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Wednesday will be Collier Figg’s birthday. I’ve known him for a long time—many years of ups and downs, of good times and vicious fistfights, of close friendship and low-down betrayal—of drunken binges and that caper to steal Mr. Spock’s ears and, of course, the plot to assassinate Satan . . .
We have history, Collier and I. And in all that time, I’ve never given him a birthday present. It’s high time I did. But it can’t be some kind of standard, crappy thing like a video game or a shirt or a tub of chicken livers. No, it has to be special. It has to symbolize our friendship and represent what we’ve been through together. It has to show the proper appreciation of how he’s influenced me to become a better person. It has to sum up all he means to me.
Earlier this morning I explained this all to my roommate, Industrial Waste, and asked for suggestions.
“How about a bald tire?” he said.
I considered. It seemed like a good idea, but . . . “If I get him one, he’ll want a full set. That would be too much.”
“Well, screw you, then.” Industrial went back to scraping the barnacles off his sneakers.
A short walk around the corner and a couple blocks along Festerville Road (the main drag through the neighborhood) puts me in front of Irving’s Pawn Shop, and it occurs to me that a place like this might have just the right item for the occasion. They would likely have exactly the sort of odd, the offbeat, the unusual gift I’m looking for. Failing that, they would certainly have something cheap.
I step in and breathe deeply of the pawn shop atmosphere, an atmosphere like no other—a combination dusty shelves, dirty floor, failing fluorescent tubes, mold spores, and time that moves a wee bit too slowly. The place is cluttered with the usual assortment of merchandise: bicycles, leather jackets, cameras, jewelry, tools, musical instruments, mechanical pies, and so on. In one corner I see a vintage Skiddoo manual shirt buttoner. The Skiddoo, of course, was a marvel of engineering in its time, and this looks like a prime specimen. The belts, of course, wouldn’t be factory originals, but the rest of it very well could be, and it looks great. The green enamel is bright and shiny, and the moving parts glisten with oil and show only slight sings of wear. This thing has either been cared for lovingly over the last seventy-five-plus years or has been restored by an expert. Either way, it’s worth a fortune and is therefore out of my league.
A late-middle-aged man comes out of the back room and approaches me. “Nice machine,” he says. “Vintage. One owner. I have the papers.”
“Yeah, I was admiring it,” I say. “I’m afraid it’s going to cost too much for me.”
“How does five hundred sound?”
Truthfully, it sounds like a lot more than Collier Figg is worth. “It’s a great price, but I’m looking for a birthday gift for a friend, and he already has a shirt buttoner.”
“Not one like this.”
“No definitely not like this. But he’s rather attached to the one he has.”
“Well, then, did you have something in mind?”
I explain my requirements.
He smiles. “I have just the thing. Follow me.” We go over to one side of the store and look at a display case full of little, fuzzy things.
“What are they?” I ask.
He gives me a funny look. “They’re eyebrows!”
“Oh, okay. Yeah, I guess they are.”
“It’s a very personal gift.”
There’s no denying that. And at a mere dollar apiece, they’re cheap. If I decide to spend a lot, I can buy the whole bunch of’em and shower my friend with dozens of eyebrows. Throw them on him like wedding rice. But still . . . although the idea seems to have some merit, it’s not quite right. “I think I’d like to shop around a little more,” I say.
“Certainly. I understand you don’t want to get the first thing you look at. Not a man of your discriminating tastes.”
Well, he’s a keen judge of character. “What else do you have?” I ask.
He smiles warmly. “We have an extensive selection of exotic wood screws. Some are electronic. Some have the ivory or pearl inlay. Some have various forms of gold filigree. A few are historic, with certificates of authentication. Would your friend like a collection of a dozen wood screws used in the construction of Franklin Roosevelt’s childhood home? They come in a specially constructed, hermetically sealed and climate controlled case, suitable for display in any room you’d care to put them in. With the proper lighting, they make a wonderful addition to any décor.”
“I don’t think he would properly appreciate it.”
“That’s too bad. But if not that particular item, I’m sure you can find several that would delight even the most hard-to-please connoisseur on your shopping list.”
“I don’t have a list,” I say.
“Of course! I should have known that a man like you doesn’t need one.”
“Maybe I should shop around a little more.”
The pawn shop guy’s face suddenly lights up. “I know what he’ll like! Come this way.”
He leads me to the back of the shop and through a doorway into a small room. Against the wall is a football-shaped thing about five feet high. It looks as if it’s made of iron. An oval door with a heavy-looking latch is mounted on one side, and a circular window about four inches in diameter sits about two feet from one end.
“It looks cool as hell,” I say. “What is it?”
“A time machine.”
“A time machine? Are you kidding?”
“On my word of honor.”
It’s then that I notice the words stenciled on once side: MANUFACTURED BY THE PEORIA TIME MACHINE MANUFACTURING COMPANY – PEORIA, ILLINOIS.
Thousands of possibilities flit through my mind. Collier could go back in time and kill Hitler before he takes power. He could go to the Texas Schoolbook Depository and see if Lee Harvey Oswald was really the lone gunman. He could attend the premiere of the movie Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Heart’s Club Band.
Awesome! But . . .
“Does it work?”
A look of surprise clouds his face. “Does it work? Do you think I’d sell a time machine that didn’t work? Wait right here. I’ll get the keys and show you.” He goes up front. I stand in the doorway of the little room and watch him open the cash register and take a set of keys out. He comes back and inserts a key into the door of the time machine. “You’ll be amazed,” he says, opening the door. Inside the machine, I can see a seat made of plywood panels bolted to an aluminum framework. In front of the seat is a control panel made up of dials and switches set into another piece of plywood. The whole thing looks like something rigged up from spare parts salvaged from vintage tape recorders and such, to be used as a prop in an amateur science fiction movie.
The pawn shop guy squeezes in through the door and sits down. “Watch this,” he says, and closes the door. A moment later, I hear a low hum that gets gradually louder. The time machine begins to glow, then glisten, then glitter. The room gets slightly warmer. The hum is now about as loud as a person’s voice at conversational level.
After about five minutes, the machine goes back through the glittering/glistening/glowing process. The hum gets softer, and the room cools down. The door opens, and the pawn shop guy steps out. “Well?” he asks expectantly.
“Well what?”
“I just went back to sixteen fifty-three.”
“It didn’t look like you went anywhere.”
“Oh, but that’s how it works. From your point of view, the time machine stays here, but you can see it glowing and glittering. You did see it glowing and glittering, didn’t you?”
“Sure. And glistening.”
“Yes, exactly! But from my point of view, I went back to the year sixteen fifty-three. I looked out that little window and saw what was here before the city was built. This spot was in the middle of a forest.”
“Really?”
“Yes, really. It was beautiful.”
Pooh on Collier. I want this for myself. “How much?”
“Five dollars.”
That’s a steal at twice the price. “Sold,” I say. We walk up front. I pull a five-dollar bill out of my pocket and hand it to him. He rings up the sale and gives me the receipt.
“You’ll also want the owner’s manual,” he says. He turns around and starts looking through a file cabinet. After a minute, he pulls out a couple photocopied sheets, badly wrinkled and excessively smudged, stapled together at one corner. “Here you go,” he says.
I start to look at it, but he grabs it away from me.
“Wait, I’m sorry,” he says. “This is for the heart-lung machine we had in here a couple weeks ago. You know, I just now realized I sold that thing to a hospital without the manual, because here it is. I hope they know how to work it.”
“I’m sure they do,” I said. “Learning stuff like that is how they become doctors.”
“Yeah. You’re probably right.” He rummages around in the file cabinet some more and finds a different but similar-looking pair of photocopied and stapled sheets. “Here we go.”
“Thanks,” I say. But there’s a problem. “Can you deliver the machine?”
He frowns. “Look, this is a pawn shop. You’ll be lucky if I can find someone to hold the door open while you carry it out yourself.”
“I don’t think I have a way to get it home.”
“I know a guy who can haul it for you.” He begins flipping through a Rolodex next to the cash register. “Yeah. Give this guy a call.” He reaches under the sales counter and brings a phone up. He hands me the receiver and dials. “Ask for Nestor.”
“Nestor?”
“Nestor.”
I hear the phone ring a couple times, and a scratchy voice answers. “Yeah, what is it?”
“Can I speak to Nestor, please?”
“Nestor’s dead.”
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” And then, to the pawn shop guy. “He says Nestor’s dead.”
“He’s not. You’re talking to Nestor. He’ll say that, but don’t worry about it. Tell him Irving told you to call.”
I’m doubtful, but what the heck? “Irving told me to call.”
“Irving can kiss my ass.”
To the pawn shop guy: “He says you can kiss his ass.”
“Ah, that Nestor. What a card! Just tell him what you want. He’ll talk to you.”
I’m even more doubtful, but what harm can it do to try? “Irving says to tell you I want to get a time machine delivered to my home.”
“No can do, buddy.”
“I’m sorry to bother you. He said you had a truck.”
“Sure, I have a truck. But I don’t have a time machine.”
“I’m sorry. I should have been more clear. I have the time machine. I just now bought it at the pawn shop.”
“Oh! Why didn’t you say so? Yeah, that’s easy. When do you want it delivered?”
“As soon as it’s convenient for you.”
“I can make it right now.”
“Sounds good. How much will it cost?”
“A hundred and fifty dollars.”
“A hundred and fifty dollars?!”
“Did I say a hundred and fifty dollars?”
“Yes, you did.”
“That was wrong. It’s one seventy-five.”
That’s pretty steep for a delivery. I can’t help but think of the number of pizzas I could get delivered to the house for that much. But with the price of the time machine itself only five dollars, the total is still only one-eighty. Still not bad for a time machine. “All right,” I say.
“I’ll get my helpers and be right there.”
I hang up the phone. “He’s charging me one seventy-five,” I tell Irving.
“One-fifty, eh?”
“No. He changed it to one-seventy-five.”
“He likes you.” Irving looks at his watch. “Okay, so your storage fee commences now. Sixty dollars an hour. I hope Nestor doesn’t get stuck in traffic.”
Ten minutes later, a fat, grubby-looking, middle-aged guy in a dirty white t-shirt ambles in, followed by a teenage-boy-looking-guy with a big head and another teenage-looking-guy with a small head. “Nestor!” Irving says. “How’s it going?”
“I got a delivery,” Nestor says.
“That’s me,” I say. “I mean, my time machine.” I hold out my hand for Nestor to shake. “My name’s Thor,” I tell him.
He gives me the once-over. “That’s not funny.” And then, to Irving, “Where’s this . . . what is it?”
“Time machine,” I say.
“It’s in that room over there,” Irving says, pointing.
“C’mon, Lance. C’mon, Theodore.” Nestor and his helpers make their way back to the little room and disappear inside. A moment later, they come out. “You know,” Nestor says, “it’s not going to fit through the door.”
“It’s not?” Irving says.
“No. How’d you get it in there, anyway?”
“I don’t know. I wasn’t here when it came in. June was working that day.”
Nestor chuckles. “Ah, June. That explains it.”
“She might have had the room built around the damn thing, for all I know.”
This raises all sorts of questions in my head, but I don’t care enough about any of them to ask. I just want to get this time machine home.
“We’re going to have to knock out the wall,” Nestor says. Big-head Lance grins. He’s obviously expecting to have fun knocking out a wall. Small-head Theodore stands there.
Irving looks at me. “Well, Mr. Thor . . . ”
“Just Thor,” I say. “Plain ol’ Thor.”
“Well, Mr. Plain Ol’ Thor, if we have to knock out the wall, that’s going to cost you another twenty bucks.”
This doesn’t sit well with me. Even so, we’re only up to two hundred. (But what’s next? Eh? The “interrupting his favorite TV show” fee?)
Ten minutes later—with the help of three sledge hammers I had to buy at forty-five dollars apiece (and I’ve stopped counting the total cost), Nestor and his helpers have knocked away enough of the wall around the doorway to get the time machine through. Theodore has also somehow managed to knock out the front window and a light fixture mounted on the ceiling. For some reason, Irving isn’t charging for the window, but the light fixture is a three-hundred-dollar item. Since the guys are subcontractors working for me, Irving sticks me with the bill. Sigh. I don’t trust Lance, either. Having seen Theodore getting away with his careless destruction, he might decide to take a whack at a few things he shouldn’t, just for fun.
Nestor and Lance take positions at one end of the machine. Theodore and I take the other end. Luckily, the time machine has handles at each end. We grab and lift. The time machine is oh-so-heavy, but—straining mightily—we get it a few inches off the floor. “Okay, out the door,” Nestor says.
Slowly, carefully, and with great effort, we make our way to the doorway. Just as we get there, the weight becomes too much for Nestor’s helpers, and they let go. The machine clunks to the floor with a distressing crack. “If you’ve damaged my floor,” Irving says, “that’s another four hundred dollars.”
Of course.
“We need to put it on something and roll it out,” Nestor says.
“Like something with wheels?” Lance asks.
“Yeah, like something with wheels.” Nestor looks around. “I don’t see anything. Irving, do you have something with wheels we can put this on?”
“Why don’t you go get one of the shopping carts from the supermarket down at the corner?”
This seems to be the first idea that has appealed to Nestor all day. “Yeah! Theodore, get on it.”
“Huh?”
“Go down to the supermarket at the corner and bring back a shopping cart.”
“Okay.”
Five minutes later, Theodore is back with a cart, breathless. That is to say, he’s breathless—not the cart. The cart’s doing just fine.
“Why are you out of breath?” Nestor asks. “It’s just a half-block down the damn street.”
“Well,” Theodore says, huffing and puffing, “Just as I was leaving the parking lot, an employee yelled at me to stop. So I had to run.”
“Did he chase you?”
“At first.”
“But you got rid of him?”
“Yeah, I guess. I took off and went around the block, and he was right behind me. It’s hard to run when you’re pushing a shopping cart.”
“What happened?”
“I got tired. So I stopped and turned around and shouted at him, ‘I can shoot lasers out of my eyes! My name is Satan and I’ll shoot you in the balls with my lasers!’ And then he just kind of turned around and walked away.”
“Good going,” Nestor said. “Now, let’s get this machine up on the cart.”
We take our positions again and heave the time machine up. It takes a heroic effort, but we get it high enough. “Irving, roll the cart in under it,” Nestor gasps.
“Huh?”
“The cart. Roll it under the machine.”
“Sure. That’ll be twenty-five dollars.”
“Okay,” I say. “Okay, twenty-five dollars. Just hurry!”
“Hurrying is an extra ten.”
“All right! Thirty-five dollars. Please hurry!”
Irving delicately places his index finger against the handle of the cart and gives it a gentle shove. It rolls forward and goes under the time machine.
“Okay,” Nestor says. “Let it down slowly.”
But the machine doesn’t come down slowly. It hits the cart with a loud clang, and the cart rolls away. Before any of us realize what’s happening, it plows into a display case full of cameras, and broken glass and camera pieces litter the floor.
“That’s a three-hundred-dollar display case,” Irving says. “And twelve cameras at five hundred apiece.”
I don’t think the cameras looked as if they would have been that expensive, even new, but I know it’s an argument I can’t win. In fact, it’s an argument that might even push the cost of the cameras up a couple hundred apiece. So I don’t try.
Fortunately, the machine didn’t fall off the cart. We’re able to guide it, oh-so-carefully, to the front door. “It’s not going to fit,” Nestor says.
“I reckon we can knock out some of the wall around the door,” Irving says.
“How much will it cost me?”
“To knock it out? Nothing.”
“But you’ll have to fix it afterward.”
“Ah,” Irving says, “you’re a sharp one.”
“So what’ll it cost?”
“Well, seeing as how this is the front door, I’d say a couple thousand.”
It’s steep, no doubt about it, and the phrase “good money after bad” comes to mind. Even so, I’m already into him for so much that a couple thousand doesn’t seem to matter. The cameras alone were six grand, and they were just collateral damage. “All right,” I say.
Nestor and his helpers go to work. Ten minutes later, they’ve knocked out enough of the wall to get the time machine through.
“I just thought of something,” Irving says. “Since I can’t lock up the store, I’m going to have to hire a security guard to sit here overnight until I can get this fixed.”
“And I’m sure he’ll have to be a top-of-the-line guard,” I think out loud.
“Naturally,” Irving says. “There’s a lot of good stuff in here. This place is a thief magnet.”
“How much?”
“I’d say about three nights, six hundred total. And that’s if we get just one.”
“But one will be enough, right?” I say.
“I’m not sure. I’m just a pawn broker. I don’t know shit about security. I’ll have to bring in the guard and let him tell me if he needs help.”
Somehow, I know he will.
“I’ll need you to give me enough for a second guard,” Irving says. “Just in case.”
“But I’ll get it back if the one guard is enough.”
“Uh . . . sure.”
We wheel the time machine outside and manage to roll it off the cart onto the back of the truck with no incident. Then we see that the weight of the machine has mashed the cart down about a foot and a half.
“Wow,” Lance says.
“You know,” Irving says—and I know what’s coming—“if the people at the grocery store find out what happened to this cart, they’ll come after me to pay for it.”
“I’ll just roll it back out in the alley, take it a couple blocks down,” I say. “They won’t know what happened to it.”
“Yeah, well, they saw Lance.”
It’s important for me to make a stand here. “They don’t know who he is.”
“They might.”
“Then call me, and I’ll give you the money.”
“No. You’ll give me the wrong phone number. Or you’ll try to weasel out of it. The only way to be sure is for you to give me the money now.”
I sigh. “All right. How much?”
“I don’t know how much these things are. Better say three hundred, just to play it safe. I’m sure it couldn’t be more than that.” He looks at Nestor. “Could it?”
“I don’t know,” Nestor says, voice in a lazy drawl. “These things are always more expensive than you expect.”
“Yeah, you’re right,” Irving says. “Better make it three-fifty.” He shows me the small notebook he’s been keeping the numbers in. “It looks like we’re about finished here. Are you ready to settle up?”
We go inside, and he rings up the amount on my credit card. It’s a lot for a five-dollar time machine, but still . . . it’s a freakin’ time machine!
The plan is for Nestor and his helpers to follow me home. I get in my car, wait until I hear their truck start up, and circle around to get going in the right direction. Driving through the alley behind the store, I see a huge-ass loading dock, wide open, at the rear of the building.
I pull up in the alley behind my house, and Nestor stops behind me. He and his helpers jump out of the truck and roll the time machine off the back. It hits the ground with a sickening THUMP!, rolls a bit, and comes to rest on the flat portion at its bottom. Nestor and company jump back into the truck and speed away, hooting and hollering about getting some beer. The time machine sits there, blocking the alley. I’m going to have to move it before a cop comes along and issues a fine.
So I call the gang: Collier Figg, Chickenfeet, and, of course, my roommate Industrial Waste. I think about calling the large, stuffed panda as well, but he doesn’t have hands designed to grip the handles on the machine. Besides, I think the four of us can handle it.
Twenty minutes later, we’re standing around in the alley drinking beer and sizing up the job. “I think we should get a forklift,” Collier says.
“No, we don’t need a forklift,” Industrial says. “Chickenfeet, go down to the supermarket at the corner and steal a shopping cart from their parking lot.”
Chickenfeet starts down the alley. “No, don’t do that,” I shout.
“Why not?” Collier asks. “They’ll never know what happened to it.”
“We can pick it up and carry it.”
“You have to be kidding. That thing must weigh at least . . . well, it looks pretty heavy.”
“It’ll be okay,” I tell him. “C’mon, let’s get this show on the road before some drunken bozo comes barreling through here and crashes into it.”
We position ourselves around the machine and grab handles. “Okay,” I say. “Count of three. One, two . . . ”
“Unnnggghhh!!!!” Chickenfeet grunts loudly, obviously straining himself. His face is red and his eyes are bulging.
“I said, ‘Count of three.’”
Chickenfeet looks at me. He’s dazed and out of breath. “Oh, sorry,” he says.
Well, he never was very good at math. “All right,” I say. “One, two, three.”
We manage to get the thing a couple inches off the ground, but it’s hard to control where we’re going with it. Collier guides us toward the back yard, and we drop the machine. “There it is,” he says. “I’m not moving it any more.”
I had hoped to get it into the house, but (a) it won’t fit through the door, (b) I’m sick of moving it around, and (c) having it in the yard means there’ll be less grass to cut. So I’m fine with having it there.
“Are you going to try it out?” Chickenfeet asks.
“Sure.” I open the door and get inside. It’s claustrophobic and smells of mildew, sweat, and grease. The seat’s not very comfortable.
I pull the door closed and realize it’s terribly dark inside. A bit of sunlight is coming in through the window, but as it’s a cloudy day, I’m not getting much. I can’t see the control panel.
So I open the door to let some light in. “Okay, so to set it to go to . . . What year should I go to?” I ask.
“Two thousand eleven,” Chickenfeet says.
Collier smacks him in the back of the head. “That’s now, you idiot.”
“Well, I just thought it would be an easy one.”
“Try eighteen twenty-one,” Collier Figg says.
I don’t ask why. “Okay,” I say. Consulting the manual, I make the necessary settings. Then I close the door and, feeling around in the dark, find the “ON” switch and give it a flick.
The machine whirs to life with a satisfying hum. I don’t know if it’s doing its glittering and glistening routine on the outside, but I hope so. And then it occurs to me that it might be better to do this at night—the dark would make the effect more spectacular for onlookers.
Through the window, all I can see is the peak of my roof. After a moment, it gets all shimmery and wavy-looking, then disappears. All I can see outside now is the sky—days and nights in swift succession, clouds coming and going in a rapid ballet of sorts, stars whirling across my field of vision. Eventually, the show outside the window slows down and comes to a stop, and all I see is an overcast sky: cloudy, threatening rain. A green light comes on, and something beeps. I must be there.
I reach over to open the door, but it won’t open. The handle won’t budge. I try and try, but it’s no good. I lean on it and throw my weight against it, but nothing works.
I’m starting to panic. But then a thought comes to me. If I return to the present, maybe my friends can get me out. I hold the manual up to the window, desperately trying to get enough light to read. Just barely, I can make out the diagram that shows where the “RETURN” button is. I grope around on the control panel and push it.
The machine kicks into life, and a minute later I see the peak of my roof once more. I’m back where I belong. Instinctively—without thinking about the malfunction—I grab the door handle, and the door swings wide open.
“How was it?” Collier asks.
“Yeah, tell us all about it,” Chickenfeet says.
“The sky was overcast,” I tell them.
“What else?” Industrial asks.
“I don’t know. I couldn’t get out of the machine.”
“What?”
“I don’t know why. All I could see was the sky through the window. And the door wouldn’t open.”
Industrial grabs the manual and flips to the as-yet-unlooked-at second page. “Hmmm . . . ” he says. “It says something about that here.”
“What does it say?” I ask.
“You will not be able to open the door while traveling in time. This is to prevent you from doing something stupid that might change history. You may, however, sit inside the machine and look out the window to your heart’s content.”
“Well, crap,” I say. I stomp my foot. “What good does looking out the window do? All you can see is the damn sky.”
“What did the sky look like in eighteen twenty-one?” Chickenfeet asks.
“It was green,” I say.
“Wow,” he says. “I’m going to call the large, stuffed panda and tell him all about it.” He pulls a cell phone out of his pocket and starts punching buttons.
“How much did you pay for this thing?” Collier asks.
“Five dollars.”
He whistles appreciatively. “Wow, five dollars. Good deal. I bet it cost more than that to have it delivered.”
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