked like they had been born with itchy trigger fingers.

      He made a sloppy left into another part of the garage, his car a heat-seeking missile in search of the nearest exit.

      But that was also blocked.

      Same for the exit after that.

      And now he was running out of options.

      He was stuck in the approximate center of the ground floor, with enemy vehicles racing toward him, a beat to shit Mustang in the lead.

      Pure panic rippled through his body. Was he really going to do this?

      Time was disappearing on him, so he had no other choice. He had to turn on the machine, and that meant flicking on the Variable Gravity Lock system, then entering a code.

      Once done, he heard a loud chirp from an angry alarm, then a small light to trigger the short countdown as he secured himself in his seat and energy began to crackle around the car.

      A bright blue bubble of electricity as he stared out his windshield, then the Mustang squealed to a stop several feet in front of him. The driver’s face — one the traveler had known forever — looked stricken.

      But that was all according to plan.

      I'm sorry, the man mouthed.

      The Chevy shimmered, streaks of rainbow light radiating out from the metal frame.

      The air grew heavy with the scent of burning rubber and ozone as a high-pitched whine echoed throughout the garage, like a vacuum cleaner on the fritz.

      And then the world disappeared.
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      RJ – 2024

      

      Ramon Jimenez — RJ — mopped his brow again, but that only smeared more sweat onto his hand.

      Heat radiated from the Florida swampland in thick waves that made it harder and harder to breathe as their small boat bobbed through the shoulder-high grass, mud still soaking up the back of his jeans from a misstep while boarding.

      This was all bullshit. Not just the sweat trickling down his neck, but the situation itself. A begrudging realization of what his life had become sent a chill through his body despite the oppressive heat. Goddamned Gitter Boys.

      He swatted the air in frustration again. Goddamned mosquitos, too. His arms were already red and swollen, even though he’d spent half his day swatting at the buggers.

      Otis and Buck has been bickering back and forth all day, same as always. The father and son duo were supposed to make for compelling documentary television, but RJ had yet to see their appeal, no matter how many times Michael tried cajoling him into liking the idea. RJ went along with it all like a good boy, until Gator Gitters became a project on their actual slate instead of another line on the whiteboard.

      Otis was seriously overweight, loudmouthed, and slovenly, and he was missing three teeth. His son, Buck, was several cans short of a six-pack, with pecs like deflated balloons. He always looked and sounded like he was slowly descending from some sort of high, including right now.

      “Dang.” Buck usually started his stories with dang. “I’ve been wanting to tell ya ‘bout this slice of peach pie I had last night. Didn’t even need no whipped cream.”

      “Yeah?” Otis was interested.

      “Green eyes.” Buck laughed to punctuate his misogyny. “Greenest green you ever seen. Like the color of green God would’a laid on a gator.” He nodded, as if comparing his dalliance to a dangerous reptile was a good thing.

      “I had a little firecracker with green eyes myself. Couple’a weeks ago. Hair like a head full of black Spanish moss.”

      Buck seemed surprised by his father’s admission and appeared to chew on a thought.

      The cameras were already on it. Both the ones in RJ’s boat and Lou, sharing his vessel with the Gitters. The director made a motion for everyone.

      “She got long legs?” asked Buck.

      “I guess they all got long legs, except for the short ones.”

      “What did her tits feel like?”

      “I don’t know, son.” Otis shrugged. “They felt like tits.”

      Buck brightened, having finally reduced his equation to the lowest common denominator. “Did she have a tattoo on her belly of two butterflies fucking?”

      Realization washed over Otis. “Well, shit.”

      RJ’s crew was clearly amused, but he was pissed, already anticipating the long conversation that would border on an argument with network executives as to why he should not include that colorful little exchange in the final cut.

      He and Michael had sold Gator Gitters, their newest docuseries, as an adrenaline-pumping inside look into the lives of fearless father and son gator hunters, navigating treacherous swamps and marshlands, bog warriors braving the elements and facing off with massive reptiles. Thrilling chases, dramatic showdowns, and nail-biting close calls, all showcasing the unique beauty and inherent danger of the Florida wilderness.

      But in truth it was a reality show, where staged drama, performative moments, and fastidious editing told a more compelling story than the technical truth.

      RJ could barely stand how fake the show was becoming. But the network was the network, Michael was Michael, and RJ would have to keep doing what RJ had been doing for long enough to be unfortunately used to it by now.

      The sky was quickly losing its tangerine glow on the way to dusk. The low sun cast long shadows across the swamp, draping both reeds and water in an eerie orange-blue glow. They were losing the light fast and just getting started.

      Alligators were most active at night, so their best footage would come after dark.

      The gurgle of frogs was getting louder, same for a chorus of crickets and the humming cicadas, emerging from an unsettling silence cut only by the inanity of the Gitters; nature herself singing a lullaby as twilight drew near.

      But the Gitters refused to let her have it, erupting into an argument as Buck violently shook his head like a wet dog drying off. “It was the same piece of ass, Pa. You just didn’t know what to do with it and can’t remember her name.”

      “I knew what to do enough to get ‘er done twice,” Otis asserted.

      “Like I believe that shit.” Buck shook his head again. “You probably did ‘er doggy so you could keep it up while watching Massage Creep.”

      “I was making girls scream hallelujah a decade before you was spunk. And her name was Lula.”

      “Lila,” Buck corrected.

      “Maybe it was two different girls.”

      “Or maybe you have Oldtimer’s.”

      “It's called Alzheimer’s.”

      “I’m glad you could remember that.” Then to highlight his cleverness, Buck added, “Dang.”

      “You just—” Otis stopped at what must have been the telltale sound of gators in the distance, splashing through the water in search of prey.

      Gators were quiet critters until they attacked, but the Gitter boys could hear a gator slipping into the water like a preternatural skill.

      But then it was right back to the argument, with Buck cutting into their moment of silence with something Lula/Lila must have told him that he’d obviously just remembered. “She said I looked an awful lot like this one customer. She also said that the old man needed a bunch of dirty talk before he could finish.”

      “I didn't pay her!” Otis protested. “And not all the girls at Dixie Delights is prostitutes, you know.”

      “I ain’t saying you paid and don’t care that you did.” Buck held his belly as he chuckled. “But Lila told me all about that dirty talk. Pretty specific⁠—”

      “You best shut the fuck up, son.”

      Otis got a look on his face that RJ knew a little too well and thought that maybe he too could hear the splashing getting louder. Suddenly RJ and the camera crew had multiple reasons to squirm.

      Even knowing better, Buck jumped up to make his declaration.

      Otis followed, leaping to his feet and shouting his son down before Buck could get his purported dirty talk out. But he jumped up too fast and jostled the boat.

      Buck windmilled his arms to recover.

      Otis fell to a squat and grabbed the boat by her sides, one in each hand as he regained his balance.

      But it was not enough. The movement sent Lou into the drink, camera still in hand. RJ was terrified for Lou with what must be a wall of gators snaking in around them.

      The director shouted new orders, but RJ couldn’t decipher his directives amid the cacophony, or accurately read his gestures directed at the second cameraperson, probably telling her to focus on the gators. Like she needed the instructions.

      Buck and Otis both sprang into action, leaping into the bow of their own boat and grabbing their weapons — long poles with metal hooks at one end — before turning the predators into prey.

      RJ dragged a panicking Lou out of the water while the cameraman screamed his lungs raw at the alligators, still invisible in the water Lou had occupied just a moment before. Not that RJ could blame him. He wanted to scream himself, even though he was still relatively safe in the boat.

      “You’re fine,” RJ assured Lou as the cameraman panted and heaved on the boat floor. “You're safe now.”

      An orchestra of mayhem blared behind them as cameras captured the Gitters loudly leaping off the boat to wrestle the gators. RJ could easily imagine the accompanying score.

      “I’m safe now?” Lou repeated, sounding six kinds of pissed. “I’M SAFE NOW?”

      RJ swallowed. “Yeah, man, you’re⁠—”

      “I QUIT!”

      “Wait a minute, Lou. Just think about⁠—”

      “I don't need to think about anything! You’re lucky if I don’t sue you!”

      “We can make this right,” said RJ with a calm he only wished he could feel. “Just⁠—”

      “You better be glad that camera didn’t belong to me.”

      RJ stole a glance to confirm what he already knew from pulling it out of the swamp. Lou was wet, but the camera was destroyed.

      The whooping and hollering had settled, so RJ assumed that everyone was okay when he turned around, expecting to see at least one Gitter-dominated gator.

      Instead Otis was pulling Buck off of his enemy — a large rotting log — and dragging him back into the boat. “Her name was Lula, and you didn't hear shit about nothing.”

      Buck grumbled something, finally coming down from his high.

      The director put out his hand to lower the second camera.

      RJ sighed, wondering when life might send him back into an actual story.
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      RJ – 2024

      

      RJ stared at the road through his windshield as Florida wilderness flew by on both sides.

      He kept his hands on the wheel and his mind on a life that clearly needed some rethinking.

      He longed to feel good about his work again, waking up inspired and falling asleep at night eager to get going again. But he might as well be missing months from his memory given how much he cared about what was happening right now. That shitshow back there should never have happened.

      This was his fault. He had been in the backseat of his own life for too long now. Three misses in a row (none of them really RJ’s fault), and now Michael made all the rules.

      But how long was RJ going to let that continue without demanding the chance to try again?

      Crypto Crazies had been promising, but after that last crash, and most subjects’ unwillingness to disclose personal financial information, it ended up as a no-go.

      Deep Web Dwellers was supposed to explore the lives of people involved in the darknet. But Legal didn’t like the implications of documenting illicit activities.

      Undercover Billionaire (not what RJ wanted to call it) was about a Canadian Man named Marco who spent millions each year housing political refugees. Marco himself lived in a 1900-square-foot home, drove an eight-year-old Prius, and lived on a minimum wage budget for one month each year. Despite the man having the most interesting things to say, there had been public backlash, accusing the show of trivializing poverty and creating spectacle from a serious socioeconomic issue — which missed the point of what RJ wanted to say with that docuseries. Ironically, not a single person complaining about the show seemed to have actually watched it, and if they had, they likely would’ve agreed with what it had to say.

      Again, not RJ’s fault.

      His headlights pierced the ribbon of asphalt in front of him — an artery slicing through marshy wetlands on either side. The sky was deep blue, now dotted with stars. Lights from oncoming traffic were like battalions of fireflies flying by in the darkness.

      His phone started to ring with “Yakety Sax” — the calliope of fast-paced whimsy that had once served as the theme song from The Benny Hill Show. Michael’s custom ringtone on RJ’s phone used to be “Never Gonna Give You Up,” both because he was like a dog with a bone when it came to getting his way, and because sometimes talking to Michael felt like the universe itself was Rick-rolling him. RJ changed the ringtone after Michael had called RJ, trying to find him in a bar when he was sitting two stools away. Michael had been sober enough to take offense and demand that RJ give him a less offensive ringtone — and drunk enough to never follow up.

      “Answer call,” RJ told Siri.

      “Yo—” Michael started.

      “Yo nothing. Did you hear what happened on set? About Lou?”

      There was a long pause before RJ continued, “Gator Gitters isn’t a docuseries, dude; it’s a prime example of everything wrong with streaming.”

      “It’s not about streaming or not streaming. Never has been. This show hits the target for a specific audience. That’s what you’re not getting. People want to be entertained, and the Gitter Boys are definitely entertaining.”

      “They are not entertaining.”

      “So what if FlixIt wants to call it a docuseries instead of a reality show so that viewers can feel smarter about themselves while watching⁠—”

      “It’s the televisual equivalent of chewing on tin foil while getting a root canal.”

      “—means more viewers for us and⁠—”

      “We’re not making art, Michael. We’re making fuel for the content mill. When did⁠—”

      “Of course we’re feeding the mill. Since when were we supposed to be doing something different? OH! I know, why don’t we drag Undercover Billionaire out of the closet and see if we can⁠—”

      “Reality Check.”

      “What?” Michael said.

      “We only got flack for that project because it was called Undercover Billionaire. I wanted to call it Reality Check.”

      “And they rightly hated that title because it said nothing while trying to be clever. It was the Comic Sans of docuseries titles.”

      “This is supposed to be fun, Michael.”

      “You’re not having fun?”

      “Gator Gitters is a masterclass in scraping the bottom of the entertainment barrel, so no.”

      “Okay, I get it, you hate the Gitters more than The Happening. But can you be more specific? What is it about today that’s making it sound like I need to get you a puppy?”

      “Suzanne doesn’t want a puppy.”

      “That’s not even close to an answer. Is this about Lou?”

      “It’s not just about Lou.”

      “Tell me what happened.” Michael was putting on his soothing parent voice.

      “Our best footage today was Buck wrestling a rotten log. Except for that colorful little exchange that the network’s gonna love, about a father and son apparently giving it to the same girl with a tattoo of two butterflies fucking — I mean, what does that even look like?” RJ ranted. “There’s the fact that we’re down a director, and one cameraman. I’m also pretty sure that Buck was high.”

      “Seems like a safe assumption.”

      “And that doesn’t bother you?” RJ snapped.

      “Do you remember Tiger King?”

      “Of course I remember fucking Tiger King. Please don’t tell me that’s the bar here.”

      “I’m not saying it’s the bar, RJ, I’m just saying that we’re already in the Gitter business, so let’s see the project through and⁠—”

      “I can’t even get a moment to breathe with all the bullshit here, Mikey.”

      RJ only called him Mikey when he really needed his partner to hear him. He drew a deep breath while awaiting Michael’s response, glancing to the right side of the road at a clapboard gas station, its neon sign advertising cigarettes flickering like a beacon in the dark.

      “A few more days,” Michael replied. “Then we wrap the project and figure out what’s next.”

      “You’re not hearing me, man. I don’t have a few days. I seriously don’t think I can do this.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Michael finally sounded appropriately concerned.

      “Put Damon on it.”

      “Damon is⁠—”

      “Put Damon on it.” RJ gave Michael a long beat to marinate in his request. “I’m telling you, I just can’t do this anymore. I’ve hit my limit, and I need you to hear me. I understand that putting Damon in my place is inconvenient while simultaneously insisting that making the move is necessary.”

      “Let’s make sure we’re solving for the right problem here and not creating new ones.”

      “The problem is that I am a creative asset who feels like his talent is being wasted on yet another meaningless project, and that’s making me feel like our work no longer matters. I need out on this one so that I can give you my best self for everything else we do.”

      “I hear you…”

      RJ kept quiet as he sped by two men walking down the road. He craned his neck to look back at them, both mostly silhouettes from behind, but one clearly carrying a gas can.

      A blink later, he passed an old Chevy Corvette abandoned on the roadside. The sight sparked something inside RJ the second he saw it, though he never could have said what or why.

      “Is this really about the series?” Michael finally asked. “Because we pick the next one. Same as it’s always been, one for the money and one for us. So tell me, what’s different this time?”

      “It doesn’t feel like it’s been one for the money and one for us, man. It feels like you’re always steering the ship now and mistaking passion for dollars.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “I think it is. List our last five projects and tell me which one of them I was over the moon about.”

      “Is this about Suzanne?”

      “No. I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “I really do hear you,” Michael assured him. “But I don’t want to be rash. Let’s talk it out. Get a good night’s sleep and I promise to listen with an open mind tomorrow. I just want to make sure that you’re thinking clearly before we do something expensive and possibly foolhardy. This is awfully sudden, and not like you.”

      “I’ve not always been the best about raising my hand and admitting when I need help, but that’s what I’m saying to you right now, Mikey. I feel like I might be breaking and that means I need to⁠—”

      The double beep of a dropped call felt like a punch to the gut. RJ had no idea how long he had been talking to himself. He plucked the phone out of its cradle to see if he could call Michael right back, but that beat of looking away from the road meant that he spied a litter of debris in the road too late.

      RJ swerved but plowed over what looked like a piece of broken chair anyway. The phone went flying from his hand.

      He pulled over — like he had any other choice — then picked up his phone from the footwell to see that the screen was cracked and the power was gone.

      RJ stared down the road, anticipating his trek through an inky darkness filled with alligators and snakes on either side.

      He started walking.
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      RJ – 2024

      

      RJ was desperate for a tow truck, or anyone who might help him get home before he started punching trees. But even if he could get service out in the middle of nowhere, his screen was cracked and the phone still refused to turn on.

      He was shit out of luck in the dark, with a long walk before he made it back to that neon sign a few miles back. The night air should have been healing, even sticky as it was, but his brisk steps kept him stewing in an unease he couldn’t explain, even more bothered by his situation with the Gitter Boys.

      A canopy of trees blocked the moonglow to cast shadows across the black road, like bars across a jail cell. Mosquitos buzzed all around him. The highway was dark, until the rare car whizzed by to cast a thin ribbon of light into the horizon.

      An oncoming car lit the Corvette, still abandoned on the roadside a hundred yards or so in front of him. So he was probably halfway to the gas station. Not too bad.

      He picked up his pace, feeling inspired by the sight, but then RJ stopped altogether when he heard a car slowing down behind him.

      He turned toward the vehicle — a Ford F-150 — as the passenger side window rolled down to reveal a group of rowdy teenagers, their obnoxious banter barely audible over the deafening blare of Luke Combs singing spring break country through their speakers.

      “Hey, man! You need a lift?” asked the driver, who looked like he might not be old enough to shave and was clearly trying to suppress his chuckle.

      “I could sure use a ride to the gas station just ahead.”

      “Well, hop in.” The driver returned his nod with a grin.

      RJ took a step toward the truck. “Thanks.”

      “LATER, LOSER!” the cabin full of assholes yelled in a chorus as the F-150 pulled away.

      Then the truck was swallowed by darkness.

      RJ felt compelled to stop at the Corvette. Even though he also felt exposed, wishing he had his phone to use as a flashlight, he peered into the car’s windows. In scant light, the interior looked nothing like the inside of any Corvette RJ had ever seen, boxy with a thick coiled wire coming out. It looked a bit like one of those old CB radios truckers use. Black leather with the Corvette insignia stitched into the headrests, and a dashboard full of retro charm with analog dials and gauges.

      RJ could not describe or define his emotions, let alone understand why he was feeling them. Looking into the Corvette was for some reason upsetting his stomach. There was something acutely familiar about it, inside and out. But no matter how long he stared at the vehicle, RJ had no idea where that familiarity might be coming from.

      He dismissed it as déjà vu and forced himself to start walking again.

      2,191 steps later (according to his watch), RJ reached the gas station. He still couldn’t see the name of the place from the outside, but upon entering, he noted a proud looking plaque that announced the shop as Homestead Gas & Goods. A friendly promise the convenience store kept, decorated with memorabilia from the 50s and 60s, vintage metal Coca-Cola signs and adverts for Burma Shave. Plain concrete walls and checkered linoleum floors. The corner jukebox looked recently polished.

      There were two men inside, in addition to a friendly-looking clerk. The first man had dark skin, hair, and clothing, his posture rigid, and his manner seeming measured and controlled. The second man had a mop of frazzled brown hair and wild, haunted eyes. RJ made eye contact with the clerk.

      “Excuse me, sir, do you have a phone I could use to call a tow?”

      “Right over there.” He tugged on his beard and nodded to a pay phone on the wall that looked even older than the jukebox.

      “Thanks.” RJ walked over to the phone, where he experienced something truly out of time, looking through the Yellow Pages for the first time in what had to be fifteen years, at least. He dropped the quarter and dime he was lucky enough to have in his pocket down the slot.

      “Excuse me,” came a voice from behind him. “Do you have a moment?”

      RJ turned around to see the man with wild eyes just as his call started ringing.

      “I’m sorry—” RJ started, just as a woman answered his call.

      “Cho’s Towing.”

      RJ held up a finger to the stranger.

      “I need a tow.” RJ turned around to take the call. “I had a blowout.”

      “Sure thing. Do you know where you are?”

      “I’m outside of Homestead Gas & Goods,“ RJ said, though he couldn’t help but perk his ears to the conversation starting between the two other patrons of the mercantile.

      “Wild Wild West is a masterpiece,” said the wild-eyed man.

      “You have to be kidding,” his companion replied. “That movie is terrible.”

      “A steampunk western with Denzel Washington, Bill Murray, and Gary Oldman? It’s another Spielberg classic.”

      WHAT?

      “Wild Wild West had Will Smith and⁠—”

      “Will Smith from The Matrix?”

      Again: WHAT?

      RJ wanted to hear more, but the person at Cho’s towing needed his attention. “Are you on the highway? Do you know the mile marker?”

      Goddammit. RJ felt embarrassed. He had barely been driving, letting Siri lead the way, same as he had simply been following Michael.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll have to ask. I normally just look at my phone.” RJ covered the receiver and called out to the clerk, “Excuse me — can you please tell me what the nearest mile marker is?”

      “141,” he answered with a friendly nod, just as the wild-eyed man turned to his buddy as if affronted.

      “The doorknob in The Sixth Sense was blue, not red.”

      The man with perfect posture replied, “Red. Same as Cole’s sweater and Malcolm’s door.” He looked to RJ.

      Of course the guy was right, so RJ gave him a thumbs up.

      “Do you have AAA?” the woman on the phone asked.

      “I do!” Finally a win.

      “Do you know your membership number?”

      “Would you be surprised to learn that I keep it in my phone?”

      “Not in the least.”

      After finishing his transaction, he hung up the phone. Only then, while looking around Homestead Gas & Goods, did RJ realize that the man with the wild eyes had left, along with his buddy.

      Then he remembered that those same men had been walking away from the Corvette and his night could not have felt more surreal.
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      RJ – 2024

      

      RJ was anxious for the tow truck to finally arrive. Not just in a hurry to get the hell home and on with his night, he was dying to know more about the Corvette. He had a ride and the other men didn’t, so it would help if his wheels would hurry up and get here. Maybe he could kindly ask the driver to make a short pit stop on the way back to his RAV4.

      He’d been thrilled when the woman at Cho’s Towing promised that a driver was in the area and his wait would only be 10-15 minutes. He was also fool enough to believe her, bouncing on his heels when Stan’s truck spit gravel onto the blacktop a half-hour later.

      He ran to the cab, climbed in, slapped the dashboard with an open palm as he identified himself, and boldly asked if they could get going and sort the details later. Stan, a rotund man of at least 350 pounds squeezed behind the steering wheel, appeared delighted by RJ’s excitement.

      Stan was friendly enough, but an unreliable narrator, at first apologizing for his tardiness by saying that it sometimes seemed like his GPS was replaced by a Ouija board, but then let it slip less than a mile later that he had actually found himself stuck in a “never ending game of Tetris.”

      RJ started to worry that perhaps they had already passed the Corvette. Everything looked the same and he had no way of knowing. “It’s probably not safe to drive much faster than this when it’s so dark, right?”

      “Vroom-vroom! You wanna go faster?” Stan stepped on the gas. “So what were you doing out here when your tire went kablooey?”

      “I was working over in Sawgrass.”

      That seemed to surprise the hell right out of Stan. “What were you doing in Sawgrass?”

      RJ sighed, really not wanting to talk about it. “I’m making a docuseries.”

      “Oh yeah? Is it about the Civil War? I saw a docuseries about the Civil War one time. It was pretty good. What’s your show called?”

      None of your fucking business.

      “Gator Gitters,” RJ said without pride. “I’m the producer.”

      “NO SHIT!” Stan slapped the steering wheel. “I’m buddies with both of ‘em! Otis and my old man used to co-host the Mud Olympics senior year of high school, so me and Buck have been like Twinkies and cream since forever.”

      “Oh.”

      “You ever thought about having a third on the show?”

      “It’s called Gator Gitters. You’re not a Gitter.”

      “Good point!” Stan slapped the wheel again, thrilled to have just the open door he was looking for. “What about a reality show about the interesting characters one meets as a tow truck driver?”

      “I’m not sure⁠—”

      “You’ll never believe some of the crazy folks I towed. Once there was this paranormal investigator, looked like Inspector Gadget without all the gadgets. He used one of them old VW things as his ghost hunting mobile or whatever and — OH! There was also this traveling musician and he didn’t have no money or Autoclub, so he didn’t call, but I saw him on the side of the road and he offered me a concert in trade for a tow. It was only a couple of miles, and the music was pretty good.”

      They had definitely passed the Corvette. RJ could see his SUV in the distance.

      He was more disappointed than he should have been.

      He pointed. “That’s me, right there.”

      “Really, it would be like having a bunch of reality shows in one. You got shows about paranormal investigators and maybe even traveling musicians, but in Tow Truck Troubadours, you would get both.”

      Stan had clearly been thinking about Tow Truck Troubadours long before now. He pulled up behind the SUV and turned to RJ.

      “Maybe there could be a quirky beekeeper whose truck is filled with buzzing bees that escaped from their hives during transit.”

      “Did that really happen?” RJ was humiliated that he felt compelled to ask.

      “I said maybe there could be one,” Stan clarified.

      RJ drove home feeling suddenly exhausted, and bothered by the Corvette for reasons he couldn’t explain to himself, no matter how many times he turned that question over in his mind throughout the drive.

      “Everything okay?” Suzanne asked as he entered, clearly concerned because RJ was two hours later than she expected, without a text.

      “Fuck this day twice.”

      “Can you be any more specific? Or is that and a grunt all I get?”

      “Sorry.” RJ walked over and kissed her. “I got a flat tire, and that was after we lost Lou.”

      “How did you lose him?”

      “First, over the side of our boat when Buck and Otis were playing dumb and dumber, then again when he quit and threatened to sue the production.”

      “Did he actually use that word?” Suzanne asked.

      “He said we’d be lucky if he didn’t sue us, so yes.”

      “Then you might be needing my services again soon.”

      “Let’s hope not. I love giving you the business when we have it, but I would greatly prefer not needing an attorney right now.”

      “Do you want go out and eat?”

      “Isn’t it kind of late for that?”

      “We have leftovers, but getting out of here might help you to calm down.”

      “I’ve been dying to get home. Please don’t make me leave.”

      Suzanne laughed. “How about a movie?”

      “Sure.”

      “You sound super excited. Would it help if you got to choose?”

      “YAY! A movie!” RJ clapped.

      “Much better. Any suggestions?”

      RJ was about to say no, but then a movie blinked into his mind. “Back to the Future.”

      “Back to the Future?” Suzanne repeated. “I love the choice, but it doesn’t sound like you.”

      RJ loved the original, but Suzanne was right in that he usually preferred movies he hadn’t seen yet over old favorites. And they had a mountain to watch in their pile. But that Corvette with nodes and wires in the console had apparently put the classic back in his head.

      “Back to the Future it is,” she said when RJ still hadn’t replied.

      “Hey, do you happen to remember ever seeing a picture of a Corvette with wires and weird shit inside or anything like that? I think I might have seen a replica of something from a movie. Or maybe the actual prop.”

      “Is that what you’re so bothered about?”

      RJ nodded. “Do you?”

      Suzanne sighed as she looked at him. “Why are you asking?”

      “I saw this Corvette on the side of the road about a mile from where I broke down. I peeked inside when I was passing it, because you know I can’t help myself, and there wasn’t exactly a Flux Capacitor in it, but there was some strange, wired shit in there, and it felt familiar somehow … is this sounding familiar to you at all?”

      Suzanne sighed again. “I can’t believe you don’t remember.”

      “Are you going to tell me what it is that I don’t remember?”

      “Only if you promise not to bring my mother into whatever it is you’re planning right now.”

      The truth plowed right into him. “It was John Titor’s car.”

      “A replica of John Titor’s car. Probably from some deranged fan.”

      She sounded suddenly colder, perhaps even on her way to pissed off, like she always was when it came to her mother.

      The two men in the gas station and their crazy conversation about movies.

      Which maybe wasn’t crazy after all, if one of them was a time traveler from an alternate timeline. Except that no, the men were obviously playing Titor because anything else was batshit crazy.

      “I’ll take a raincheck on the movie.” RJ was already on his way to the office. “And leftovers sound great!”

      He sat at his desk, found images of Titor’s Corvette online, then a few keystrokes later, his heart pounding with a new yet familiar excitement, he gave his partner a call. The Titor story had always been undoable because it didn’t have an end. But with that strange conversation in the gas station and the wild eyes on that man … What if …?

      “Dude,” RJ said when Michael answered, “I need you to meet me for a drink.”
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      RJ – 2024

      

      The Seahorse was an old bar with a facelift. It still had wood paneled walls and rustic furniture, now made ironic with modern touches like handsome art and neon signs. A bar lined with craft beer on tap and a back shelf filled with rarer bottles. The jukebox and pool table were both unblemished, polished and gleaming beneath strings of exposed lights that crisscrossed the ceiling.

      Approximately equidistant from their homes, with a warm but never overwhelming atmosphere, this was RJ and Michael’s place. But tonight Michael had brought Damon along. Normally, RJ had zero issues with their new producer, but tonight he needed to talk with his partner.

      “Hey, Damon. Good to see you.” RJ’s tone and body language conspired to say otherwise.

      “It looks like you two might have something to talk about, so I’m going to order a Miami Vice.” Damon offered RJ an uncertain smile and walked off toward the bar.

      “It’s half strawberry daiquiri and half piña colada,” Michael explained.

      “I know what a Miami Vice is.”

      “Maybe you should order one. You seem muy agitated.”

      “Don’t do that.” RJ shook his head. “I hate when you do that.”

      “State the obvious?”

      “Your Spanglish bullshit. It’s insulting.”

      “You do it all the time,” Michael argued.

      “My parents were born in Juarez⁠—”

      “How about a margarita?”

      “Is that a joke?” RJ asked.

      “Depends on if you think it was funny. You said you wanted to meet for a drink, but I got the distinct impression then, and am still getting it now, that you actually wanted to meet so you could bitch about something. So please, bitch, I’m listening.”

      “I don’t want to ‘bitch’ about anything.”

      “You mean right now this minute? Because the other night you doubled-down on bitching, so⁠—”

      “Is it bitching for me to tell you how I’m feeling?”

      “No. But it was bitchin’ when we were still at film school making plans for our future together, and we agreed that I would handle the business side and you would handle the creative, because that’s where each of us can shine the most.”

      “It was different back then.”

      “What was different about it, RJ? Please tell me.”

      “The work meant something, and I believed that you cared about that.”

      “I do care about it,” Michael argued. “But that doesn’t mean I have to care about it in the same way that you do. Reel Deceit did exactly what it was supposed to do.”

      “Get us kicked out?”

      “Get us into the festivals and onto distributors. We were on a nice run until we hit that snag, and then that other snag, followed by⁠—”

      “I know the history of Genuine Lens Productions, thank you. But I think we should have a conversation about⁠—”

      “Another conversation.”

      “—where Genuine Lens is going.”

      “You act like I’m dragging you through our projects.”

      “Do you think that maybe that’s how I’m feeling? All you want to do is more ‘women in trouble’ true crime bullshit⁠—”

      “It doesn’t have to be bullshit.”

      “—or even worse dreck like Gator Gitters.”

      “RJ. Tell me what the fuck you want and we can have a conversation about it. You didn’t want true crime, so I got us an alternative. We have to pay the bills before we can grow Genuine Lens.”

      “I used to be proud of our name. It embarrasses me that Gator Gitters is⁠—”

      “Give me a pitch, compadre.”

      “Me gustaria que te crecieran un par de cojones y algo de autoestima. Compadre.”

      “Is that your pitch?” Michael asked with a shrug. “It sounds pretty cool.”

      “I want to do John Titor.”

      Michael laughed, but the sound wasn’t pleasant. “I have to say the same thing now as I said the last time you pitched this: Titor is a non-starter. That story has been done more times than A Christmas Carol. And despite all the projects out there, nothing new has ever been uncovered, unless you’re telling me that Suzanne’s mother is finally willing to⁠—”

      “No. That one’s a non-starter for me … I want to work on something that doesn’t make me feel like my life is going in the wrong direction. Something that I’m not going to wish I could travel back in time to erase when I’m on my deathbed.”

      “Then hit me with another pitch. Otra vez por favor.” Michael raised his eyebrows. “Is it Spanglish if the entire sentence es en Español?”

      “It is if your Spanish is only the meat in a torta with English as the bread.”

      “You mean el pan.”

      “So, just to clarify,” RJ redirected, “we’re not even going to discuss the possibility of a John Titor project, even though I’m telling you that I have a new angle.”

      “Unless you’ve persuaded Suzanne’s mother to talk, then, yes, this is the end of it.”

      “End of what?” Damon asked, back with his Miami Vice.

      “The end of a conversation that never got started,” RJ replied.

      Damon took a sip and tried again. “About what?”

      Michael rolled his eyes. “About John Titor.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Uh-oh.” Michael made a face. “You should probably buckle up. This is going to take a while.”

      RJ kept a long story with endless details mercifully short to prove his partner wrong. “John Titor is the name of a man who made some forum posts in the early 2000s claiming to be from the year 2036.”

      “But they didn’t have iPhones in their future yet,” Michael interjected.

      RJ ignored the interruption. “Titor told of a tomorrow where Americans went through a civil war, which was followed by a world war. The U.S. was so destroyed that our culture became closer to life at the OK Corral than the future we have with iPhones today.”

      “You mean the present,” Michael corrected.

      Damon stopped sipping, seeming seriously interested. “If it was like the Old West, then how did they have enough technology for time travel?”

      Michael rolled his eyes on cue. “You’re encouraging him?”

      “Good question.” RJ nodded. “According to what Titor posted in the forums, even though the general population went backward in time, there were still some massive breakthroughs in science.”

      “Why did he travel back in time?”

      “Jesus Christ.” Michael laughed.

      “Titor was part of a time travel program. He supposedly went back into the 1970s to get a particular computer that he said would help rebuild the infrastructure of the country.”

      “An old computer from back when computers sucked was going to help rebuild America’s infrastructure?” Damon looked dubious.

      Michael nodded in approval. “Now you’re getting it.”

      “And if he went back to the 70s, why was he posting in the early 2000s? Was he an old guy by then?”

      “Because he made a stop on the way back to his own time to connect with his family and prepare them for the wars to come.”

      “Wars that never happened,” Michael said.

      “Because the alternate world lines⁠—”

      “The thing was one hundred percent a hoax.”

      “I think I saw his time machine. The Corvette. When my tire blew the other night.”

      “Have you lost your mind?” Michael exploded.

      But RJ couldn’t stop, now that his confession was underway. “I walked to this gas station that was stuck in a 1950’s time warp, and they were arguing about Wild Wild West. One guy was saying it was a Spielberg movie starring Denzel Washington, and the other guy⁠—”

      “Stop. Just stop.” Michael glared at RJ. “I get it, Gator Gitters is driving you loco, amigo.”

      “Fuck you.” He wished now that he hadn’t said anything. He could make this documentary on his own.

      Damon broke the awkward silence by slurping the last of his Miami Vice.

      RJ stood to leave.

      But then Michael said something that seemed to surprise all three of them. “Help Damon take over Gator Gitters and find a way to get Suzanne’s mom involved. If you can do that, I promise our next project can be about John Titor.”
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      RJ – 2024

      

      RJ knew the true work on this project involved countless hours sitting at his desk.

      But first he wanted to revisit Homestead Gas & Goods to ask about the two strangers, seeing as the most expedient way of debunking his theory would be to discover that the guys were crazy locals, though of course RJ was hoping for the opposite.

      The clerk shook his head. “Never seen ‘em before.”

      “Can you tell me where they were going?”

      “I could. But I won’t.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “No need to apologize. And that goes for both of us. You have your reasons for asking, and I figure since I don’t know you from them and they might not want me to say anything, it’s best if I don’t.”

      “What if I said it was important?”

      The clerk shrugged. “Couldn’t help you anyway. Don’t know where they went.”

      “Fair enough,” RJ replied after a long moment where he could think of nothing else.

      “Have you tried the Gator Bits?” The clerk nodded to a display of bags filled with caramel-colored snacks by the register. “They’re great for munching on the go.”

      They also looked great for accelerating the onset of diabetes.

      “No, thank you,” RJ replied.

      

      One dead end confirmed, RJ returned to his computer, where he knew he’d spend the rest of the day.

      Following a full read of Titor’s posts, RJ felt the tickle of ambition and creativity rubbing together, that inspired feeling he hadn’t had in far too long. He did what any decent documentarian would do while attempting to untangle an enigmatic story involving a time traveler from the future by starting with whatever archival footage he could possibly find. He spent far too many hours watching old news clips about the Titor story, though none of them came even remotely close to saying anything new about the legend — Michael was right about that.

      RJ kept going, undeterred as he sifted through YouTube, hoping to uncover fresh perspectives or perhaps unearth some previously tucked away gem from the digital mines. But he’d already seen most of it the last time he’d jumped down the Titor rabbit hole, and it had all been debunked or proven unprovable.

      John Titor’s military symbol had first surfaced on the Time Travel Institute forums on November 2, 2000, from a poster calling himself TimeTravel_0. In January 2001, the pseudonym emerged, when TimeTravel_0 began posting on the Art Bell BBS Forums as John Titor. His last post was at the end of March, 2001. Across an ungodly amount of entries between those dates, Titor consistently alleged that he was an American soldier from the year 2036, stationed in Tampa, Florida, as part of a government time-travel project, sent back to 1975 to secure an IBM 5100 computer: a simple piece of technology that ran both APL and BASIC programming languages, the unit was essential for fixing numerous legacy computer programs in 2036 that led to the UNIX year 2038 problem.

      According to Titor, he was specifically chosen for the mission because of his paternal grandfather's direct involvement in the assembly and programming of the original machine. He offered detailed information about the computer’s unpublished features, leading to some speculation that a computer scientist might have been manufacturing the intrigue.

      RJ looked up the names of the team members, but none of them had the last name Titor. He made a note to find out their children and grandchildren’s names in his research notebook.

      Titor said his stop in the year 2000 was for personal reasons: to recover photographs lost in a future civil war and to spend time with his family, a topic dear to his heart and frequently discussed. But he’d never given enough details to track them down.

      He stopped on a YouTube thumbnail of an old man donning a literal tinfoil hat, his eyes wide and manic. The caption read: TRUE FACT: I MET JOHN TITOR IN PERSON: 2001 CENTRAL PARK ENCOUNTER. Even if Temporal Tom’s story was totally ridiculous (and how could it not be), the thumbnail alone made it a no-questions click.

      RJ listened intently as Tom spent twenty minutes setting the stage. RJ was afraid to skip ahead and risk missing a moment. Tom finally got to the point, telling his 74 subscribers that he met Titor first in a seedy bar, and then later with a group of fellow miscreants in Central Park. According to Tom, he and Titor had deep conversations about an impending civil war, quantum physics, and hidden truths of the universe.

      But then RJ had researched Tom’s past, and it turned out he had a criminal record. But not just any criminal record: he had been part of a heist to steal the IBM 5100 in 1975, which was exactly what Titor claimed to be doing.

      RJ wondered why no other reporters had covered the story, until he saw that Tom had only started posting his videos three months ago, meaning he might be the only one onto this angle … so far.

      The video ended and RJ was about to click the next one. But then Suzanne entered the room and saw what was on his screen and he felt a full-bodied flush of embarrassment. He’d told her about the conversation with the two men in the gas station, and while she hadn’t laughed outright at him, she hadn’t exactly been convinced by RJ’s theory that one of them was Titor.

      People have bad memories. They do drugs. They have mental illnesses that cause them to hallucinate. Or they’re just downright weird, and they don’t care what other people think of them.

      Suzanne caught sight of his screen and started laughing. “Seriously? Tinfoil hat people? Have you considered that you might have hit a dead end?”

      He chuckled along with her, trying to downplay his interest in Temporal Tom. “It hasn’t been all tinfoil hats, you know.” It was a weak defense, so RJ laughed at himself.

      “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      “Nothing definitive.” Although he wasn’t sure what would be definitive, at this point. Only that the tingle in his gut that told him he had to keep digging.

      “Why don’t you tell me about some of the non-tinfoil stuff that you found. Even if it’s old. I want to hear the stuff you can’t ignore.”

      “I just really love some of the things he posted.” He was still a little embarrassed, but clicked over to his notes and read from the top of where he’d collected some of his favorite Titor quotes anyway. “Like, You do not rewrite history. I can only affect what happens here just as easily as you can. Why do people in this time period worry so much about time travelers destroying their worldline when they have no problem doing it themselves every day?”

      “We’ll, he does have a point.” Suzanne smiled. “We are excellent at messing up our own world and sure as hell don’t need any help from any time travelers.”

      “My goal is not to be believed. Most people do not take news of the war very well, but I find that everyone believes it's inevitable. Even in your own history, are not great inventions and discoveries made during a time of war in your effort to kill and maim in new and more efficient ways?”

      “Dark but true.” She nodded. “What else you got?”

      “This one is because he supposedly worked for GE and⁠—”

      “I’m well aware of the story.”

      “Sorry.” RJ offered her a sheepish smile. “Anyway, Titor said, No, I do not work for GE or any other company. Are 'stock tips' really the first thing you want to know about in the future? As a representative of your time period, do you realize what that says about you? You should probably know that this time is not remembered for its selflessness, charity, or ability to work together.”

      “Another solid observation from future boy.” Suzanne sat next to RJ and rested her head on his shoulder before she said, “More …”

      So RJ read as the sky darkened outside, painting a picture of the enigmatic figure claiming to be John Titor, despite Suzanne’s familiarity with his blend of prophetic warnings, philosophical musings, and intricate technical details.

      It was kind of her to support him. Not only did Suzanne know everything there was to know about Titor, that case had ruined her mother’s career. Her being there with him, supporting RJ despite his choice of topic, was special.

      But still he couldn’t wait for Suzanne to leave, so he could click on that next video from Temporal Tom.
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      RJ – 2024

      

      RJ sat much straighter in his seat this morning, but he was still having a hard time making his argument to Michael, considering it contradicted the core of everything he had been saying about the Gitters since the very beginning.
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