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the function of the thing itself.
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			Come Away with Us

			Summer 2017

			The bar stranger’s apartment was very clean, so clean it was alarming, as if he had recently scrubbed it to cover up evidence of some messy, violent crime. The décor could have been anybody’s. Midcentury modern furniture with shiny black accents. Neutral fabrics everywhere. A grid of framed black-and-white photographs of city scenes Ash couldn’t place, and a larger print by his bed of abstract art that would’ve fit in a dentist’s office waiting room or the lobby of a Marriott Express. Ash felt a surge of disdain, laced with envy. Had this person ever had an original thought in his entire life? Then again, she couldn’t have afforded most of it, and though she liked to think she was the type of person who wouldn’t have gone for such a pre-curated life in the event she could afford it, she had yet to be in a financial position to test this theory of her unimpugnable individuality.

			She walked barefoot to the bathroom. All smooth, opalescent surfaces, aseptic as an operating theater. Sans serif fonts on all his personal grooming products. She squeezed a blob of white toothpaste onto her index finger and rubbed it across her teeth. Then she closed her eyes and pictured her own bathroom, where the Softsoap she got at the CVS was the tacky, acidic green of a gummy bear, and whorls of her hair stuck in spirals to the shower tile until they slid into the tub and eventually clogged the drain.

			When she walked back out he was already making coffee. It was Monday and he was getting ready for work. He looked up from scooping grinds and said, Well, hello there, smiling at her like this whole interaction was some elaborate inside joke, which she guessed it kind of was? It was funny that she could go home with a stranger and not be murdered. She felt like this was what they’d marched for. This is what Susan B. Anthony lived for and what Joan of Arc died for. It was all so she could have the freedom to do exactly this. Probably this isn’t quite how they (Susan, Joan, et al.) imagined it would be, but life was full of these kinds of surprises, Ash figured, and that’s what made it all—waking up, being alive—such a relentless thrill.

			She’d met the bar stranger at a dive where the rainbow string lights stayed up all year round and the playlist was only songs from the ’80s or before. After a few drinks, they’d gone outside to flirt without having to shout over the music, and she was struck with a sense of déjà vu: She recognized the building across the street. She’d performed there when she was in this theatre company that did pop-up Shakespeare productions on “found stages,” spots in the city that were in some state of transition, usually demolition or construction sites or docks that would soon be swallowed by the sea. The actors were supposed to apply the concept of constant change to their characters: to see the plays and everything in them as existing in perpetual flux, as if the texts were still works in progress.

			Ash had been the lead in Romeo and Juliet at a skyscraper-in-the-making. The church where she’d wed had been a heap of rubble christened by a cross of caution tape; her balcony the exposed scaffolding of what would become a luxury condo, though at the time of her performance it still looked like it could have become anything. Its skeletal beginnings had not betrayed its destiny as the eventual address of an investment banker or absent Russian oligarch, just as her then-ascendant stardom had not seemed, yet, like something that would fizzle into nothing. As she’d told the bar stranger about the play, she could only just make out the Capulet house’s outline in the glass-walled, foreboding tower looming over her.

			“I had this whole theory about my Juliet,” Ash had said. “That she knew who Romeo was the whole time.”

			“Oh yeah?” The bar stranger sucked on a black vape pen whose tip glowed green against the night. “How’s that?”

			“Verona’s not that big. And he’s Romeo—the boy from the family blood feud. Plus he’s cute. He gets around. Girls talk. She knows.”

			“So?”

			“So she picked him on purpose, because she wanted to blow up her life.”

			“Blow up her life? Sounds extreme.”

			Though Ash wasn’t quite sure how they’d done it, somehow she and the bar stranger had decided, silently and in unison, to abandon the bar together and walk to his apartment. To her left, the East River glimmered under the moonlight. In the dark it hadn’t looked polluted at all. It had looked clean enough for Ash to scoop it into her mouth with her hands.

			“Okay, so when she’s getting ready for the party—the one where she meets him—her mom comes in and tells her that they’re marrying her off to some guy she doesn’t even know. And right then, Juliet sees the truth. Her whole life is just beginning and it’s already over. There’s nothing she can do. She has no agency, no options, no freedom. Right when she’s on the cusp of everything really opening up, it’s all going to snap shut around her. She’s trapped.”

			“Is that so bad?” He’d smiled at this. “Being trapped with a man?”

			I’m ignoring that, Ash had decided. “Her mom tells her that there are girls younger than Juliet who are already mothers. Like Juliet’s supposed to get excited about having a bunch of babies with some guy she doesn’t even know.”

			“What makes you so sure she doesn’t want to have babies?”

			“She’s thirteen.”

			“Sure. But like, in her society. Wasn’t that the normal thing to do?”

			“Do you really think thirteen-year-old girls ever wanted to have babies?”

			“I think most people want to do whatever it is that most people are doing.”

			I’m ignoring that too. “What Juliet wants is control over her destiny, which is the one thing she doesn’t have. So when she sees Romeo at the party, she realizes: That’s the ticket. Run away with the one person her parents would never allow her to marry. She knows it’s doomed. She’s basically signing her own death warrant. But at least she’s taking her life into her own hands. This one time—which turns out to be the only time it really matters—she decides.”

			As she’d said this aloud, Ash remembered how she’d felt when she first came to this conclusion. Up until then, she’d been self-conscious about her performance, struggling to make her dialogue lose that rehearsed, expected quality it seemed to carry no matter what she did. But then she’d thought of this, of Juliet deciding, and the whole play burst wide open, like her thought was the swing that popped the piñata, and candy-sweet clarity rained down around her. When she opened her script again every word shone new as the dawn.

			In the elevator of the bar stranger’s building, the cold, mirrored walls had reflected warped images of their bodies back at her. He’d placed his hands on the wall on either side of her face and touched his forehead to hers. “So what happens?”

			“What do you mean, what happens?”

			“Do they live happily ever after, or what?”

			“Well, no. It’s Romeo and Juliet. They die.”

			“I thought you said the point was that you guys changed everything around.”

			“It does change everything around.” Had she not made that clear? Ash felt like her brain was floating in a pool of alcohol, suspended in a jar as if for scientific study.

			“Except it doesn’t really change anything,” he’d said. “If they still die at the end.”

			Ash had steadied herself against the wall, feeling a faint hum on her temple as the elevator climbed and dinged at their arrival. “She makes up her own mind. It changes everything.”

			“Sounds like the same story to me,” he’d said, leading her down the hall and into his apartment.

			“It is the same story. But she’s different in it.”

			He’d kissed her collarbone. “If you say so.”

			She could tell he didn’t get it, and she wasn’t sure whose fault that was. But as she’d trailed him into his bedroom she had the ambient awareness that he was already flattening her into an anecdote for later evaluation and possibly mockery. She had experienced this as a physical sensation, like the flattening was something he was doing just then with his hands against her body: pressing her down until she was petal-slender. He would forget her name; she knew this as if it had already occurred. She would just be “Juliet” or “Shakespeare Girl” or “some actress,” when he told this story to his friends. As he’d slipped her bra straps from her shoulders, she erased his name from her brain, to keep things even between them.

			Watching him now as he readied himself for work—as he fumbled to separate two coffee filters that were stuck together—Ash felt like she was prying, almost, by witnessing this mundane routine, as if they were a couple. To kill time while he got dressed, she imagined that were true. She mentally filled his closet with her clothes, covered his countertops with her clutter, collaged his refrigerator door with their candids. She saw herself becoming a smug dispenser, rather than the enraged recipient, of unsolicited dating advice; an occupant of the master bedroom with the en-suite bathroom instead of the bunk-bed basement dungeon on group trips. Felt the weight of a ring around her finger, wedding-cake icing smeared on her nose, her stomach swelling with pregnancies, rapid as time-lapse photography. She could see it all: late nights at the kitchen table cutting construction-paper hearts for valentines and kissing better the scraped spot where the Band-Aid would go and tiptoeing into soft pink bedrooms to swap baby incisors for silver dollars and making that happy-dopey eye contact with the bar stranger over their children’s slumbering heads like: Can you believe they’re ours?

			Though of course it could all go sideways, the marriage-and-kids kit-and-caboodle. She could see this too: a lifetime of grinning through gritted teeth at insufferable in-laws; of passive-aggressive bickering over how to correctly load the dishwasher; of hearing all her conversations with the bar stranger, which during their courtship had been full of riveting debates and imaginative tangents, consist of nothing but logistical matters regarding the comings and goings of their offspring; of her immune system caving to the relentless assault of arcane-sounding diseases (hand-foot-and-mouth, croup) their children would smuggle home from school; of endless hours lost to mind-numbingly boring calculations about the cost of childcare and if it was worth it to move to some soulless suburb in a higher tax bracket for better public schools and how much screen time was too much screen time; of never having a single, solitary second or square centimeter of space that was hers, and only hers, to do with what she liked.

			The problem was that no future actually appealed, and the only thing less appealing than every future Ash could imagine was the life she was living right this minute continuing on in exactly this way. She reassured herself with the knowledge that the future would never really arrive—that if it did it would be in some form unrecognizable to her presently—e.g., on a charred, uninhabitable Earth—and none of her choices, or her abstinence from choice-making that at a certain point not too far from today would become the functional equivalent of having made a choice, would make any difference whatsoever.

			She returned to her real life to watch the bar stranger check his reflection in the steel of the microwave door. She went into his room, sank back into his pillows, and recalled, with anarchic glee and a little despair, that she had nowhere to be that day, or any day, now that she’d lost her job. There was nothing stopping her from lolling around in his king-size bed and pawing through his medicine cabinet while he was out except for she could tell he absolutely didn’t want her there while he was gone.

			They walked outside together. It was dog-breath humid, the sky a shale slate, threatening rain. A poster plastered to the side of a bus shelter warned: It’s not just the hottest summer on record. It’s the coldest summer of the rest of your life. Ash pretended she wasn’t going in the same direction as the bar stranger and watched him head toward the subway that could have taken her to her apartment. It made her feel a little insane to imagine him going about his normal day now, knowing what he knew about her from having had sex with her: how she breathed in sharp, serrated strips; how her body contracted and thrashed and collapsed like a fish fresh on the dock. She thought of him carrying all her sounds and shapes with him while doing whatever it was he did. Something in finance? She hadn’t really paid attention to what he said his job was, or maybe he hadn’t told her. She imagined him typing numbers in an endless spreadsheet while all her details evaporated from his mind, as the night receded further and further from his consciousness until, probably by his workday’s end, he’d forgotten all about her.

			A taxi driver leaning on the horn brought Ash’s mind back to the street. She thought, I should do something wild, something I’d never do if I had to go to work. I can do whatever I want right now. This had been the fantasy, back when she’d had the job: of blowing it off to go do some exhilarating, unexpected thing. Now that she could do anything, she found, not without some private embarrassment, that she couldn’t think of anything to want.

			She sat on the curb and rubbed with both hands the curves where her jaw neared her ears. She hadn’t slept well next to the bar stranger and she expected no rest was forthcoming, that her sleep would be fitful and sweaty and useless until she found another job. She wanted to lie down in the grass and sink into the earth as if she were already dead.

			Ash took out her phone. She glanced at her texts: No reply from Pebbles. She avoided checking her email, sure to be a cascade of notifications about overdue credit card and student loan payments. Instead, she thumbed through Instagram.

			A dimpled baby kicking the air, wooden blocks by her feet spelling out her age in months; glistening legs draped over the rim of a neon pool float, toes grazing the Barbicide-blue water; advertisement (wireless bra on a flat-chested model); a magenta cocktail thrust skyward by a gel-manicured hand; a leather suitcase with its silky, tantalizing contents oozing out the edges, captioned fine okay we’ll check a bag; advertisement (seamless underwear on a flat-assed model); here’s to another trip around the sun; can’t believe it’s already been five years with this one; and then:

			Whenever, wherever.

			White text, yolk-yellow background. Bright, inviting. Slimmer writing below:

			Retro: The Time Travel Agency

			We’ll take you from here.

			Ash had heard about recreational time travel, of course, but it was expensive—prohibitively so, for all but the sliver of the population who had designed a present so obsequiously bent toward their every desire it was hard to fathom why they’d ever bother leaving it. Though maybe that’s why they liked it; maybe for the same reasons middle-class types go camping. For an experience they’ve been told is authentic, more real than their real lives.

			Last summer, this rich girl who went to college with Ash had a Little House on the Prairie–themed bridal shower on some untamed stretch of the American plains in 1875. The pictures were surreal, an abomination against the laws of time and space that was also wildly, aggressively ordinary: an overhead shot of rhubarb pie; portraits of the bride, her short bangs in curls and long hair in plaits, her ruffled dress straps slipping off her anachronistically-toned shoulders. The fields behind her golden and immense—amber waves, just like in the song—going on and on and on forever, beneath a canopy of bunny-soft clouds, boundless blue sky.

			Given the rest of Ash’s online search history (“cheapest health insurance + not sick + not pregnant + probably” “leggings under $20 not see-through” “contractors still qualified unemployment?”) she wondered why the algorithmic powers that be had determined she was an ideal target for this luxury good, until she saw the caption along the bottom of the square:

			Come away with us! We’re hiring.

		

	
		
			
				
				[image: ]

			I Can’t Make You Want to Be Here

			Last week, Ash’s boss had sent her an email with the subject line chat about your future here, leading her to believe she was finally getting promoted—that is, elevated from contractor to real-deal, full-time employee. This had been the promise at the time of her hire: One day, she’d have a real job, like Pinocchio had, one day, become a real boy. Instead, for three years, her contract had been extended over and over, like trick scarves pulled from a sleeve.

			She’d written back to the email: can’t wait.

			Ash had met her boss at his cubicle. He’d been sitting on the edge of his desk, gesturing to his chair so that she’d have somewhere to sit.

			“I need to talk to you about your attitude,” was how he’d started.

			“I’m not sure what you mean,” she’d said.

			“Well, it doesn’t seem as if you’re very happy here.”

			Each day, Ash had gone to work weighed down by the knowledge that, while in the grand scheme of things, nothing anyone does will have true significance in this universe, what she was engaged in at this particular juncture was even more pointless than the average pointless thing. But she’d tried to be nice about it.

			“I mean, it’s work,” she’d said. “So, sometimes I’m happy here, and other times, I guess I’m not. Are you always happy to be here?”

			He’d made a steeple with his fingertips, inhaling deeply. “No one is always happy. That’s not how happiness works.”

			Ash had resented the implication that this man understood the true nature of joy and she did not, a rude conclusion he’d drawn from seeing her only at this workplace, an environment that made her unhappy. “Right, yeah, I know that,” she’d said.

			“But some people love their jobs. You could love your job.”

			Ash had spent her days in a gray cubicle in a beige building doing vapid administrative tasks. She’d done everything they’d asked of her, only to endure annual reviews in which she was upbraided for failing to go above and beyond; promotions never came, raises refused to materialize. She’d been supposed to toil as if she could trust some reward for her work was forthcoming, but they all knew it never was. Her unwillingness to hold up her end of the charade—wherein she did every dumb bit of drudgery with a happy-puppy energy, as if her lot in this life might actually improve—had, evidently, been grating on her supervisor, who could not maintain the illusion of the meritocratic workplace without her complicity. At first, she had tried to treat this dull, degrading nightmare as an extended acting exercise: Could she pretend to be a woman who actually liked working here? As it turned out: No.

			“Your job isn’t just a job,” he’d said. “We like to think of ourselves as a family here.”

			“I’m actually good with the family I already have,” she’d said, which was true enough.

			This had seemed to offend him deeply. Probably shouldn’t have said that out loud, she’d thought, and attempted an awkward recovery. “But yeah, that’s a super-nice idea.”

			“And it seems like you aren’t really connecting with the rest of the staff,” he’d said.

			Over the years, Ash had been reprimanded every so often for not “participating more in the culture here” through various “bonding” exercises and activities: dopey jaunts to mediocre bars to drink watery beer with people she barely knew and didn’t like; quarterly “retreats” to bowl or play laser tag. These forced displays of camaraderie and leisure, for which she was not compensated, repulsed her.

			“When you sit out of our excursions, you send a message that you aren’t fully committed to the team.”

			She’d thought: Teams are for athletes and children. She’d said, “I think my work speaks for itself. I guess it didn’t, because now I’m here, speaking to you.”

			“Can you see why, as your manager, I could get the impression that you aren’t invested in this job?”

			“I’m very…” She’d considered her next move. “I’m grateful for this job, definitely.”

			In her head, she’d conjured her debt: a number so big that every time she saw it, her first, genuine reaction was to believe it was a typo. After college, which she couldn’t afford, she’d had some problems that she also couldn’t afford, so to make herself feel better, she’d bought a lot of things that she couldn’t afford—believing, in a kind of beautiful, all-American way, that she was but one purchase away from feeling whole. Her debt had grown, but it was hard to figure out why she was supposed to care. Wasn’t the whole country in debt? Why did she have to succeed, personally, where the nation had failed?

			Sometimes she liked to imagine her debt as enchanted pieces of paper from a fairy tale, multiplying exponentially with every touch or glance. No matter what she paid, it was never enough for them—this mysterious “them” that was not her school but was just some series of faceless entities that bought and sold her debt amongst themselves. She felt a freaky rush hearing experts talk about student debt on the news, the way they used these ominous, sexually-charged words. (For some reason, the debt was always “mounting.”) Something inside her felt special, seeing her personal devastation analyzed on TV.

			And then she’d get another bill and she would remember: I am at the bottom of a pit I will never, ever crawl out of, and all the promises everyone made me about what life would be like were worthless, a bunch of checks I can’t cash.

			As a woman, Ash knew that there were parts of her yet to be monetized, that theoretically easy money was waiting for her on the other side of her squeamishness: photos of her feet, envelopes of her dirty underwear. Sometimes it felt irrationally prudish to sit around in her body and not capitalize on its market value, which she presumed was rapidly diminishing. But she wasn’t sure her feet were cute enough to sell. And if she didn’t want to meet her underwear-purchasers in person, she’d have to send her gently-worn lingerie through the mail. She hated going to the post office.

			“I want people here who want to be here,” her manager had said. “I want you to want to be here. But I can’t make you want to be here.”

			She’d said, “What?”

			Ash had recalled, vaguely, the terms of her contract. No health insurance, no benefits, no job security. Still, they hadn’t fired her, because it wasn’t the kind of place that liked to fire people. They preferred the passive-romantic tense of the modern workplace, wherein one was simply “let go.” She would not qualify for severance.
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			The banker’s box had been harder to assemble than she’d expected. Which was so embarrassing, on top of everything.

			Ash’s biceps had burned as she’d schlepped the box all the way back to her place. She lived in a very small apartment, like someone had shoved a reasonable apartment into the dryer. She’d tried not to think about the place she was supposed to get with Pebbles, but it drifted into her mind, radiant and out of reach. A prewar building, high ceilings, crown molding, exposed brick. For that brief, intense period of time when she’d thought they’d be moving into it together, the apartment had played a critical role in Ash’s daydreams about what this stage of her life would look like. Ash could only just afford it, splitting the rent in two. But she couldn’t swing it alone.

			So now she lived with two random roommates from Craigslist, with whom she never spoke. Her dresser was dotted with a trio of terra-cotta pots housing the starved corpses of succulents she’d been assured could not be killed. Her faded purple duvet cover, which she’d recently laundered in a failed attempt to eradicate some cereal-milk stains, was balled in the corner to which she’d sentenced it for actually being really hard to get back on her comforter, a lot harder than the YouTube tutorial she’d watched promised it would be. Harsh track lighting overhead gave anyone who sat beneath it the haunted look of a suspect under interrogation, so most of the time she just sat in the dark, her only light source the bluish glow of her laptop or the smaller beam from her phone’s cracked screen. She had expected to be in a better apartment by now, but her life was not turning out that way. Her life was not turning out any way.

			The Bankers Box sat at the foot of her bed where, in a bleary-eyed morning stumble to the bathroom, she would stub her toe on it and where, in another century, she would have stored a hope chest. Ash tried to remember the last time she felt hopeful about anything. Her brain answered with static.
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			What Are You Nostalgic For?

			Ash trudged home and showered off the bar stranger. She stood in her towel and stared at her reflection. Already pale, she looked paler in the gray-blue light of the early morning, the hangover pallor over her face, her dark hair a long tangle. As a child she’d gone as Wednesday Addams for five consecutive Halloweens, and at moments like this Ash felt like she could see young Wednesday still, petulant and glowering back at her from the mirror, like the time between her past and her present had briefly but totally evaporated.

			She skimmed the news on her phone like the responsible citizen she sometimes tried to be and saw her life all over the headlines. Historic unemployment and massive debt compounding the woeful state of affairs for the average young person. Despite a promising adolescence, this was what adulthood had revealed her to be: average. The rest of the stories were predictably apocalyptic. Democracy on the fritz. Weather report: skies filled with fire. Et cetera.

			She flopped back on her bed. She stared at the popcorn ceiling. She inhaled so hard her ribs stuck out like piano keys. She wondered, not for the first time, if there was going to be a place for her in the future, if she would be able to make a go of it there. Or if this was the universe telling her, also not for the first time, that there was not, and she would not. She recited, softly: The universe is indifferent to your existence and has no investment in the outcome of your personal journey. Just to cheer herself up.

			She felt ridiculous even humoring it, but the Retro ad kept prodding at her, like sunshine sneaking through the slats in the blinds. She rolled over onto her stomach, pulled her laptop toward her chest, and opened up their website.

			A butter-bright landing page greeted her: Retro, The Time Travel Agency. She clicked on Who We Are. A video player burst open.

			At first, the screen was dark. Music started to play: triumphant, rising horns; the thunderous BUM-bum-BUM-bum-BUM of a timpani drum. After a few seconds, she recognized the music: It was the score from the beginning of 2001: A Space Odyssey.

			The screen brightened, showing Times Square in the present, as if it were a live feed. As the music got louder, the scene changed ever so slightly. Ash saw in the bottom right-hand corner text spelling out the year, which started at 2017 but with each passing second became the year before and then the year before that. Times Square reverted to its older selves, the blaring neon screens giving way to seedier signs, advertisements for old sodas, enticements for X-rated movies. The changes accelerated as the twenty-first century melted into the twentieth, faster still for a half century, and then settled on a scene that Ash had seen a hundred times before.

			The photograph was in all her history textbooks: V-J Day in New York. Times Square packed with soldiers and civilians, euphoric with glory and relief. Here on Retro’s homepage, though, it wasn’t a photograph—at least not the photograph. For starters, it was in color, and Ash had only ever seen the picture in black and white. And it wasn’t an image but a video, one that had the crystalline precision of high-definition, not the grainy look of a newsreel. It was full of endearingly unchoreographed movement and emotion, as cacophonous and vibrant as real life.

			The camera settled on the scene’s most iconic frame: a returning sailor and a white-dressed nurse locked in a kiss so tight it looked vacuum-sealed. Ash could hear the nurse’s muffled uhnnn, which could have been a sound of pleasure or protest, and then the sailor released her and—though Ash knew this wasn’t possible, or was it?—made eye contact with Ash, and Ash alone, staring straight into the camera lens, which apparently no one else on the street could see.

			“Welcome! You’ve arrived just in time.”

			Ash blinked, hard, three times, and leaned in toward the screen. She said, aloud, No fucking way. In this midcentury sea, approximately three decades prior to his birth, in the uniform of a victorious Ally, there he was: Ro Temple.

			Even Ash, who did not care at all about Silicon Valley or start-up culture and whose entire comprehension of the technology upon which much of her life relied was Have you tried turning it off and turning it back on again?, knew about Ro Temple, the man who invented time travel. Founder of Retro, the Time Travel Agency. He was one of the wealthiest men on the planet and, as twenty-first century tech gods were wont to be, on the younger side. He had definitely not been alive in 1945. Yet there he was on the screen: his light hair shellacked into place beneath his white cap, his dark eyes shining as he smiled, a geometric jaw with square, white teeth like Chiclets all in a row.

			Ro spun his nurse back to a standing position, kissed her again, and released her into the crowd. She stumbled off in a daze. He walked straight into the camera. The screen went black.

			When the picture returned, Ro was holding a cocktail aloft in a dimly-lit speakeasy. Ash would have dismissed it as a standard-issue Gatsby-theme party but, much like the scene before it, the texture was too pronounced to be fake. Cigarette smoke blurred the air above the tables; revelers jerked their elbows wildly as they danced. Ro raised his drink toward the camera, toward her. “And I want to take you whenever you want to go.”

			He turned away from the bar, shoved open the door, and flung it closed behind him. The moment it shut, the door was a tree, and Ro had his back pressed against its wide trunk. He was clutching a rifle diagonally across his chest and wearing the haphazard civilian-making-do uniform of a Minuteman: a tri-corner hat, a dusty waistcoat, tan breeches through which his enormous quads bulged like water balloons. He shouted to be heard over cannon fire in the background. “With our extraordinary technology, venturing from the present to days gone by is as natural as boarding a plane in Vermont’s winter and landing, just hours later, in a Rio de Janeiro summer. Take a look.”

			Ro narrated as what looked like a subway map filled the screen. “I’m proud to say that the Retro Metro is bringing our explorers to over 175 Destinations on ten Location Lines across the contiguous United States,” he said. A key in the bottom left showed which colors corresponded to which places. Some Ash recognized: The New York De Luxe was royal blue, the California Classic was yellow. Others were a little more vague: pink for the Heartland Star, purple for the Battlefield Special, orange for the Wild West Express. The stops were designated with dots and labeled with years.

			“Travel with us, and you’ll be outfitted by the dazzling Wares Department, transported by our brilliant Conveyance engineers, hosted in style at our beautiful Embassies, and guided on your journey by our top-of-the-line Time Travel Agents.”

			Friendly faces in various period-appropriate outfits surfaced and vanished as Ro spoke, a spacetime supercut. Girls flitted on and off the screen in a flurry of corsets and hoop skirts and bell-curve bustles, twirling parasols and waving at the camera with white-gloved hands. They seemed to delight in being so dolled up, as if thrilled to be strictly decorative. In the frames that followed, the men posed astride or beside hypermasculine forms of bygone transit, revving their engines and carrying guns, which they stroked sensually. Everyone looked attractive, purposeful, and a little too cheerful, like child stars.

			Ro returned to the screen, having ditched the 1770s for the 1970s. He shone like a deity in the middle of an illuminated dance floor, rainbow lights flashing beneath his feet. He had his arm snaked around the waist of a lithe, beautiful woman; his silk shirt was unbuttoned to his navel, exposing chest hair sparkling with sweat. His smile said: I am the man every man wishes he could be.

			“So what are you waiting for? Join us for an experience like ever Before.” He winked, and then the video ended.

			Ash scrolled to the bottom of the page and clicked on Join Our Team. A new video opened: Ro in a suit and tie in the present day, in some indeterminate nowhere-space, his body surrounded by an ambient glow like an angel on a ’90s sitcom.

			“As a Time Travel Agent, you will be to the twenty-first century what astronauts were to the twentieth, what pioneers were to our nation’s earliest days.” His voice had this odd cadence, an affected accent Ash couldn’t place. “Retro is changing the very fabric of our society, shattering the norms of our culture, upending our understanding of the universe. Don’t miss the chance to feel the glory and adventure that only Retro can provide. I promise: You’ll have the time of your life.”

			Details about working at Retro scrolled past like the end credits of a movie. Ash missed most of them, but caught the last line: “Full-time employees travel for free.” The screen went golden again, and the Retro logo appeared, thick letters in a swooping Burma-Shave cursive.

			Ash pawed across the covers until her hand found her phone and opened up Instagram again, searching the hashtag #timetravel. She couldn’t believe how many friends—or, at least, friends of friends—had gone on these trips. A shirtless guy from her high school up to his knees in Walden Pond in 1845, a hunk of a crusty loaf clenched in his smiling teeth, captioned: I went into the woods to live deliberately and eat the greatest goddamn hazelnut raisin bread I’ve ever tasted. A video of Ash’s freshman-year RA and her sister, both with choker necklaces snug at the jugular and twists of their hair pinched off their faces with butterfly clips bright as Skittles, scream-crying in a mob of teens: The last time we were in the year 2000, Mom said we weren’t old enough to go to TRL, but BACKSTREET’S BACK and SO ARE WE. A coworker (well, ex-coworker) gazing up at a Ferris wheel, the puffed shoulders of her dress ballooning from her small silhouette: Trying not to get serial killed at the Chicago World’s Fair.

			Every square drew Ash in deeper. Was she the only person she knew who’d never left the present? Was she the last idiot just out here, living her uneventful, underwhelming life like some ordinary mortal while the rest of her peers hurtled their bodies through time and space to experience the marvels she’d only read about in books, live out the fantasies she’d only seen in movies?

			The Time Travel Agent job application was underneath the video. There was no spot to upload a résumé, which was a little unusual but also a relief. Ash was embarrassed by hers, with its over-the-top active verbs—orchestrated, spearheaded, executed—that made dull, desk-bound pursuits sound as aggressive as military operations. Her meager contributions to past places of employment were not enhanced by such descriptors. They just drew attention to how little there was there, like when she used to stuff gym socks into her training bra.

			Instead, there was a series of open-ended questions:

			
				Is there a Destination (geographic and/or chronological) you’re interested in visiting? Tell us where, when, and why.

				At Retro, we always say that “everyone is nostalgic.” What are YOU nostalgic for?

				Are there any memories you’re running from?

				Are you someone who lives without regret? Or are you more inclined to spend your nights worrying over how you’ve passed your days?

				Do any of the following conditions or environments make you anxious: heights; crowds; small, enclosed spaces; vast, empty spaces far from civilization as you know it; darkness (as in the literal absence of light, not the spiritual “darkness” one can sometimes feel); extreme heat or cold; sirens; a general sense of lawlessness?

				How punctual are you? How personally do you take the tardiness of others?

				Is there a scent you associate with your most treasured memory? Please describe it for us (just the scent, not the memory it evokes).

				Have you ever committed a violent crime? If so, and the altercation could be perceived to have had a “winner” and a “loser,” which were you?

				How good are you at pretending to be someone you’re not? Do you ever find yourself pretending without even meaning to?

				How often do you feel the need to communicate with your friends and family members? Could you be out of touch with them for any extended period of time without causing upset or alarm? Do you secretly wish you could speak to them less than you currently do?

				Do you excel at or at least possess a passing knowledge of any of the following: archery; marksmanship (if so, please list which firearms you’ve used); calligraphy; dancing (if so please specify, e.g.: ballroom, waltz, square, swing, Macarena); horseback riding; driving (stick-shift); driving (automatic transmission); boating (please list the types of boats you can comfortably captain, e.g.: sail, row, canoe, motor); fire-building; field-dressing an animal; first aid; swimming; prayer?

				What is the oldest technology with which you are currently acquainted? (e.g. Can you make a mixtape? Burn a CD? Or only make a playlist? Could you operate a Victrola?)

				What’s the longest you can go without looking at your phone? Do you think you would be happier without it?

				What’s the last secret you kept? How long did you keep it? Do you keep it still?

			

			Ash went to the fridge, tugged at the plastic yokes around the remaining four beers in a six-pack, and carried them back to her bed. She cracked one open and started working through the questions.

			She was interested in going anytime before she was born, anywhere but here.

			What was she nostalgic for? My preteen metabolism. The time before I knew my parents hated each other. How I used to believe anything could happen to me, and anything would happen, because I was special and worked hard and deserved it. She paused, reread, and held down the Delete key.

			Ash had an unusually excellent memory. An acting teacher—a tough-love type who barely complimented anybody and from whom a “nice work” was tantamount to a standing ovation—had once called Ash’s extraordinary recall her “superpower.” Ash could summon her memories to the surface like a magnet drawing metal filings to its edge. Sometimes she wished she were wired differently, that she could easily let go of all the humiliating and underwhelming experiences that lurked inside her mind. But her past was always readily accessible to her, its textures and contours as sharp as if no time had passed at all.

			What are you nostalgic for?

			She was nostalgic for when she was small enough for her dad to swing her up and over onto his shoulders for a better view of the Memorial Day parade like it was nothing, and for when if she was crying and her mom told her everything will be all right, she actually believed it, and for the crisp autumns and lingering springs of her youth, and for how she used to ask for a birthday present and get the present and then genuinely be made happy by the present (dollhouse, bicycle, a 64-box of crayons), for that incredible, straightforward arithmetic of childhood joy. She was nostalgic for how it tasted to eat a firecracker ice pop at the community pool when her fingertips were pruned and tangy with chlorine and as she ate her lips went red-blue-violet and her round little-girl belly swelled against her swimsuit and she didn’t even consider how she looked, didn’t think about anything but the cold, sweet ice on her tongue and the hot cement under her bare feet. She was nostalgic for how it felt to act before she even knew that acting was a job, for the way she could play pretend and that was all it was: play, pretend. And—she was ashamed to admit this, but something about the application made her feel like it would know if she were holding back—she was nostalgic for the time when Pebbles wasn’t successful yet, when they were both at the bottom, believing they’d rise together.

			Are there any memories you’re running from?

			Ash breathed in slowly and exhaled through pursed lips, like she was blowing air through a straw. This was supposed to help her when the tentacles of what happened wound themselves around her wrists and ankles and pinned her in place. Pebbles had suggested it—she’d learned about it from her therapist, and had Ash considered seeing a therapist too? An absurd question; obviously it was too expensive. Nobody took insurance. Not that Ash had insurance.

			She studied the question again, spotted the loophole in its framing, and dove through it, writing, simply: Yes.

			Ash kept going, gaining momentum: She only worried about the future. She didn’t love small spaces but felt at ease in crowds as long as no one was trying to talk to her. She was so punctual it had ruined friendships, as every minute someone was late to meet her made her resent them more and more until the thought of socializing with them when they finally arrived made her want to scream. And so on, and so on, until the final question, which after a moment of consideration she decided was a trick so all she wrote was It wouldn’t be a secret if I told you, and then she hit Submit.

			A small part of her felt this tingle, that fizzy sensation of what-if. She tried to imagine herself: Ash, a Time Travel Agent. Everything in modern life that felt like such a drag could be shiny and special again. Gone would be the dreariness of trekking out to LaGuardia just to squeeze into a middle seat with some brat behind her punching the headrest. In its place: the wonder of the propellers whirling at Kitty Hawk, gliders slicing the sky. Why couldn’t she be a daring, thrill-seeking person with an envy-inducing job and a catalog of exhilarating anecdotes with which to charm all her dates and acquaintances? Had her personality already calcified into whatever shape it was going to hold for the next half century, until she shriveled with age and all her worst qualities became even more pronounced? She could not allow this to be so.

			You’ll hear from us soon! came the auto-reply. We’re working around the clock.
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			Haven’t You Been Waiting for Something?

			Two weeks passed. Ash showered twice. She changed out of nighttime pajamas into daytime pajamas and back again. She ordered pad Thai that hardened into stale squiggles on the top shelf of her fridge. She binged hours upon hours of reality TV, not because she liked it—in fact, the constant, arbitrary conflict in the genre always left her feeling extremely stressed out—but because scripted shows, and the real actors in them, pressed a thumb down on all the bruises in her heart, and at this particular down-and-out moment in her life, she did not have the strength for such industrial-grade self-loathing.

			On the fifteenth day, an email from Retro arrived. It seemed to shimmer through the surface of her phone screen:

			Congratulations! You’ve made it to the next round. Time for your first trip.

			The message went on to invite Ash to a satellite office in a converted warehouse in Gowanus, Brooklyn, in two days’ time. The email’s sender did not ask if Ash was available on this date or explain what she was supposed to do in the event she couldn’t make it; small text across the bottom of the missive told her not to reply to this address, any messages sent there would bounce back. Perhaps Retro could sense the total vacuum that was her calendar. Or this was just one of the ways the start-up demonstrated its status: with the presumption that, even if she had something to do, she would rearrange her life around this summons on only forty-eight hours’ notice. Anyway, for Ash the matter was neither here nor there because the only thing she needed to do was shower again.

			

			—

			Ash arrived at the address, which belonged to an enormous brick building overlooking the canal, five minutes early. Before she entered, Ash checked the email for the thousandth time, confirming there was no additional information about where, exactly, the interview would take place, beyond this street address. She walked through the front door expecting to see some sign inside telling her which floor the Retro office was on. Instead she found that there were no floors and there were no offices. There was just this absolutely massive room, with redbrick walls and a floor the same lemonade-spill color of the ad that had reeled her in in the first place. It smelled as if she’d walked outside instead of in, to some dreamier, more temperate climate: like fresh-cut grass and a breeze through budding trees. She said, “Hello?” in a very small voice, but it echoed out into the space and caught the attention of a man on the far side of the room.

			He seemed to be a great distance from where she stood, but as Ash started walking toward him, she reached him quickly, as if the space between them were only a mirage and the room were no larger than her apartment. She looked behind her and saw that the door through which she entered was very far away. She gave her head a small shake like she was trying to get water out of her ears and said to herself: This is what happens to your mind when you don’t leave the apartment for two weeks.

			“Right on time,” said the man. “That’s terrific. You can understand, we set a lot of stock by punctuality at Retro.”

			He was seated behind a small classroom-style desk. He could have been thirty-five or fifty-five or any age in between. His skin had the taut, plasticine sheen of shrink-wrapped raw chicken breast under the glare of the supermarket fluorescents. He had a pen clipped into his jacket pocket but no notepad or paper that Ash could see. There was nothing on his desk.

			“I had a feeling,” said Ash.

			“I’m Christopher,” he said. “And you’re Ms. Eckels. Lovely to meet you. Shall we?”

			Ash glanced around the cavernous room. There was no seat for her. Christopher did not appear fazed by this, so she just said, “Let’s.”

			“I’d like to know what you’ve been up to as of late.” His voice was a little high-pitched, with a slight twang. “Can you tell me why you left your last job?”

			She thought, Technically speaking, my last job left me.

			She said, “I wasn’t feeling all that fulfilled by it.”

			“What were you doing, exactly?”

			“I was an administrative assistant. A glorified intern.” Feeling a sudden need to justify her status, she added, “Obviously not what I wanted to be doing with my life.”

			“I understand you studied drama in school.” An odd thing for him to say, given that she hadn’t submitted a résumé and didn’t remember putting any information about her education on the application. He must have looked her up online.

			“That’s right. I was a theatre major. How did you know that?”

			“Don’t see a lot of you anymore!” he said. “It’s almost like we did too good a job of encouraging girls to get into STEM.”

			“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

			“Oh, it’s a splendid thing. It’s why your application was flagged for us here in Agent Recruitment. You’re exactly the sort of person we’re looking for.”

			“Well, don’t get too excited. I’m a failed actor,” she said with a forced lightness. It was something she said a lot, a recurring bit in her conversational repertoire. She wanted to make the joke before anybody else could turn her into a punch line. In college, her adjective of choice was “aspiring,” and there was a window in her early twenties when she could have accurately described herself as “working,” but for years now, she’d been committed to “failed,” even though her use of the past tense was failure on top of failure: Not only had she yet to make it as an actor, but she’d resigned herself to being someone who never would.

			“I see,” he said. “It’s awfully tough to make a go of it out there in that industry.”

			“I thought I knew how hard it was going to be.” She could feel her shoulders drooping, her spine succumbing to a slouch. “I was prepared, but I wasn’t, I guess.” An icy feeling slithered around her stomach. “Even when I worked, it wasn’t working.”

			“You didn’t think it was working. And yet here you are, on this interview with me!”

			“That’s true.”

			“This reminds me of how Steve Jobs took that calligraphy class,” Christopher went on. “Bet that seemed like a real waste of time to a lot of people. But now look at how beautiful the fonts are on all our computers. You’ve just got to follow your passion and trust that it will lead you someplace worth going.”

			“I hadn’t thought of it that way. I haven’t thought about it much lately at all.” Something about the way this admission sounded in the big quiet of the room made her confess, “I think I just miss it too much to think about it.”

			Christopher tapped his pen against his chin. “What do you miss the most?”

			She surprised herself by telling the truth. “I miss the way it made me feel.”

			“How did it make you feel?”

			How could she describe it? It made her feel radiant, open, miraculous. Like she had real power in these imaginary places. She always knew the right thing to say and she could say it without being interrupted or ignored. In plays, she slaughtered and ravaged and battled and loved. She was regal or magical and, sometimes, immortal, but if she died, she died spectacularly, and the loss of her shattered everyone who’d ever known her. She set the plot in motion with her every word and gesture. She kissed like she meant it, like her whole life had been building up to it, like she and the person she was kissing would never be the same again. She slapped men hard across the face with her wide-open palm. She slid daggers into their intercostal spaces. She screamed so hard right into their delicate eardrums she knew she left them haunted by the lingering ringing of her.

			Back when she was working regularly—for that unreal stretch of time when she was barely, but definitely, making enough money to live on acting alone; when she earned enough in a year to get health insurance through the union—she’d starred in this production of Antigone where everyone dressed for modern-day combat, and she’d stomped across the stage in black lace-up boots bellowing, You are merely a man, mortal like me, and the whole theater was quiet like she’d never heard quiet before, the sound of a thousand breaths held in, hanging on her every syllable.

			She said, “Like I could do anything.”

			“And you don’t feel that way in your real life?”

			In Ash’s real life, nothing ever happened to her and she never happened to anyone. At her shitty little day job, she’d sent emails she knew would be skimmed, discarded, deleted without being opened. She’d made small talk that evaporated in the air between her and her coworkers, uninspired observations about the weather and if the day of the week it actually was was the day of the week it felt like, or if this was one of those Tuesdays that should’ve been a Thursday. She went on dates with interchangeable guys who were constitutionally incapable of asking follow-up questions, who never read novels but could not stop recommending podcasts. Once, in Manhattan, after a long day of auditions, she boarded a packed A train, and a man—a banker-looking type in a suit and tie, probably on his way to Penn Station to catch NJ Transit home to his doting wife and towheaded children and a labradoodle with a wholly unoriginal name, like Scout or Buster—positioned the front of his body carefully behind hers and rubbed himself against her ass for six full stops. It was so crowded; she couldn’t move, could barely breathe. She endured his violation in dumbstruck, exhausted silence.

			“Not really,” she said. “Real life is a bit more limiting.”

			“Interesting,” Christopher said. “At Retro, you might find the opposite is true. Real life is expanding, all the time, in every direction.”

			“Like the universe.”

			Christopher smiled wide, his cherub cheeks aglow. “Exactly like the universe.”

			Ash was embarrassed at the effect his approval was having on her. But her posture immediately improved.

			“Now, anyone can fake it between ‘action’ and ‘cut,’ ” Christopher said. “This is acting on a completely different level, beyond what most performers ever even have the opportunity to attempt. It’s three hundred and sixty degrees of acting. Total immersion. More Method than Method.”

			The thought of a role that Ash could actually live inside—a place to escape, at least for the time being, from the person she was somehow becoming—filled her throat with longing. “I think I could handle that.”

			“Now, Retro travels all the way back to 1492. As a Time Travel Agent, you’ll need to belong in any Destination we visit. Some people have a face that just gives them away. You know what I mean? There’s a certain bone structure that screams I was born in the 1990s. That actress, the one from that vampire show, who was just in that Brontë adaptation?” Christopher made his mouth a flat, unimpressed line. “That’s a girl whose eyes say I have a cellphone, and I’m checking my texts between takes. It’s not her fault. But we can’t afford to miscast anyone.”

			He stood up from the desk and made a slow circle around Ash. “You, on the other hand,” he said, studying her profile. “You could have consumption, don’t you think?”

			“I mean,” Ash said. “I hope not.”

			He went back to his chair. “Now, we know you can stand out. You stood out to us, obviously.”

			“Then—”

			“But while traveling, you’ll need to blend in,” Christopher said, and suddenly the room was full of people.

			Ash whipped her head from side to side. It felt like that rush-hour subway ride: hectic, loud, unnecessarily aggressive. A girl who appeared behind Ash was cracking her gum hard against her back molars, the noise like bubble wrap popping. The music from the headphones of the guy to her right was so loud that the high notes escaped his ears and filled the air around him. A baby squalled from a stroller. A cyclist nearly ran over her toes.

			Over this new din, Christopher called out, “Blend in!”

			“What?”

			“Well, you’re standing right here with that dazed look on your face,” he said. “That’s the opposite of what we’re going for.”

			Ash looked to her left, where an elderly man with a thick white mustache was adjusting his pocket square. “Who are you?” she murmured, but as she reached toward him, his edges went fuzzy, and she felt sparks up the length of her arm.

			Christopher, with a theatrical sigh: “They’re not real.”

			“Oh,” Ash said. She grazed the man again with the back of her hand and watched his surface shiver and glitch beneath her touch. “Right, that makes sense.” She’d given it no thought but now she realized she should have expected Retro to have technology she’d never seen before, that she didn’t even know existed. Who knew what else they were capable of?

			Ash took a careful step back, wedging herself between a woman with a tiny dog in her giant tote bag and a child stomping his light-up sneakers against the floor, clapping as rainbows burst from his soles. It seemed impossible that this child was not a real child, that he belonged to no one, had never wet the bed or begged to have the crusts cut off his sandwiches. But then Ash heard him giggle. His was the canned gaiety of a laugh track, not the spontaneous joy of a human in the flesh. The uncanny valley–ness of it all made Ash’s guts twist.

			Without warning, the floor began to move like the belt of a treadmill. Ash staggered and steadied herself as the swarm around her thickened. She started walking forward, faster, to keep from colliding with the brick wall behind her. Through the dips between the shoulders of the couple in front of her, she could make out the top of Christopher’s head. She turned to the side, tilting her face toward the ground, keeping her gaze low, until she found a solid, stocky guy to hide behind. She matched his pace step for step, her body contained by his shadow, for what felt like an absurd length of time, until she heard Christopher say, “That’ll do it.”

			The crowd vanished and the floor went still.

			Ash tried to hide that she was struggling to catch her breath. The room appeared even bigger now than it had when she first walked in. She felt miniature inside it. Travel size, she thought, and held in a laugh at her silent joke.

			“Well, I don’t want to jinx you,” Christopher said. “But you’ve done quite well.”

			“I…” Ash’s hands found her back pockets, grateful for something solid to hold on to. She had no idea what to expect or believe. Maybe the walls would slide in from all sides and crush her in their brick embrace. Maybe the floor would disappear and she would plummet directly into the Earth’s smoldering center. Maybe the reason Christopher hadn’t offered her his hand to shake when they met was that he wasn’t real, either, and if they touched, his fingers would go fuzzy and she’d feel those little sparks scale her arm like ivy. That each of these scenarios, plus a million more Ash didn’t have time to imagine, seemed actually, entirely plausible made her feel woozy and off-kilter. It hit like the third drink of the night. She said, “I don’t know. Maybe.”

			Christopher leaned forward so far his chest nearly touched the desk. “Haven’t you been waiting for something?”

			Ash ran her thumbs along her pockets’ stitching. “Something like what?”

			“Something you couldn’t name. Something you wouldn’t know how to describe. Something unlike all the somethings you’ve been stuck with along the way.” He was looking at her differently now, and the energy in the air between them took on a new, unnerving charge. “You know what I’m talking about. That something. Something that would justify all the time you’ve waited, that would make all the energy you’ve spent obviously and irrefutably worthwhile. Something that makes you see all these disparate events in your life, all scattered and directionless, as part of a bigger picture—stars in some magnificent constellation, an image you can only see once all the pieces are there. And then, all at once, it’s so clear, you can’t see how you ever didn’t see it. It was always there. Something was always there. Waiting for you.”

			Ash prided herself on being able to cry on cue and on never crying unless she wanted to. To maintain her perfect record, she told herself that single tears, like the one sliding down her cheek, didn’t count. She felt it hover on her jawbone before dropping silently to the floor.

			Christopher rose from his chair. “How soon can you start?”
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			Some Unreachable Before

			Ash had grown accustomed to the indignity of traveling I-95 by budget bus companies whose transports could not be counted on to have functioning air conditioning or even to reach their intended destination without catching fire and exploding. But Retro, which was based in Virginia, just outside Washington, D.C., was covering Ash’s moving expenses, so she departed New York three days after her interview not just by train but by Acela.

			As New Jersey unfurled outside her window, Ash pulled out her phone, psyching herself up to call her parents. She hadn’t bothered telling them when she lost her job, figuring she may as well just wait until she had better news to share; she indulged, briefly but hopefully, in the fantasy that they would be concerned to discover she had abandoned her apartment and stuffed whatever possessions she hadn’t managed to sell into some cheap storage unit out on Long Island without telling them first.

			Ash’s thumb hovered over the phone icon. She opened her messages instead and sent a text to her mom: Exciting news! Got a new job. Moving to DC. Will be super-busy but pay is great.

			The reply came through almost instantly—What happened to the old job? Did you get fired?—as the train rolled past the spearmint-green bridge announcing Trenton Makes the World Takes.

			Ash decided to ignore her mom for now and considered calling her father, a large-animal veterinarian who’d left Ohio after the divorce and currently worked at the Philadelphia Zoo. By college, Ash had come to accept that her father preferred the company of animals to all people, including her. He visited her sporadically and ended their stilted conversations by shoving fistfuls of twenties into her jacket pocket, as if she were a drug dealer and he didn’t want to draw attention to their seedy transactions. Since the advent of the camera phone he had communicated with Ash solely by sending her pictures of the creatures in his care accompanied by interesting facts about them, like their conversations were just a draft of a book he was writing about the zoo.

			She opened their thread and saw his latest message from a few weeks ago: Crackerjack (the red kangaroo) let me use a stethoscope on her during our checkup today. Her heartbeat was slow and heavy, which is normal though unusual for an animal of her size. Did you know that kangaroos can’t walk backwards? Just outstanding at hopping. A real one-trick pony! Except she’s a kangaroo. Ha-ha. The photo was a close-up of Crackerjack’s face, her long, soft ears like a bunny’s. Ash sent him the same message she’d sent her mom. As she typed, the train pulled into Philly, the gleaming glass of downtown buildings mirroring the sky as if trying to blend in completely. Strange to think he was so close by, that it hadn’t occurred to her to stop here and visit him. He would probably be relieved to have missed her.

			She went back to her contacts list, scrolled down to P. Her recent texts with Pebbles were mostly unkept promises to find time for a catch-up date; they hadn’t actually spoken in months. She’d texted Pebbles about losing her job—I guess I didn’t get fired exactly but I am unemployed…Maybe I should go back to being a waitress? (Just like you!)—but Pebbles hadn’t replied.

			To quell the sting of Pebbles’s silence, Ash opened a new tab. She’d been too preoccupied with the logistics of her last-minute move to do any recon about her new boss, Ro Temple. She didn’t know much about him, aside from the obvious—very rich, very powerful, science genius, probable maniac—so she asked the internet: Who is Ro Temple? and clicked on the first link. Ro had just been on the cover of WIRED, dapper in a suit with a sinister gleam in his eyes, under a headline that read, Ro Temple: The Times He Is A-Changing.

			Ash scrolled through the story for the basic stats: Ro was forty-three years old, obsessive-compulsive, artificially tawny, very intense. The pull-quote: “I knew I’d cracked it when I watched the Mayflower dock at Plymouth Rock in the morning and made it home before the wife was finished carving the Thanksgiving turkey that night.” The turkey-carver was his second wife, a former Miss Kentucky whom he’d met while still married to wife number one, a few months after he obtained the patent for his time machine. “I know I should say that if I could go back, I’d do it differently,” Ro told the magazine. “But the thing is, I can, and I won’t.”

			Ash opened more tabs. Despite the obvious ethical questions his enterprise raised, criticism of Ro was hard to find. Ostensibly objective news articles about him read more like love letters from people you’d want restraining orders against. The gist: Ro was mythic. Ro was legend. Ro grasped whole planes of spacetime in his fists and wrung them out like wet washcloths. Even the New York Times withheld skepticism, instead admiring the speed of his ascent and the scale of his invention. According to their story, “The Long, Strange Trip of Roland Temple,” Ro graduated from Stanford (in three years, at the top of his class) and got in early (employee number nine) on a big data collection start-up, where, as far as Ash could tell, his key takeaway was to learn the value of tricking people into giving away all of their personal information in exchange for well-targeted advertisements which would, in turn, suck more personal information from them, and on and on in this vampiric cycle forever, until he had all of them and all they had was a bottomless pit of want that only products could fill. He would not divulge the details of his financials, but it wasn’t hard to tell that he’d left that start-up with the kind of money that puts you in a new stratosphere, that changes you on a molecular level. That never-work-again money, but he didn’t want to retire just yet. He was twenty-five years old.

			Ash kept reading: Ro swung over to a search-engine giant, where he studied query-entry and became obsessed with the private, if often pathetic, curiosities and insecurities of man. He marveled at their inability to convert ounces to liters; at their syntactically-broken questions about their infirm bodies and flailing relationships; at their voracious appetite for pornography. And: “Dr. Temple noticed a change in us before we realized it in ourselves,” the Times rhapsodized. “He saw spikes in searches on how to stop searching so much and online queries about how to get offline. We were looking for technology to help us evade technology altogether. He heard our collective yearning for some unreachable Before.”

			At this point, Ro coined one of his favorite catchphrases: “Everyone is nostalgic.” Sensitive dreamers longing for simpler days and straightforward courtships. Adventurers who’d exhausted the globe and found all present offerings lacking in some way they couldn’t quite articulate. Young people, whose parents had bought houses on a single income from jobs they’d kept from graduation to retirement, staring down the gullet of a life under loans in run-down rentals, wondering when everything had broken down, when the game had become so unwinnable. Racists who felt like they’d missed out on the glory days of racism, who wanted to be racist like their grandpas were, racist with even more impunity than they already had. Sexists who felt the same.

			While a normal person might not want to cater to all of these varying and questionable tastes, Ro was not a normal person. He saw in these desires not just an opening in a marketplace but an opportunity to do the thing his tech bros in arms were always going on about but rarely really did. He saw his chance to change the world.

			Ro ditched the search engine and headed off to Oxford to study quantum physics and inter-dimensional theory. “Four years later,” the Times reported, “he returned to San Francisco with a doctorate, a slight British affect—a syncopation to his sentences, mixed-up prepositions, stresses on new syllables—and the blueprints for what would become the Retro Metro.”

			Ah, that explained Ro’s voice. Ash opened a new tab: What did Ro Temple used to sound like? A swift voyage through Ro’s early media appearances showed that his Minnesotan ahs and ohs once rang out clear as church bells.

			The next video auto-played: a clip of Ro on some panel about technology and democracy—apparently being an expert on the former made you someone who got to weigh in on the latter—titled “Ro Temple DESTROYS idiot at Q&A.” An audience member asked about research that indicated Retro’s trips had the potential to alter the Timeline in meaningful ways, posing an existential threat not just to democracy but to all mankind. Ro’s eyes went dark.

			“Everyone thinks they understand the Timeline. No one understands the Timeline like I do.” A vein bulged at his temple. “You think if you go to the malt shop in 1953 and order a root-beer float, the Berlin Wall won’t come down? You are demonstrating a childlike grasp of these complex issues. I shouldn’t even have to answer this question anymore. I’ve said it before, and I’ll be saying it forever: The Timeline is resilient. Our trips to the past do not jeopardize the present or endanger the future.”

			Ash scrolled down to read the comments. One of the most-liked responses asked: “Are we seriously supposed to believe Ro doesn’t think these trips are going to mess up the Timeline? Not to sound paranoid but I don’t want to wake up tomorrow and find out half my family doesn’t exist anymore because a bunch of rich people thought Colonial Williamsburg wasn’t an immersive enough experience lol.”

			Concerned, caps-lock-abusing citizens threaded their amens below: Did Ro not REALIZE the potential IMPLICATIONS of what he was doing? The UNFORESEEABLE CONSEQUENCES?? Did he UNDERSTAND that our UNIVERSE was made of DELICATE COBWEB THREADS and that he was playing Cat’s Cradle with the strings?? “No wonder the ICJ shut this down before he could run trips abroad,” read a top comment. “Only a nation as juvenile as the United States would ever even humor such a feckless, short-sighted enterprise.” (The top reply: “As a Greek can I just say: If Americans actually HAD history they’d respect it more.”) 0perati0nUndergr0undDel0rean wanted to know why Ro wasn’t using his time machine to free enslaved people by helping them escape to the present; Green_New_Deal_With_It demanded Ro go to 1988 to force action on climate change when there was still time to avert catastrophe. Then there were the Time Travel Truthers—they called themselves T3s—who believed Ro was running a massive scam, that the entire operation was a top-grade virtual-reality experience and Ro hadn’t invented time travel at all. Nobody responded to them.

			Ash considered this. Retro had opened four years ago. Thousands of trips and even more travelers, and here they were: in the same shitty world, trudging toward manmade oblivion. Honestly Ash didn’t even think it would be the worst thing if these trips did alter the Timeline. It’s not like the Timeline she was on was doing much for her.

			Outside Ash’s window, the sun was starting to dip toward the horizon, hovering in her eyeline and making it hard to see. The train pulled into Union Station. She slipped her phone into her back pocket, gathered her luggage, and walked off the car, up the stairs, into the station, and out to an idling taxi.
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			So It Suits You

			In the backseat of the cab, Ash reskimmed the welcome packet she’d been sent days before. Housing is provided! You’ll be right at home in your RetroFitted™ apartment, selected with your personal preferences in mind. Ash didn’t remember providing any information about her preferences.

			Though Retro’s campus was in Crystal City, Virginia, the address she’d been given was in Alexandria, in a historic building in Old Town that Retro bought, gutted, and renovated around the time of its launch. As the car sped over the Potomac, Ash pulled up an article about her new residence, whose construction had evidently been quite controversial: Virginia had won the bid to host Retro, but there had been pushback from Old Town locals about Retro’s plans to radically redesign a dwelling that had stood, unaltered, since the early eighteenth century. Ro had countered that for every part of the building you could see from the sidewalk, he would use materials “sourced directly from the Destination,” meaning the façade would still—superficially, but literally—be from the 1700s. He won.

			The brick building was set back a bit from the street, down a cobblestoned lane lined with ginkgo trees. The branches reached out from either side as if trying to hold hands, creating a canopy over the walkway. Sunlight streamed through the leaves. As Ash passed beneath the trees, their pattern shone against her skin like a stained-glass window. The front door was twenty paces from the sidewalk, and it, too, gleamed in the golden-hour light.

			In the lobby, a doorman awaited her. He was impeccably dressed, decked out in the kind of attire Ash never saw except in swanky hotels she’d only ever frequented for their bathrooms in those rare New York deserts between Starbucks. He was wearing a double-breasted stand-collar jacket with gold-plated buttons down his chest, a cursive R engraved in each circle. His graying hair was close-cropped and mostly hidden beneath a hard-top Pershing hat. He looked a little older than her parents, but still handsome, like someone who could play the president in a movie.

			“You must be Ashley,” he said. “I’m Eugene. Welcome home.”

			She shifted her backpack from one shoulder to the other. “That’s quite the getup.”

			“This is quite the building. Just wait until you see your apartment.” He gestured toward a gold key on the desk, and Ash reached for it, twirling it around her index finger.

			Eugene led her toward the elevator, which they rode to the second floor. “You’re in one of my favorite suites,” he said. “Reminds me of what I thought adulthood would be like when I was a kid.” They walked down to Number 202. “Would you like to do the honors?”

			“Why not?” Ash turned the key in the lock and pushed the door open, leading him inside. A woody and warm scent with a hint of spice enveloped her. She heard herself say Oh my God, and Eugene chuckled behind her.

			“We get that a lot,” he said.

			The apartment was so much bigger than her place in New York that she almost laughed out loud. She could have done Sound of Music–style twirls all around it, with her arms outstretched, without knocking into anything or touching any walls. She tried to imagine what it would cost if she were paying rent, but her brain simply could not do it. She eyed the room again. All the furniture looked glamorous, vintage.

			As if reading her mind, Eugene explained: “It’s all authentic 1920s fixings, sourced from the Destination. Each of the suites has a different theme. We thought you’d be best suited to this one. Though if you need something more modern, we can move you up a few floors. The entire building is twentieth century: fifties on fifth, sixties on sixth, you get the idea, all the way to nine. We had a tenth floor for the 2010s for a while, but nobody wanted to live there, so we converted it into a fitness center.”

			“Too close to home?”

			“Everything was just better on the fifth. All the tenth-floor units were full of midcentury knockoffs from West Elm.” He grimaced. “Record players from Urban Outfitters.”

			Ash walked around the room delicately, giving all the luxurious fittings a generous berth, as if she were in a museum. She kept catching her reflection in polished finishes on lamps and side tables and in one big sunburst-shaped mirror above the bedroom dresser, with long shards exploding from its center. Above the dining table hung a chandelier, its dangling glass prisms catching and scattering the light like a disco ball. What at first she’d thought was just a window was actually a sliding glass door that led to a small balcony, framed with an iron railing whose bars curled like cursive. She’d never seen so much gold trimming in her life. A song floated through the air, which Ash recognized as the flirtatious trill of “Rhapsody in Blue,” a sound she traced to a phonograph with a brass bell like a daffodil’s corona.

			“It’s like living in a movie set,” she said.

			“So it suits you, then.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Oh, I’ve heard all about you,” Eugene said with affection. “Not every day that I meet a real actress. A star of stage and screen!”

			Ash was too stupefied to counter with her usual demurral and so she turned her attention back to the apartment. “I mean, it’s incredible. But how am I supposed to do normal stuff in this place? Like, charge the phone I actually use?”

			“Why don’t you look at the phone we’ve provided for you?” he asked.

			Skeptical, Ash picked up the phone on the side table—a candlestick style with a dial, a snout-shaped mouthpiece, and a receiver like the bell of a stethoscope—and spotted, in its base, a hidden charging port. “Sneaky.”

			“All our new tech is embedded within the old,” said Eugene. “Don’t worry, you’ll still get Wi-Fi in here. The network is RetroLiving and the password is HGWELLS1895. All caps.”

			Ash nodded. She felt a little loopy, but happily so. It reminded her of the feeling when a search engine could correctly autocomplete her very specific and private question: invasive but comforting, that her every concern could be predicted and attended to by some higher power. Or, in this case, employer.

			“The fridge is already stocked, as is your bar cart,” Eugene went on. “Wouldn’t go too crazy if I were you, though. Big day tomorrow. If you need me, I’ll be down at the front desk.”

			“You’re working overnight? Won’t someone else be coming in, to relieve you?”

			“Oh, it wouldn’t be a relief at all to be told to leave my post. I love my job,” he said, which was not really an answer so much as a snuffing-out of her question, and before she could ask him anything else, he exited the room, the door clicking shut behind him.

			As soon as he left, her phone buzzed. Pebbles, finally: I canNOT believe they let you go but honestly fuck that job! Does this mean you’re ready to start auditioning again?? Shooting nights this week but will call when I can! XOXO. Beneath it, Ash saw her dad’s reply to her message from that morning: a photo of a furry monkey-looking thing with a tiny, dark face, hanging from a branch by gangly, stretched-out arms. Good for you! Making moves just like this white-handed gibbon. This is Francis. The way he swings through the trees is called brachiation. Pretty neat!

			Her mother had sent three more messages, with links to articles laced with dubiously-sourced statistics about violent crime in D.C. The stories fit right in with the type she usually sent, all riddled with misspellings and inane pop-up ads, warning against nonexistent foes. Ash’s mom had always been vulnerable to internalizing the most salacious and panic-inducing myth as an irrefutable fact, like a sponge soaking up water. After the divorce, she’d succumbed to the lure of Scientology just long enough to pour Ash’s college fund into offerings for her new galactic overlord, Xenu.

			“I pay a membership fee,” her mom had argued. “It’s like any other organization. You always make it sound psychotic. You know what’s really psychotic? The misogynistic myth of the Virgin birth.” (“Okay, but we’re Jewish,” Ash had pointed out. “So that doesn’t seem especially relevant.”)

			Eventually, Ash was able to extricate her mother from Scientology’s grasp, but the core problem remained: Her mom was as credulous as a child. Sometimes Ash envied this, how easily her mom could be conned. What would it be like to have the blissful brain of a natural believer? But since the election, things had gotten worse. Somehow, their every conversation would reroute toward one of the conspiracies with which her mom had become obsessed. It felt to Ash as if the purveyors of this toxic nonsense were reaching out through the computer or television screen and into her mother’s head, warping her neural pathways by hand.

			I’m in a very safe neighborhood, Ash texted back. It’s not even in DC actually. Then she beelined for the bar cart, poured herself some bourbon, and did a slow lap around the room, letting her fingers graze every surface, all the decadent velvet and cool, smooth metal. She padded to the bathroom, turned the knobs of the tub, and let it fill with steaming water. She’d packed her own toiletries but found a bar of Ivory soap on the sink and took it to the bath with her instead. When the tub was two-thirds full, she stepped inside, slipping lower and lower until her entire body was submerged.

			She imagined that when she lifted her face from the water she would be back in her old apartment in New York, that all of this was some fever dream from which she’d soon awaken. But when she came to the surface, no mirage dissolved around her. The Ivory soap was firm in her hand. As she slid it up and down her legs, scrubbing away the grime of a day spent traveling, she felt luminous and new, a snake shedding scales. Her old life, which she’d just been in that morning, felt very far away, on the distant side of a thick pane of opaque glass, like something that happened to somebody else.
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			Liability Waivers and Consent Forms

			Ash’s RetroLiving closet had been filled with era-appropriate garments for her apartment: silk slips and chemises trimmed in lace, with matching dressing robes smooth like liquid to the touch, so much lovelier than any of the mystery-polyester-rayon-blend articles of clothing she usually wore. But she wasn’t sure what to wear to work; there was nothing in the wardrobe she felt like she could walk outside in, let alone wear in public. She retrieved from her suitcase what seemed like the least-offensive option: a gray sweater, black pants, and boots. She attempted a just-so messy bun, but it looked sloppy and unintentional, so she gave up and wore her hair down.

			She waved to Eugene at the front desk, who looked as chipper as if he’d arrived at his perch after a good night’s sleep. Outside, she passed under the arches of gingko branches into the September sunshine and headed toward the Metro, descending into the damp dark of the station.

			Retro had its own stop: on the Blue Line, just after Pentagon City. No one else got off there, and Ash could feel the other passengers’ eyes on her as she exited. Up the escalator she went, until she was deposited at the foot of a grand entryway. A central stone walk wound toward the entrance. Above her arced a golden sign that read Retro in its signature script. As she passed beneath it she felt as if all the world around her had sharpened and brightened, like she’d manually adjusted her eyes’ aperture, letting in more light. She looked over her shoulder to see if the air on the other side of the gate looked gloomier from where she stood. It was impossible to tell.

			The front door whooshed open automatically as she approached. This was the guest-facing side of the operation, and it looked more like a boutique hotel than an office. The main desk was glass with gold piping, like an oversize ice cube on a metal frame. Wide, south-facing windows let the sunlight spill in. A trio of concierges in cute, kitschy uniforms manned the desk. They were all women, inviting and confident and warm. Glossy hair, poreless skin, soothing voices. Their mannerisms reminded Ash of 1960s stewardesses, which, for all she knew, they were. The air felt balmy, with a light coconut scent, like after-tan—and stirred in Ash, somehow, the sensation of rinsing the ocean off her toes in an outdoor shower, of a slender stripe of sunburn along her nose that would sting just a little if she scrunched the skin there when she laughed.

			Christopher bounded out from a door that Ash hadn’t noticed, one that was painted to disappear into the back wall out of view of the main desk. He inhaled and let out a satisfied little sigh. “It’s Getaway,” he said.

			“What’s that?”

			“The smell,” he said. “We pump it through the vents. Scent is the strongest tie to memory. Memory means nostalgia means yearning means our guests decide there’s no place in the present they could possibly go that will make them feel the way they used to feel, way back when. And they can’t get to way back when without us.” He turned on his heel and led her toward the door he came through, which Ash still could not see, even though she knew it was there. “Getaway is one of a dozen proprietary Retro scents, manufactured here in our lab with samples from the Before. It’s from Southern California, 1943. Before it got so crowded; nothing like today. Bougainvillea, the beach. Late August. We tried one from Memorial Day weekend but it didn’t have that same wistful feeling to it that you get when summer is almost over and you can feel the school year creeping in.”

			“You can smell the difference?” Ash asked.

			“Can’t you? It’s very popular. I like Holiday, though it’s a little literal for my taste—gingerbread and pine with a touch of first snow, from 1860s Vermont. Pristine is the best, in my opinion. It’s just pure, unpolluted air. We go back to the 1400s to get it, from way out by Denali. The Retro Metro doesn’t run to Alaska regularly, so we have to send Conveyance out there special. It’s unreal. You think you know how it feels to”—he took a deep breath through his nose and ahh-ed out his mouth—“but you have no idea. Modern air is filthy.”

			Ash followed him through the door. They were staring down a long, gold-tiled hallway. The walls were lined with identical, practically-invisible doorways. He led her down the corridor to a conference room whose walls shone like a Klimt kiss.

			“Someone here really likes yellow,” she said.

			“It’s not yellow,” Christopher corrected her. “That’s Liftoff Gold. Made in the Lab. You can’t get it anywhere but Retro.”

			Ash eyed the walls again and noticed their unusual radiance, almost as if they were emanating light. “Neat.”

			“First things first: your employment contract.” He pulled an enormous binder off a shelf and thunked it on the table.

			“I’m supposed to read this whole thing? Right now?”

			“It’s all boilerplate stuff,” Christopher assured her, which struck her as unlikely. She bobbed her head agreeably and opened the binder.

			“As you can see, it’s mostly liability waivers and consent forms,” he said. “The most important thing is: You’re not allowed to go to the future.”

			“Fine by me,” she said.

			“Of course, you’re already going to the future,” he clarified. “But you can’t use our technology to get there ahead of schedule.” He laughed.

			“So,” Ash said, filling the air as she thumbed through the pages. “You’re the head of human resources?”

			He twisted his mouth into a tight knot. “I prefer the term Experience Manager.”

			“Oh. I just figured, since you ran the interview and now you’re doing this. It seemed like the kind of thing HR would handle.”

			“Well, if you run into any issues in your time here with other employees, you should feel one hundred percent comfortable bringing that to me.”

			“And you’ll…do what, exactly?”

			“I’m always here if you need to talk something through.”

			“Right, yeah. But then what?”

			He raised an eyebrow at her. “You know how it is.”

			She thought: I do not know how it is. She said, “Definitely.”

			“Go ahead and look the rest of these documents over. And sign at the tabs.”

			Ash flipped to the first page:

			I, the undersigned, am aware that traveling with Retro: The Time Travel Agency (henceforth known as “Retro” or “TTA” or “The Agency”) carries with it risks that include, but are not limited to: Exposure to buildings, environments, and materials that would not meet modern safety standards (e.g., poor infrastructure, lead paint, absence of smoke detectors and/or fire alarms); germs, allergens, injury and/or illness for which the Destination may not yet have proper medical care; social norms that may frighten, upset, or endanger me (e.g., cigarettes in restaurants, cars without seatbelts, slavery).

			“You’ll want to study up on our top Destinations,” he said. “All the bachelor parties go to Woodstock. Dads have a thing for battlefields. They’re all hoping we’re going to let them get in on the action and carry a musket or something. As if we’d trust any of them with a loaded gun! We’re strictly spectators around here.”

			Ash’s experience with firearms was limited to prop guns. “That’s good to know,” she said.

			“We get lots of concerts, sporting events, inaugurations, assassinations. Your generation is quite hot to trot on the Oregon Trail. Every now and then, we get a moody teenage girl who thinks she’s the first one to want to spend her sweet sixteen at the Salem witch trials. Oh, and we do a lot of ‘ ’20s for your twenties’ birthday trips. All the twenty-one-year-olds love to get sloshed at speakeasies.” He paused to flick through a filing cabinet. “Our ‘ ’30s for your thirties’ push didn’t really take. Too…well, depressing. Ha!”

			I will not attack, assault, maim, or otherwise come into unnecessary adversarial contact with any individual from the Destination. I will not attempt to incite a revolution, insurrection, or overthrow of any government, corporation, or landowner.

			“You should do a little reading on our competition too,” Christopher went on. “It’s really just Space RACE.” As in, Recreational Adventures Catering to Everyone; trips to outer space were, like time travel, an increasingly-popular vacation choice for the world’s wealthiest voyagers. Ash had seen a few celebrities post their jaunts on social media: their perfect, symmetrical faces grinning beneath their bubble helmets; their inane, obvious captions: love you to the moon and back! “Oh, and Disney cruises, which, I see the appeal if you’ve got little kids, but we’ve been pushing the educational angle really hard. Space RACE is another story. Their PR is fantastic. Although some of it practically writes itself. They’ve almost cornered the market on honeymoons.”

			I will not attempt to alert individuals from the Destination (“Locals”) to events, natural or man-made, that have yet to pass. I will respect the sanctity of the Timeline, even if I am personally dissatisfied with how history has unfolded and/or the circumstances of my own life.

			There were easily a hundred pages in the contract. Ash skimmed paragraphs, skipped pages. How important could they be? It was like the terms and conditions she agreed to before downloading a new app: reams of legalese that nobody ever actually got around to reading. Probably even the people who wrote this didn’t know what it said.

			If I am involved in or a witness to any sort of criminal, illegal, or questionable activity in a Destination, I understand I must return to the Destination to cooperate with local law enforcement, up to the point at which the Destination’s legal system jeopardizes my safety and/or life (e.g., witch trials, duels), at which time the Preservation Department will determine the wisest course of action. If any Locals discover my true identity, and/or become aware that the identity I have presented to them is a false one, I will extricate myself as quickly as possible and never return to the Destination again.

			“Should I ask a lawyer to read this?” she asked.

			He looked her up and down. “Do you have a lawyer to read this?”

			She was a little offended. Then again, he had a point. She kept reading.

			I agree to undergo regular examinations and treatments in the Clinic. I am aware that I may be called upon to participate in work at Retro beyond the boundaries of my job description, as deemed appropriate and/or necessary by my supervisor.

			“Also, once you get your Pastport, you can go whenever you want on your lunch break,” Christopher said. “As long as you’re back in time for the monthly two p.m. all-staff.”

			Ash’s hand hovered over the last signature line.

			Christopher asked, “Any questions?”

			I agree to hereby indemnify and hold harmless Retro and its Lead Inventor, Creator, and CEO Roland Temple (“The Creator”) from and against any liability for expenses, damages, and/or losses (including of property, limbs, health, sanity, relationships, and/or life) incurred while or as a result of traveling through space and time.

			In a loopy, swooping script, Ash signed her name.
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			It’ll Completely Change Your Life

			“Agents work in threes,” said Christopher. “You’ll travel together and sit together, like a team.”

			Ash swallowed her objections to all things team-related. “Great.”

			“Generally, it’s just two of you per trip, with your third member here manning the home front. You’ll see. All the other Agent teams are in this area as well.” He led her around a corner to an opening, where a spate of desks was pushed together in triangles all around the high-ceilinged room.

			Christopher pointed toward Ash’s new colleagues. “You’ll be with Jane and Luca.”

			Jane was wearing a pleated, chewing-gum-green chiffon minidress that looked like an upside-down cupcake wrapper. Thick blond bangs brushed the ends of her eyelashes, heavy with jet-black mascara. The wide set of her eyes and high arch of her eyebrows gave her the look of someone startled, even though she was completely at rest, tilting her desk chair back on its hind wheels and twirling in circles, as if she were a bored child visiting a parent at work. Luca had loose brown curls like the statues on the covers of Ash’s Collected Greek Tragedies. Roughing up what would otherwise be a too-pretty appearance was a deep line down the center of his forehead, like his face were on a piece of paper folded down the middle, leaving a crease that never completely smoothed. He was scratching behind his ears and freeing what looked, at first, like an astounding quantity of dandruff from his head. Upon closer inspection, Ash saw that he was shaking out white powder that had settled into his roots while he was wearing a wig, which was propped up on his computer monitor.

			“I’m telling you, my lifeline is a double line,” Jane was saying. She held her hand up and waved it at Luca. “Right here on my palm, you can see it.”

			“So you’ll live twice as long as the rest of us,” said Luca.

			“No, it’s a loop. Tracing its journey back.”

			“And you figured this out when you had your spiritual crisis.”

			“My spiritual awakening. When I met this amazing psychic-slash-healer who showed me this.”

			“She showed you your own hand.” Luca wagged his head like a wet dog, sprinkling powder all over his keyboard. “Phenomenal stuff. How much did that set you back?”

			“And then I went with some friends to the desert and took a bunch of mushrooms and I saw myself in all these different generations, different centuries. I saw that my future was the past.”

			Christopher cleared his throat. “Allow me to introduce your newest teammate. This is Ash.”

			Ash winced inwardly at Christopher’s repeated invocation of teammates. “Nice to meet you,” she said.

			Luca clapped the spare powder from his hands like a gymnast approaching the uneven bars, then extended one to Ash to shake. “Sorry about the chalky grip. Just got back from a Founders visit. 1780, what a time. That ridiculous congressman took his whole team with him, and they were insufferable. It’s a miracle I didn’t die from secondhand embarrassment, watching all these middle-aged men try to corner James Madison at the tavern and get him on the record about assault rifles, which he’s obviously never heard of and didn’t understand, and what he could understand he was just generally appalled by.”

			“So glad that a man who literally enslaved people is appalled by twenty-first century weaponry,” said Jane, bringing all the wheels of her chair back to the floor. “You’d think a man like that would be a tough person to appall.”

			“He felt very conflicted about the slave trade,” said Luca, in the emphatic cadence of someone who has made an argument several times before. “He wished to depend on their labor as little as possible. It’s in his letters!”

			“I’m sure that meant quite a lot to his slaves,” said Jane. “Especially the ones who couldn’t read.”

			“Keep your voice down,” Christopher snapped. “You know how Ro feels about the s word.”

			Jane fluttered her eyelashes, a parody of feminine docility. “Whatever you say.”

			Christopher’s face flushed but he pressed on. “And Dominique’s going to have your head if you don’t return that dress to Wares by the end of the day.”

			“I just got back. And I didn’t want to miss meeting the new Agent.” Jane smiled sweetly in Ash’s direction. “Next time you’re in ’61, you can catch me on American Bandstand.”

			“You’re not supposed to be on television,” said Christopher. He sounded exhausted.

			Jane smoothed the pleats of her dress. “Sometimes the camera just finds me. What do you want me to do?”

			Christopher, helpless: “Your job?”

			“So Ash, why did you come to Retro?” Luca asked. “An epiphany brought on by a hallucinogenic?”

			“I’ve never tried mushrooms,” said Ash.

			“Oh my God, we have to,” Jane said.

			“We really don’t,” said Luca.

			Jane ignored him. “We’ll go to Goldendale, in ’79, for that total solar eclipse. They have the only public observatory in the path of totality. It’ll completely change your life.”

			“That is something I’m interested in,” Ash said.

			“Eclipses?” Luca asked.

			Ash shook her head. “Completely changing my life.”

		

	
		
			
				
				[image: ]

			A Few Basic Safety Measures

			“Take a seat,” Christopher said, ushering Ash into a grand auditorium. She found a seat in the middle of the room while he typed a code into a tiny keypad on the back wall. A script projected itself in the air before him, scrolling and dissolving as he read. “All Retro Metro passengers are required to watch our pre-travel safety presentation. Despite what you may feel, you are not in any physical or psychological danger. Please remain seated and follow all instructions.”

			“What?” Ash asked, but Christopher was already walking down the aisle toward the empty stage, and the room went dark.

			A woman emerged from the wings and walked to the center of the stage. She looked a lot like the women Ash had seen at the entrance to the office, the ones behind the ice-cube desk: pretty and exuding competence, with smooth hair in a neat chignon. She wore a ’60s-style flight-attendant uniform in a gleaming yellow—Liftoff Gold—and high heels that were slightly too high to be sensible for walking around all day. Ash wondered if she was a woman in a costume or if she really wasn’t from here. From now, that is. Perhaps Ro had gone to the 1960s, taken a few Pan Am flights, and recruited his favorite stewardesses for the world’s most surreal job opportunity. Ash could imagine him making his pitch as the airplane soared through the sky: You say you love to travel? What if I told you I could take you somewhere no one here has ever been before?

			“Welcome to Retro,” said the stewardess. “We’re delighted that you’ve chosen to join us on an extraordinary journey through time and space. Before we depart, let’s go over a few basic safety measures.”

			Ash’s chair went hard beneath her body, transforming into a molded plastic. Her back was to a wall; her entire row of seats now looked like one-half of a subway car, cut open lengthwise, so Ash could still see the woman on the stage. Guests were seated beside her, though up-close Ash recognized them as holograms, the same subtle sizzle at their edges as the crowd from her job interview.

			“Each Conveyor is equipped with forty-two seats. Above your seat, you’ll find a safety belt. Once you’ve boarded the Conveyor, the safety belt’s storage lock will release. Reach up and pull down your safety belt. When secured, the belt will make a clinking sound.”

			“You mean ‘clicking’ sound?” Ash asked. She looked overhead and, sure enough, there was a yellow padded restraint hovering above her, shaped like a life vest. She pulled it down. Though she recognized the staticky sensation of the not-actually-there object against the pads of her fingers, she could grasp the belt in her hands and tug it into place until she heard a lovely, clear ring, like Champagne flutes coming together in a toast. “Oh. Clinking. Never mind.”

			“The doors through which you enter the Conveyor are the same doors that will open when it is safe for you to exit,” said the stewardess. “Every car has two doors. There are no emergency exits on the Conveyors. The windows do not open. There is no life raft under your seat. Do not, under any circumstances, attempt to exit the Conveyor while it is in transit.”

			“But what if there’s a fire or something?” Ash wasn’t really expecting a response this time, but the stewardess nodded as if she were listening closely.

			“In the event of an emergency, the safest place for you to be is exactly where you are: strapped into your seat with your safety belt securely fastened.”

			“I’m safer in a literal fire?”

			“The effects of time travel on your physical person, beyond the protective walls of the Conveyor, would be catastrophic,” she said, a chipper smile never leaving her face.

			“But what is outside the Conveyor?” Ash asked. “It’s just…it’s still air, right? Or is it dirt? Or water? Are we underground? Are we in outer space?”

			Another understanding nod from the stewardess. “You are traveling along strips of spacetime that are neither earth nor air. Your entire concept of what is ‘outside’ the Conveyor is limited to the three dimensions you’ve known all your life. Our research has shown that the best way for passengers to visualize the route you’ll be traveling is to think about that 3-D pipes screensaver from a Windows ’95 desktop computer.”

			Ash closed her eyes and summoned the visual: an endless self-made intestinal maze, neon colors cutting through the black. “Okay,” she said. “Stay inside. Got it.”

			“Once you’ve taken your seat, do not stand up or roam about the car until the Conveyor has come to a complete stop. Understood?”

			“I promise,” said Ash.

			The stewardess opened her mouth to speak again and raised her hand in some friendly gesture. Then she froze. Her body vanished and appeared again, grainy and pixelated. She disappeared and then, with a bright flash, returned to her original form, but when she spoke again, her voice was all wrong, high and strained, like she was a cassette being rewound.

			Christopher popped out from the wings. “Shoot, she’s glitching again.”

			Of course she wasn’t real. Ash felt foolish for having fallen for her, even though from this distance it was harder to see that her edges weren’t quite as clear as they ought to be—she did look sharper than the holo-guests beside Ash, given that she was a more sophisticated projection, one who could convincingly interact with a real person.

			“Is this part important?” Ash asked, but Christopher was already fast-forwarding the stewardess-hologram, who rapidly moved through a series of unsettling, grotesque poses and expressions before resuming a normal stance.

			“There,” Christopher said, satisfied, and he stepped into the wings again.

			“Moving through time and space can be disorienting, unsettling, and even terrifying,” the stewardess recited, with no apparent concern. “Some passengers may experience uncomfortable symptoms while in transit. These are perfectly normal and no cause for alarm. Time-travel sensations you may experience include but are not limited to: dizziness; nausea; ear barotrauma; epistaxis; vertigo; heart palpitations; emotional unease; full-body dread; intense, profound arousal; a sudden, acute homesickness that makes you yearn not only for the home where you currently reside but the more amorphous concept of ‘childhood’ to which you can never return; hiccups that feel like they’ll never go away; the sensation that you really have to sneeze, but then no matter what you do, you can’t sneeze; a weird thirst that you know, with total certainty, can only be quenched by a specific brand of soda; aprosexia; muscle cramps; fatigue; and panic.” She delivered this list in a smooth, untroubled cadence, as though she were rattling off the diner’s daily specials.

			“Is that all?” Ash asked under her breath. She was sweating. Not a symptom from the list.

			“When you reach your Destination and the Conveyor has come to a complete stop, you can release your safety belt by pressing the buttons at the base,” said the stewardess. “If you rest your arms on the outside of the belt, like you’re giving it a big hug, your pinky and ring fingers will naturally fall where the release buttons are located.”

			Ash wrapped her arms around the thick restraint and curved her hands inward until she felt the outlines of two small rectangles on the underside of the belt. She pressed and felt the belt float up and away from her, back to its storage in the imaginary ceiling above her head.

			“Follow me,” came Christopher’s voice from the wings, and Ash rose from her seat. The not-quite-there Conveyor dissolved into nothing. Ash walked slowly down the aisle toward the stage, climbed the steps, and followed Christopher behind the curtain. “We can take your Pastport photo over here.”

			He pointed her toward a backstage nook, where a scrim and camera were already set up. “Just stand over there, look directly into the lens. Don’t blink, or we’ll have to do it twice. You need to stand still for a full fourteen seconds. It’s longer than you think it is, so just don’t move until I tell you to.”

			Ash walked to the wall and made the game-time decision not to smile with teeth—it felt too desperate for a work ID. She tried for a knowing half-grin, to cover up the fact that she did not feel knowing at all, that she’d never felt less knowing, that every single thing about this experience was already more bewildering and strange than anything she’d ever seen or done or even heard about.

			She blinked away her blindness from the camera flash as her Pastport printed. It was a six-by-six-inch square with the heft of a nice credit card, the kind with an annual fee, the kind Ash did not have. Her face, which filled half the pass, wasn’t in a still photo but played on an animated loop: dead in the eyes to smirk to flat again. Her name and birthdate were printed along the top in fine, tiny print.

			“You’ll never show this to anyone but us. Do not lose track of it,” Christopher said. “Keep it separate from your Destination documents.”

			“Documents?”

			“Driver’s license if you’d have one, money, forms of ID you’d be likely to have on hand. You’ll pick them up in Wares. You’ll see, it’s our last stop today. Now, you wouldn’t expect to lose track of when you are, but it happens a lot more often than you’d think. So don’t forget: Your location will always be lit up on the back.”

			Ash turned the Pastport over in her hands. It had an iridescent quality to it, shimmery as an oil slick. On the back was the Retro Metro map in miniature, the train lines slightly raised against the card’s smooth surface. The star for Retro HQ, Present Day lit up like a tiny flashlight. On this scale, the map looked like some swirl of threads, necklaces tangled at the base of a jewelry box.

			“Your Pastport is how we keep track of you through the Destinations,” Christopher was saying. He headed toward the back of the room and opened a door Ash couldn’t see, exiting into another hallway. “Keep it on your person at all times. If you lose it, we lose you.”

			“You can lose me?” Ash asked, but Christopher was already too far ahead of her to hear.
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			They Are Absolutely Not Trains

			“Wyatt’s the lead engineer, and he makes all the welcome tours come through Conveyance,” Christopher said as he led Ash down another Liftoff Gold hallway. “He’s also a bit of a prankster. Likes to toy with the machinery. Once he switched all the trains to express and a big trip to the March on Washington wound up in Jamestown, 1617.”

			They walked into a garage the size of an airplane hangar. Workers in Liftoff Gold mechanic jumpsuits busied themselves over what looked like about a half dozen subway cars. Ash and Christopher wove through the room, passing one car whose engine was opened at the back like the door of a bank safe, revealing a jumble of pipes and wires.

			“Don’t expect it to make sense. It’s really just the engineers who need to know how this works.” Christopher stopped short at the end of the row, where a pair of legs stuck out from beneath a green train car. Christopher gingerly tapped the man’s knee with his toe. “Wyatt, our new Agent is here.”

			Wyatt rolled out from under the car, pushed his goggles up onto his forehead, and rose to his feet. His hands were dark with grease. “Let me just wash up,” he said, leaving them by the train to scrub his hands at the cleaning station on the wall. Wyatt had long, lean limbs like taffy pulls and cheeks a grandma would want to squeeze with both hands. Ash wasn’t always great at guessing people’s ages, but this kid seemed awfully young to be the head of anything but student council. “How old is he?” she asked Christopher.

			“Just turned twenty-four,” Christopher said. “His birthday was last week. Went to see Billie Jean King beat Bobby Riggs. Not my scene, but you get to choose the trip when it’s your party, and the man loves women’s tennis.”

			“What’s not to love?” Wyatt asked, wiping his hands dry on his coveralls as he walked back toward them. He was wearing thick-rimmed glasses, white boots, and a Liftoff Gold jumpsuit with absolutely no dirt on it whatsoever, not even where he’d just rubbed his hands. “You just hate going to the ’70s because polyester makes you break out.”

			“We should all be allergic to polyester.” Christopher slunk his hands into his front pants pockets. “It’s actually more embarrassing not to be.”

			Ash couldn’t stop staring at Wyatt’s jumpsuit, immaculate as virgin snow. “How does that not get dirty, working in here all day?”

			“It just doesn’t. As in, it can’t.” Wyatt walked over to his workbench, picked up a thermos of coffee, and dumped it on his arm. Then he shook his sleeve out, demonstrating how it repelled all the liquid, leaving no brown trace behind. “Once a guy got impaled through the shoulder by a falling beam in here while he was wearing one of these. Very gnarly situation. He lost something like half a gallon of blood. When they peeled the jumpsuit off him to operate, the whole thing looked brand-new. As if we’d just taken it out of the packaging.”

			“That’s wild,” Ash said. “Should we get a towel or something for the—” But when she looked down where the puddle of coffee would be, the ground was dry.

			“They treat the floors too. And the walls. And the ceiling,” Wyatt said. “Well, the ceiling wasn’t always treated, but then we had some incidents where it was like: Okay, better just to stain-proof everything.” He shuddered a little at whatever he was remembering. Then he rushed back to the workbench and held up a strange metal device. It looked a bit large for him to lift—about the size of a full-grown Labrador, and awkwardly shaped, with gears protruding from its edges in all directions—and he struggled under its weight. He cleared his throat and set the device gently back down on the table, choosing instead to stand beside it and gesticulate enthusiastically.

			“I assume you want to know how to time travel,” Wyatt said.

			Ash nodded. “It does seem like an important part of the job.”

			“I’m sure Christopher told you that you don’t need to know this,” Wyatt said, glaring at the Experience Manager. “But even though Agents aren’t responsible for the mechanics, I still think it’s critical for everyone in the organization to understand the basic principles of what we’re doing here.”

			Christopher rolled his eyes. Ash tried to remain neutral and said, “Makes sense to me.”

			“To begin,” Wyatt said, brightening, “we know that to travel through time is quite simple, at least as a theoretical concept. We need to move faster than one second per second, the standard rate of human movement through the Timeline.”

			He gave Ash an expectant eyebrow raise. She said, “Totally. Very entry-level stuff.”

			Wyatt charged on, picking up speed. “But to achieve escape velocity from both the planes of time and space, our bodies need to not just accelerate but accelerate at an angle—a specific angle, depending on when and where in spacetime we want to go.” He turned again to the hunk of metal, hands out in a “ta-da” gesture. “This is the Chronoconverter. Think of it as a combination combustion engine, calendar, and GPS.”

			Ash had no idea how a combustion engine worked; annually bought and failed to stick with elaborate planners that promised to help her get her life together; and frequently warred with a maps app that seemed hell-bent on sending her straight into traffic. She said, “I’m with you.”

			“As you can see, we have four dials, for each of the cardinal directions, which point our Conveyors—which, by the way, everyone calls them trains, but they’re not trains. They look like trains. They feel like trains. But the whole point is that they are absolutely not trains. They are Conveyors, hence the department.” He waved toward his embroidered name tag, which read Wyatt and, in smaller cursive below, Head of Conveyance Dept.

			Christopher fake-coughed into his elbow.

			Ash said, “Noted.”

			“The dials point our Conveyors toward our desired Destination. For all the Destinations, we’ve regulated the journeys to follow the same path, or ‘track,’ for every voyage—though you can see how it’s possible for any of them to go ‘off the rails,’ landing us and our guests in a Destination not marked on our maps or equipped with a station, which could be disastrous.”

			“Sounds a lot like a train,” Christopher said.

			Ash asked, “What do you mean by disastrous?”

			“They could arrive in the middle of a busy highway, or underwater,” Wyatt said. “Or with their bodies half-trapped in a wall. That’s the real nightmare scenario. Butlering, we call it.”

			“Like Octavia.” Christopher grabbed his own arm and contorted his face, briefly but convincingly, into a mask of excruciating pain.

			Ash considered that perhaps she should have read her onboarding paperwork more closely.

			“You’ll be fine,” Wyatt said. “That’s a Conveyance matter. And I’m very good at what I do. You just need to follow the rules from the safety presentation. Oh, and don’t step on the fourth rail.”

			“I thought it was the third rail that you weren’t supposed to touch,” Ash said.

			“Well, don’t do that, either,” said Christopher. “You’ll get electrocuted.”

			“Okay,” she said. “So what happens if you touch the fourth rail?”

			Behind Wyatt, a split-open Conveyor engine, its metallic guts exposed under the light, began to hiss and smoke like an old-timey locomotive. A trio of engineers fluttered around its base, poking and prodding at thick, protruding wires, sending a spray of sparks arcing across the room.

			Wyatt flinched. “I should get back. See you at new-hire happy hour.”
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			Sometimes People Find It Helpful to Close Their Eyes

			Christopher’s walking pace was significantly speedier than Ash’s. He hustled as if no matter where he was just then, he had somewhere much more important to be and could not be late in arriving. Ash kept falling behind him and doing a pathetic little jog to catch up to his stride. He stopped short before yet another door Ash could not see, and Ash nearly collided with him, catching herself when her nose was just inches from his back.

			“This is the Clinic,” he said, pushing open the door—it seemed to appear as soon as he touched the wall—and briskly walking ahead into the room. Ash scampered along behind him.

			The Clinic looked like a wartime hospital from a hundred years ago. Rows of cots, covered in starched white sheets, lined the walls. Cabinets of medical supplies were mounted on the walls beside each bed. It was broad-daylight bright in there. Ash’s eyes searched the ceiling. She couldn’t see any lightbulbs, but the whole room was radiant, like an incubator. A smattering of female staffers made busy rounds, though it wasn’t clear to Ash what it was they were attending to; all the cots were empty. The Retro workers wore uniforms that looked like the stuff of ironic slutty Halloween costumes: white apron-style dresses, pin-curled hair topped off with white hats shaped like paper boats. At the far end of the room was a frosted glass wall, through which Ash could vaguely make out some long tables and silhouettes.

			“That’s the Lab at the back,” Christopher said, before Ash could ask him about it. “They make the scents, do other research and development.” He approached a cot in the center of the room and gave the bed two firm pats. Ash obediently hoisted herself up, letting her legs swing back and forth beneath her. The hospitalesque setting was making her feel a little edgy. She attempted to puncture the tension by saying, “You must do all kinds of weird experiments in here.”

			“ ‘Weird’ is a judgmental term,” Christopher said, in a tone that did not put Ash at ease. “I wouldn’t repeat it when Gabrielle gets over here.”

			“We can skip this step, actually,” said Ash. “I’m pretty sure I saw a doctor not that long ago.”

			“I’m pretty sure you didn’t,” said Christopher.

			So? Ash thought. She didn’t know any adults, except for pregnant ones, who got regular check-ups, or even anyone who had a physician who would perform one. Ash did have a doctor who refilled her Adderall, but he didn’t even bother checking her height or weight or blood pressure; he just asked her, in his understanding way, Still having a hard time focusing?

			“What is it exactly that I need to do in here?” Ash asked. “Get a physical or something?”

			“That’s a good way of putting it,” said a woman—Gabrielle, presumably—who had arrived when Ash wasn’t looking and was now standing at the foot of the cot, appraising her subject. “A physical, or something.”

			Gabrielle was not dressed like a slutty Halloween nurse. Gabrielle was dressed like a doctor of indeterminate sluttiness: in a white coat, but with trousers and a silk shell underneath instead of scrubs, her hair off her face in a ballerina bun, so high and tight it was likely migraine-inducing. She was wearing the kind of makeup that looked like no makeup at all.

			With long, elegant fingers, Gabrielle reached into a drawer hidden beneath Ash’s cot and retrieved a small, clear case, from which she produced three gold circles. “Just relax,” Gabrielle said as she suctioned two little gold circles to Ash’s temples and one to the center of her forehead.

			Ash thought: I bet there’s a study to show that telling someone to relax always has the opposite effect. “I am relaxed,” she said.

			Gabrielle tapped the side of the medicine cabinet, whose doors transformed into a screen showing a bunch of zigzags and pulsing dots that made absolutely no sense to Ash.

			“Are these”—Ash reached up to tap the circle stickers—“connected to…?”

			“Don’t touch them. And yes, they’re connected.”

			Ash prowled through the recesses of her mind for the name of the machinery before her. She had shot the pilot for a swiftly-canceled medical drama called Out of Her Head, about a brain surgeon who lost her mind after getting cheated on by her heart-surgeon boyfriend. Ash played the other woman, and she didn’t have much to do in the episode—the only direction she received all day was She’s gotta have “fuck me” eyes, can you try it again?—which at least meant she did not have to take the reviews too personally. Incoherent, tired, and sexist, according to Vulture. Literally every insulting trope about women being crazy crammed into a 42-minute package that feels a thousand hours long.

			(“You looked hot, though” was Pebbles’s consolation as they muscled through the unwatchable premiere together, drinking margaritas out of coffee mugs. “That was your job, and you really delivered.”)

			The term came to her, a coin dropping. Ash asked, “It’s an EEG machine?”

			“Something like that,” Gabrielle said, a suggestive purr in her voice.

			“What does it tell you?”

			“It depends on what I ask you.”

			The electrodes on Ash’s face were warm against her skin. “Okay, I guess.”

			“What’s your name?”

			“Ashley Eckels.”

			“How old are you?”

			“I’m thirty,” said Ash. When Gabrielle did not immediately reply, Ash kept going. “I mean, I just turned thirty. Well, I guess not just? Ten months ago. I don’t feel very thirty. But part of me kind of thought I would never be thirty, you know? I thought thirty was one of those things that only happened to other people.”

			“You can just answer the questions,” said Gabrielle.

			“Please,” added Christopher. “We have a very tight schedule.”

			“Right,” Ash said. “Sorry about that.”

			Gabrielle turned back to the monitor. “And do you remember your first kiss?”

			“What?”

			“Do you remember your first kiss?”

			“Yeah, I just, I’m not sure why you would need to know that.”

			“I don’t need to know that,” Gabrielle said. “I need to know that you know that.”

			“Oh,” Ash said. She didn’t want to get in trouble, again, for not following instructions. It was only her first day. And she could only lose so many jobs before coming to the conclusion that perhaps she was innately and permanently unemployable. Not an ideal situation for someone with six figures of debt. “I do know that, for sure.”

			“Can you remember how it felt? You don’t have to tell me. It’s better if you don’t. Just remember the feeling.”

			Ash let the memory take shape in her brain: the peach fuzz of his barely-there mustache; the disappointingly plasticky sensation of his hair beneath her hand, gelled into the immovable style of the time; the slimy-smooth feeling of his tongue trying to find its way past her teeth.

			“Do you remember what it smelled like?” Gabrielle asked.

			Ash breathed in like she could summon the scent that way, and it worked: like Cheetos only half-masked by chewing gum, like nervous boy sweat, like dust swirling with that lemon cleaner the custodians used to mop down the linoleum hallway floor.

			“That’s enough,” said Gabrielle.

			Ash felt as exposed as if she’d just rambled her thoughts out loud. “Is that all?”

			“Not quite,” said Gabrielle. “Now, I want you to concentrate on a memory from ten years ago. It doesn’t matter what it is. But pick something of a manageable size. A short interaction or experience. Something whose details you can easily recall.”

			“Ten years ago,” Ash repeated. “You mean, like, when I was a kid?”

			“I mean ten years ago,” Gabrielle said, straightening the collar of her coat. “I don’t know why everyone your age thinks that ‘ten years ago’ means your childhood. The 1990s were not ten years ago. Your childhood was twenty years ago. Ten years ago, you were in college.”

			“That can’t be right,” said Ash, knowing that it was.

			“It is,” said Gabrielle. “Pick a memory.”

			Ash couldn’t tell how old Gabrielle was. With skin that well maintained, you could never be too sure. Was it possible she was even younger than Ash?

			Gabrielle cleared her throat. “Sometimes people find it helpful to close their eyes.”

			“I don’t need to close my eyes for this,” said Ash, but she did anyway.

			Ten years ago—Ash could admit this to herself—she was a sophomore in college. Ash pictured the dorm room she and Pebbles had shared: desks shoved together and all their possessions mingling on its broad wooden surface, the white twinkle lights twisted around their headboards and wound along the window frames, the minifridge stocked with emptied-out Poland Spring bottles refilled with cheap vodka, the hole in the O colored in with black marker so neither of them took an unsuspecting swig and choked it back up.

			It was so hot and stuffy in their room that September; the dorm wasn’t air conditioned, and opening the windows accomplished very little, though it felt good to lean out of them and let the late-summer air sit stickily on their skin. Ash was as happy as she’d ever been. She and Pebbles were sitting cross-legged on Pebbles’s bed, sweating through sports bras and gym shorts. Pebbles’s auburn curls were piled on top of her head as usual, which is why Ash named her Pebbles in the first place, for looking like the girl from The Flintstones. It was late in the afternoon at the end of the first week of classes, and Pebbles was trying to cajole Ash into auditioning for a musical, which Ash explained she would simply never do, because she could not sing.

			“You could sing. You just don’t sing.” Pebbles—who, with her rich, resonant voice that wrapped you up in its velvety embrace, had been able to sing standards about heartache and betrayal like a broad who’d seen it all since she was approximately seven years old—had what Ash considered a preposterous belief: that everyone could sing, because singing was really about breathing. Singing wasn’t about divine inspiration or a fluke of talent; singing was an earthly thing, made of muscles and air. If you were struggling to sing, Pebbles’s logic went, what you were really struggling with was something deeper, the stuff of life itself.

			“I can breathe,” Ash said. “I’ve actually been breathing this whole time. Since before we met, even.”

			“There’s breathing and then there’s breathing.” Pebbles gestured on the second breathing, her hands rising from her waist to her chest and then falling back again in a graceful little loop.

			“Uh-huh,” said Ash.

			“If you aren’t taking deep breaths, it’s because on some level you don’t believe you’re worthy of being nourished,” said Pebbles.

			“I think I just have an unusually small diaphragm.”

			Pebbles made Ash stand in front of her, facing their dorm room’s full-length mirror. She put one hand across Ash’s belly and the other on her clavicle and rested her chin lightly on Ash’s shoulder. “You’re not fully accepting what the universe eagerly provides for your survival.”

			“You sound like my mother. You sound like someone who could very easily be led into a cult.”

			“We’re already in a cult. Theatre is a cult.”

			“You’re a ridiculous person.”

			“Try closing your eyes,” Pebbles said.

			“If I’m closing my eyes, why are we in front of the mirror?”

			“In through your nose and out through your mouth.”

			Ash breathed.

			“Slower.”

			Ash slowed down.

			“And steadier.”

			Ash counted as she breathed: one, two, three, four.

			“You can open your eyes now,” said Gabrielle.

			Ash left the dorm room in her mind and brought herself back to the Clinic. The room’s sterility and strangeness, after the charming messiness of her memory, felt hostile and repellant to her. She reached for her elbows with her hands, hugging herself across her stomach.

			Gabrielle peeled the electrodes off Ash’s head. Then she opened a drawer beneath the cot and pulled out a pair of shiny yellow surgical gloves. She tugged them onto her hands with a snap at the wrist. “Roll up your sleeve. Are you a righty or a lefty?”

			“Lefty.”

			“Give me your right arm, then,” she said, scrunching the sleeve of Ash’s sweater up to her shoulder.

			“I’m sorry,” Ash said. “But what exactly are you doing?”

			“You need to get your shots before you can go on any trips,” Gabrielle said. “Same as the guests. Vaccines. Prophylactics.” She flicked the end of the needle, sending a few tiny droplets of liquid soaring from its tip.

			Ash shivered. “Oh, I’m up to date on all my shots.”

			“You’re not up to date on all our shots. We’ve got stuff in development here that’ll take ages to get approved by the FDA. Trust me, you don’t want to go to the 1700s without these in your system. Or you’ll come home with everybody’s least-favorite souvenir. This will protect you from the Franklin Four: chlamydia, gonorrhea, syphilis, and herpes.”

			“Franklin?”

			“As in Ben,” Christopher chimed in.

			“As in the reason we needed to start inoculating all our eighteenth-century travelers against every sexually transmitted disease known to man,” said Gabrielle.

			“You’re one to talk.” Christopher said.

			Gabrielle rubbed Ash’s upper arm with an alcohol pad and said, under her breath, “Like you wouldn’t if he wanted to.”

			Ash’s curiosity eclipsed her fear. “How was he?” she asked.

			Gabrielle’s eyes took on a misty cast as she jabbed the needle into Ash’s arm. “Surprisingly gentle.”
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			The Question Is When

			“Dominique is the head of the Wares Department,” Christopher said, leading Ash down another winding hallway. “She used to do costumes for all those prestige period dramas. What’s the one that won a bunch of Emmys? That quirky HBO show about the race to patent the telephone. Oh! Ring My Bell.”

			Ash startled as if she’d been slapped. She had auditioned to play Mabel, Alexander’s wife. She really thought she’d nailed it. They wound up casting some famous actress’s doe-eyed daughter, who’d promoted the series with an Architectural Digest tour of her Malibu bungalow—not her primary residence; an “oasis” where she could “get away to just be.”

			“Oh yeah,” Ash said. “Sounds familiar.”

			The door to Wares looked like all of the other doors and opened to another impossibly cavernous space. Rows of clothes hung in diagonal lines across the ceiling on mechanized racks like at the dry cleaner. Beneath these zigzags of clothes, seamstresses worked at long tables, some bent over humming beige Singers and others stitching by hand. The walls beamed, sunny as a dandelion—Liftoff Gold.

			Dominique was a tall, striking Black woman with a shaved head and a propulsive stride. She was doing a brisk lap around the room, pausing only to adjust the work of her underlings as she passed them. She greeted Ash without pausing, so Ash fell in step behind her.

			“All the guests and Agents get outfitted before they travel,” Dominique said. “No exceptions. We source the clothes directly from the Destinations and do alterations, keeping with the techniques and technology of the period.” She waved at her legion of staff. “Guests come in for a fitting since we can’t trust anyone to accurately report their sizes. It’s a cliché, but truly: It will shock you how many women still aren’t wearing the right size bra. And all these men who say they’re six-three? Please. We have a full-body scanner so it takes about five seconds.” She gestured at a shining, baseball-plate-sized oval on the ground. “Hop on up.”

			Ash obliged. Dominique typed a few commands into her computer and Ash was imprisoned in a grid of golden light. Within seconds, an exact three-dimensional model of Ash’s body filled Dominique’s screen. Dominique clicked “complete,” and the gold lines vanished from Ash’s skin.

			“I assume she’s going straight from here to new-hire happy hour?” Dominique asked.

			Christopher nodded. Dominique typed a few more commands and the whole squiggle of clothes started dancing above them. Pant legs and petticoats swirled through the air as Dominique summoned an outfit to one of a dozen platforms before a mirror-lined wall. From the storm of fabric a single item descended, dangling on wires: a bias-cut silk dress in a deep wine-red.

			“Isn’t that a little…much?” Ash asked. “Where exactly are we going?”

			“Can I offer a tip for a first-time time traveler? The question isn’t where are you going. The question is when.” Dominique plucked the dress off its wires and strode over to a wall of cubbies stuffed with undergarments. The cubbies made a massive grid—an X axis of dates and a Y of sizes—equipped with a sliding library ladder. She rolled the ladder to a cube marked with Ash’s underwear and bra size—evidently, she hadn’t been wearing the right one. If nothing else, Ash thought, at least this process has already taught me one useful thing I didn’t know about myself.

			Dominique paused, her hand aloft. “On second thought, with a dress like this, you don’t want to wear one.”

			“Oh, I don’t mind.” Ash wasn’t really sure she wanted to let her brand-new coworkers see the outline of her areolas. But Dominique was already climbing back down the ladder. She led Ash over to the mirrored wall, which was actually a long line of doors, like giant medicine cabinets, hiding walk-in-closet-sized compartments.

			“Staff locker rooms are past Accessories, but you can just use a guest room for now. I’ll pull up your shoes.” Dominique bounded over to the footwear wall, which had its own control center: another touchscreen, mounted on a podium. A soft hum, the sudden jolting of a conveyor belt in a cutout in the wall, and then a clear box with a pair of pumps glided into view. Ash heard Christopher inhale and murmur, with unironic reverence, “Like the Clueless closet.”

			Dominique affirmed this with a respectful dip of her head as she retrieved the box and carried it back over to Ash. “Here you are.”

			In the dressing room, Ash changed quickly. The dress was fitted at the waist and open in the back and glided over her body as easily as water down her throat. She walked back out into the main room, taking a few steps back from the mirrors so she could see her full reflection. It was jarring, the dissonance between her appearance from the neck-up (tangled hair tucked behind her ears, which were laced with multiple piercings) and the person she was from the neck down, whom she did not recognize. Ash watched herself watch herself in the mirrored wall, where the angles of other doors left ajar created the impression of some endless row of Ashes.

			“Well?” Dominique asked.

			“I feel pretty,” Ash said, unable to keep the catch of sincerity out of her voice.

			“Whoever planned tonight’s party knew what they were doing,” Dominique said.

			“Party” sounded like an overstatement for what Christopher had described, in an offhand manner, as a casual (but compulsory) after-work gathering for Ash and her colleagues to get to know one another. Ash had bristled at being coerced into fraternizing with her coworkers so early in her tenure; then again, it’s not like she had any other plans. Also, she’d figured the “party” would be at the office; she had not realized until now that she’d already be time traveling. Which was actually thrilling and just a tiny bit terrifying.

			“We’ll get you back to hair and makeup,” Dominique said, gesturing toward a room beyond the mirrored wall. “Anybody going to the past needs the full shebang. But I think for tonight we can leave your teeth alone. Lucky you.”

			“We have a train to catch,” said Christopher.

			“So get changed,” said Dominique. “I’ll see to her from here and meet you at the station.”

			Christopher frowned but obeyed, leaving Ash and Dominique to fetch his own outfit from the far side of the room.

			“See you there,” Ash called out. “I mean, see you then.”
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			Just Count Back from Ten

			Unlike all the other doors Ash had walked through that day, the door to the Retro Metro station wasn’t designed to disappear into the wall. It was large and imposing and painted Liftoff Gold. Above it hung a sign that read: Retro HQ: Present Day.

			Christopher was tapping his foot with a performatively impatient flourish as Ash and Dominique approached. Despite his agitated expression, he looked more appealing in his outfit from Wares, a double-breasted pinstripe suit with peak lapels that suggested broader shoulders than he’d seemed to have earlier in the day.

			“I know you’re just getting into the swing of things here,” he said. “But you really can’t be late for these trips, or the trains will leave without you. Everyone is already there. Well, Jane and Luca waited for you. But everyone else left on the earlier train.”

			“I thought we were supposed to call them Conveyors,” said Ash.

			“If we’d brushed out her curls before they set, they wouldn’t last the night,” said Dominique.

			Christopher sighed and heaved open the door. Ash followed him, first onto a small platform and then an escalator. As they descended deeper and deeper into the earth, the ceiling domed above them and everything around her brightened, almost like they’d gone far aboveground instead of below, into the warm, amber melt of the autumn sunshine. Every surface that was usually a dingy, silver metal was a shining, brilliant gold.

			“Ours is the only major hub,” Christopher said. “All the lines come through here, because all the travelers depart from headquarters. No other present-day stops on the Retro Metro.”

			The turnstile ahead wasn’t just a bar that Ash could’ve jumped but a door twice as tall as she was, in a translucent gold through which the grandeur of the station beyond could be seen only in silhouette.

			“So you tap in and out with your Pastport,” Christopher said. He demonstrated, placing his on the scanner beside the door, which did not swing open but instead vanished completely. As soon as Christopher crossed through its empty frame, the door reappeared. Ash reached out to confirm its solidity, rapping her knuckles against its shining surface. She retrieved her Pastport from her coat pocket, pressed it against the scanner, and watched the door disappear again. She stepped through and met Christopher on the other side.

			There were a dozen or so benches on the long, wide platform, above which hung a display board that, unlike the rest of the surroundings, looked a little old-fashioned. Ash squinted to get a better look—California Classic: 8 Minutes; Texas Arrow: 17 Minutes; Tomorrow Train: Delayed Indefinitely—when suddenly all the letters sprang to life. A cavalcade of sound like tap dancers against hardwood echoed through the station as the words somersaulted into place.

			“The last clickety-clack display board in America,” Christopher said.

			“Ro is obsessed with the Solari signs,” said Luca. At first Ash didn’t recognize him or Jane, done up as they were for the trip, but soon their features from earlier in the day came back to her and penetrated their traveling disguises. Jane’s hair was so blond it looked almost white, her mouth painted red as a maraschino cherry; Luca’s curls had been smoothed against his head, his side part as visible as the lines on a football field.

			“He appreciates their charm,” Christopher said.

			“You should’ve seen him the day they took out the one at 30th Street Station,” said Jane. “Apoplectic.”

			Before Ash could respond, the station filled with sound, the distant roar of a train approaching, growing louder and louder as it pulled into view. It was taxicab yellow with a hard shine like candy coating: the California Classic. With a trill like a wind chime and a soft hiss, the train doors pulled apart. A female voice Ash recognized as the safety presentation stewardess announced, “This station stop is: Retro Headquarters, Present Day. Stand back to let guests disembark the Conveyor. Now arriving: Retro Headquarters, Present Day.”

			“All aboard,” said Christopher. He tapped everyone on the shoulder as they entered, like a camp counselor minding children. As in the demonstration, the Conveyor was lined with seats with padded leather braces above. Ash slid into one, reached up, and secured the restraint, which latched into place with a clear, satisfying ring. She took a deep breath. Though she typically associated the subway with a cocktail of unpleasant odors—sweat, hot plastic, flatulence—the air in there was cool and refreshing, a little salty, like mist. Promising, even.

			“What is…” Ash asked, looking to Christopher and waving her hands vaguely in the air.

			“Daybreak,” he said, settling into a seat across the way from her. “Sunrise over Narragansett, 1635. We use it on all the Conveyors. Our research indicates that this is the scent that makes guests feel as if their lives are full of possibilities. It’s that sensation when you get a good night’s sleep and just naturally wake with the dawn, and the whole day is ahead of you. Just green lights all the way down the street.”

			“The feeling of something special just beginning,” Jane added.

			“How specific,” Ash said. But the truth is as she breathed in she felt it, too, like a tender hand prying open some long-locked door in her chest.
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			The doors closed. The announcer’s voice came through the speakers: “This is the past-bound Conveyor on the California Classic. Please take your seat and make sure your safety belt is securely fastened.”

			The lights dimmed, as if setting the mood for a date. Ash felt a thrumming under her feet and a soft rattling of the car walls as they started to move, slowly at first, and then faster and faster. Before coming to Retro, Ash had never considered what it would feel like to move faster than she had ever moved before. If she had thought about it, she would have assumed it felt like nothing at all, like how a plane in smooth skies seems stiller in the air than it does on the tarmac. But the speed, it turned out, wasn’t really the issue so much as the direction—or, more accurately, directions. Her body was hurtling through space and time, forward and sideways and also some other way, up and around and through simultaneously, some impossible curlicue of transit.

			Her ears popped. Her eyeballs seemed to swell against their sockets. As the Conveyor sped up, she felt her stomach turn itself inside-out, somersault, vanish, then reappear but in the wrong place, pressed up against her throat like a hungry face to a bakery window. They lurched ahead and her belly turned to hot liquid and slithered back to its rightful location, leaving a molten trail of ooze behind. She felt a sucking sensation at her navel from within that reminded her of water being yanked down an unplugged tub. She thought: I am going to vomit all over this train car.

			Ash watched through the windows as the world shattered and rearranged itself endlessly, each glass pane like the eyepiece of a kaleidoscope. She thought: You are traveling along strips of spacetime that are neither earth nor air. The view through the windows went neon, cut to black, burst into lightness again. There are no emergency exits on the Conveyors. The windows do not open. There is no life raft under your seat. She felt a calm acceptance of her destiny; she was going to die, here and now. Just when she was committed to the inevitable—her exes pretending to remember her fondly, her parents inheriting all her debt, her legacy otherwise nonexistent—she heard Jane say, as if from some distant planet, “Just count back from ten.” Ash closed her eyes and counted steadily, as she would to soothe a child, and when she opened them again, the train was easing to a stop.
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			The Truth Is the Best Lie

			Ash had been to Los Angeles twice before: pilot season, five and six years back. The first time she went with Pebbles, which made everything better except for their punctuality, because Pebbles always took forever to get ready, underestimating how much time they’d spend snarled in the infamous-as-advertised traffic. By the next year, Pebbles was shooting in Vancouver and no longer needed to bother with entry-level efforts like pilot season. So on the second trip Ash was alone.

			She’d scraped together some savings, enough for almost three weeks. She stayed at a seedy motel with yellowed sheets and no in-room microwave and mold in the shower where the caulk should have been. She rented a car whose air conditioning would, without notice, spew hot air from the vents directly into her face. Like everybody else in town auditioning to play high school students, she was twenty-five years old. She saw these other twentysomething teenagers everywhere: slender, anxious girls in coffee shops deliberating between the toll sucking on a straw would take on their skin versus the dimming effect not using one would have on their teeth; jock-jawed, Abercrombie-abbed men destined to give adolescent girls extremely unrealistic expectations for what high school boys could look like.

			Most days, Ash waited for hours in rooms surrounded by versions of herself that had something slightly off about them, or rather gave her the sense that there was something slightly off about her. They weren’t prettier, exactly, but they adhered to some shared structural principles—smaller noses, fuller lips, narrower waists—and gave Ash the disconcerting feeling that they had all been invited to some private, pre-audition summit from which she’d been excluded, where they discussed which cosmetic enhancements would be required in order to stand a chance in this process. Sometimes she would wait all day without ever getting the chance to read. She worried she would wither waiting for an opportunity to prove she was worth waiting for.

			Sometimes Ash made it into the room beyond the room. Depending on the part, she would be sultry, moody, not-like-other-girls Ash, or cheerleader-sunny, exclamation-pointed Hi, I’m Ashley! She said things like, “You have no idea how much pressure I’m under. You get to make all the mistakes. But Mom and Dad expect me to be perfect,” and “Do you guys mind saving the zombie-apocalypse-prevention conversation for after sixth period? I have a calculus final in twenty,” and “No one can ever find out about this, okay? We just have to figure out what to do with the body.” She acted her bruised little heart out while bored women in blazers stayed totally absorbed in their phones; she flirted with middle-aged men who spoke at her with half-masticated sandwiches churning around their open mouths. These unfuckable men will determine whether or not I am fuckable enough to be on television, Ash would think, almost as if this evaluation of her were happening to somebody else.

			The only pilot she ever shot never got picked up to series. At the time, she thought that disappointment would sear itself into her brain and haunt her for the rest of her days. But as she lifted the restraints from her seat on the Retro train, she was struck to discover she could not remember the name of that character or even the show, or why she was so sure it would forever alter the course of her life. The announcer cut in: “This station stop is: Los Angeles, 1937. This is the past-bound Conveyor on the California Classic. Last call: Los Angeles, 1937.”

			Ash staggered off the train, into the station, up a golden escalator, then out into the fading day. The city came flooding back to her. Some things were as she remembered them: Palm fronds arced above. The orange sunset drenched the sky. Ash thought about how time was all folded up like an accordion and returning to a place you’d been, even just once, made all the time since you’d last been there collapse in on itself as if it were nothing, as if you’d never left.

			But the cars that raced past were as bulbous as blow-up dolls, their rich colors luscious in the magic-hour light. Incandescent bulbs in the streetlights gave off a hazy glow. The world felt sumptuous and thrilling as it never had before. Except it had felt like this, before. This was before. For an experience like ever Before. She tried to swallow and felt a painful block, like a fist inside her throat, a violent knot around which she could not breathe.

			“What do I do if,” Ash started, but she could not find the back half of her question. All the places her if could lead multiplied in her mind, each more unsettling than the last. She hugged her elbows across her waist, self-conscious about where her hands belonged. Though her hands belonged nowhere because she did not belong here, because her parents would not be born for another fifteen years, and her own birth was half a century away. Her head felt light, airy, empty.

			“Just pretend,” Jane said. “Pretend that you belong here. Pretend that you know what they’re talking about. Pretend until the end of the line.”

			“You say that like it’s easy,” said Ash.

			“Well,” Jane said. “It isn’t for everyone. But it is for you, isn’t it? Aren’t you an actress?”

			Ash thought: I am a recently-unemployed administrative assistant. She said, “Right.” And then, with a little more conviction, “Of course I’m an actress.”

			“People will believe whatever you tell them,” Luca chimed in from behind them.

			“When you’re really stuck,” Jane said, “just tell the truth.”

			“The truth?” Ash could not imagine how that would be anything but a one-way ticket to an asylum.

			“As much of the truth as you can get away with,” Jane said. “It’s just a little time-traveling trick. The truth is the best lie.”

			Ash looked at Jane and Luca and ran her hand along her own hair, its S-shaped waves curving against the side of her face. Surely it was obvious how the Time Travel Agents stood out from the Destination like live actors against a green screen, their edges sharp and pronounced against these bygone skies? But then Ash realized, with a happy wallop, that their violation of the natural order was so brazen and absurd, no one would accuse them of not belonging. If Ash blurted out the truth, no one would believe her. She imagined how it would sound—Well, these are actually false papers, because I’m really just a guest from the twenty-first century, in town and time to toast my first day at a new job at a tech start-up that won’t be founded for another ninety-odd years—and felt the tension in her jaw dissipate, the knot in her neck coming loose.

			“I can do that,” she said, and Luca took her elbow in his hand and steered her down the street.

			“So we’re in Bunker Hill,” Luca said as he guided her along the block, a slope dotted with Queen Anne mansions. “Which you may not recognize because, about thirty years from now, the euphemistically-titled Community Redevelopment Agency will have thirty feet of soil hacked off the top of the hill”—he pointed up and away—“to make way for high-rises.”

			Jane sighed. “It’s always high-rises.”

			This nook of the city was a little past its prime, the glamour going to seed; Ash could sense its impending fall. The atmosphere felt laden with early-onset nostalgia for an experience that was already ending, the decline that would only accelerate. It felt sordid but exciting, dangerous and delicious.

			“You know there’s a very important, newly-unemployed oilman living in one of those boardinghouses,” said Jane, nodding toward the hill.

			“I can’t say I know any oilmen,” Ash said. Was this some kind of test? Like everything else she’d been through that day?

			“You will, once he publishes that first novel,” Jane said.

			“It’s Raymond Chandler,” said Luca. He added drolly, “He lives with his mother.”

			“You’re so judgmental,” said Jane.

			Ash smiled. It was nice to hear about a person who eventually became very famous and successful being down and out for a while. At least Ash hadn’t had to move back in with one of her parents. Yet.

			Luca was shaking his head. “You know he got fired because he was drunk all the time. And having sex with every woman in the office.”

			Jane smacked her red lips together as she flung open the door to the bar. “Maybe we should hire him.” Inside, small lanterns hung from the ornate, pressed-metal ceiling, which was painted a rich burgundy. The soft, warm lighting cast sultry shadows on all the right planes of everybody’s faces, making it look like anyone who dipped their chin was trying to seduce someone from across the room. It was bustling but not packed. Ash got the feeling it was the sort of place where she could drink alone without anybody looking at her sideways, though she was grateful not to be there by herself. She spotted Wyatt at a dark hardwood table not too far from the bar and waved at him as if they were actually friends and he wasn’t  just some guy she’d only met hours before, relishing the sight of a familiar person in this faraway place. Luca took Ash’s coat from her shoulders and hung it on a hook behind the table.

			A bottle of Champagne was procured and poured. Ash felt its effects like a tonic, her head rising up above her body like a balloon, her neck holding the string.

			“Cigarette?” Luca offered.

			“Oh, I don’t smoke,” said Ash.

			“You didn’t smoke,” he said. “But now you do.” He gestured at their little group and then the room beyond it. Every single person was smoking a cigarette.

			“I feel like I shouldn’t,” she said, her hand already extended.

			“You can’t go to the past and not smoke,” said Dominique, the embodiment of reason. “That’s like being sober in Paris.”

			“I hate being sober,” Ash said. Everyone laughed, so she decided she was joking. She took a drag and swallowed a cough. “Is this a popular spot to visit?”

			“Of course not,” said Dominique. “The tourists have no imagination.”

			“A real waste of our incredible technology,” said Wyatt.

			“If I have to go to Philadelphia one more time,” said Jane, “I will riot.”

			Luca feigned nostalgia, a hand over his heart. “Thick July heat hovering around Independence Hall, horse shit in the cobblestone grooves, trying and failing to keep the guests from caving to Franklin’s charms. They should all have syphilis by now. We should let them get syphilis. How else will they learn?”

			“Want to trade?” Jane asked. “I’m going to November—”

			“Don’t even,” said Luca.

			“Twenty-second,” Jane teased.

			“I can’t with the humidity in Dallas,” Luca said, smoothing his hair as if protecting it from this impending assault by moisture.

			“Hey now,” said Dominique, nodding in Ash’s direction. “Who’s to say the new girl isn’t the one who’ll crack the case once and for all?”

			Ash asked, “Wait, you know who killed JFK?”

			Dominique topped off her glass. “Who doesn’t?”

			“Everyone thinks they want to meet celebrities or go to the hot spots,” Jane said. “And it’s just wildly overrated. More trouble than it’s worth. Luca can tell you more about that.”

			“Must we relive this?” Luca said.

			“Last year for his birthday, Luca just had to go to 1954 to try and pick up Marlon Brando,” Jane said.

			“He was bi!” said Luca. “He was absolutely bisexual. It’s essentially canon at this point.”

			“We got him the best outfit,” Dominique said. “Jeans that hit just right, T-shirt with your Marlboros tucked in the cuff of your sleeve. And I love what we did with your hair. That sexy tousled look. I wish you’d let me do that again.”

			“The point is, I looked amazing,” said Luca.

			“Came back with a black eye and a bloody lip,” Jane said.

			“He wasn’t interested,” Luca allowed. “Which proves nothing.”

			“Hey,” said Dominique. “Look who decided to make an appearance.” She pointed with her chin at a man at the bar, his back to the group.

			“Who’s that?” Ash asked.

			“Christopher didn’t bring you by Preservation today, I take it,” said Wyatt. He swirled the Champagne around in his half-empty glass.

			Ash scoured her tipsy brain for the memory, but nothing surfaced. She looked for Christopher and spotted him chatting up some Locals in the corner. “I’m pretty sure he didn’t even mention it.”

			“He usually leaves it off the tour,” Luca said.

			“He thinks it’s a let-down after all the high-tech gadgetry in the rest of the office,” said Wyatt.

			“That’s not why,” said Jane. “It’s because of Miles.”

			“Miles?” Ash asked.

			“He’s the department head,” Luca said. “Well, it’s a one-man department. But he is in charge. Of himself.”

			“He likes to be left alone,” said Dominique.

			“That’s also true,” Luca conceded.

			“He’s very mysterious,” Jane said, lowering her voice and drawing the circle closer. “We go to lunch together all the time but he never comes with us. He goes on trips by himself and never tells anybody when he’s going. He doesn’t even live in a Retro apartment. He just sleeps in that workshop. The whole time I’ve been here, I think he’s only said about six words to me.”

			“Most of what happens in Preservation is confidential,” Luca said. “He probably just keeps to himself because it’s easier to keep secrets from people you don’t know very well than it is to keep secrets from your friends.”

			Jane concentrated very hard on plucking apart a split end. “Who said I wanted to be friends?”

			“What’s he doing here, then?” Ash asked.

			“Maybe he wanted to meet you,” Dominique teased.

			Emboldened by the night, the cigarette in her hand, and the Champagne on her tongue, Ash took the dare. “Lucky him,” she said. “I need another round.”

			Ash slid onto a barstool. The bartender approached and asked her, What’ll it be? And her brain went totally blank. Suddenly she was second-guessing everything she had ever known about alcohol. Did she want more Champagne? When did people start drinking beer? Did beer exist yet? Yes, beer existed. Colonists drank beer. George Washington drank beer. That was two centuries prior to this moment. But did people ever drink beer at cocktail bars?

			“Try the Whiz Bang,” came the man’s voice from beside her, warm and low and right in her ear.

			“Never heard of it,” she said.

			“Blended scotch, dry vermouth, absinthe, orange bitters, and grenadine,” he narrated as the bartender worked. “You must not be from around here. It’s a local favorite.”

			“I’m just visiting,” she said. “Like you.”

			She turned to the source of the sound. He was standing so close to her, he was hard to see fully. As if sensing this, he stepped just slightly away from her and toward the bar, turning to face her head-on.

			“Always a pleasure to meet a fellow traveler,” said Miles.

			In this psych class Ash had to take in college to fulfill some science requirement—a course that was supposed to be an easy A but whose final exam asked the kind of probing questions about human nature that made her waste hours asking herself if she knew anything about anyone at all, so she turned in her test only two-thirds complete and barely emerged with a C—Ash learned that the human brain pumps out dopamine whenever a person sees someone they think is beautiful. She found this information incredibly reassuring, as it explained why she would forget how to talk or breathe or function like normal when she was around someone she found attractive, but also why it felt so good, being so hapless, delirious, giddy. The decisive thrill of it, like things were actually finally really and definitely happening to her and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

			When Ash saw Miles for the first time, she forgot how to do everything: how to combine syllables into words and string words into sentences, how to automatically swallow spit that collected on her tongue, how to move, blink, breathe. She felt like she would die but also she knew that she would be fine, better than fine, if she could be allowed to devour him whole. Or just nibble on one of his fingers or lick some stretch of his skin, like as a stopgap measure, so that both of them could live.

			“Your drink,” Miles said as the bartender slid the glass her way. “My treat.”

			She took a sip and studied him over the rim of her glass. His nose bent just-so, like it had been broken once or twice in an extremely valiant way; maybe he’d intervened during a mugging, or broken up a bar fight, or some other chivalrous act of violence in the name of nonviolence. He leaned up against the bar, folding his arms—which looked strong but not too strong; presumably he had achieved this ideal level of muscle definition through daily acts of upper-body-utilizing kindness, e.g., carrying elderly ladies’ groceries to their cars, hoisting young nieces and nephews into the air over and over—and tilting his head (again, perfect, though hard for Ash to explain why; something about the jaw-(scruffy)-to-forehead (lightly lined, surely from years spent deep in thought and self-reflection) ratio?) and looking (eyes green as traffic lights saying go, go, go) directly at her.

			She waited for her brain to regain its basic function so she could say something, anything. She managed, “Thanks.”

			“What brings you to town?” Miles glanced quickly at the bartender and then back to her, signaling their performance was for cover-maintenance purposes. Though he seemed to be enjoying this, watching her struggle to improvise while slightly intoxicated and very overwhelmed.

			Per Jane’s advice, she opted for the truth. “Work,” she said.

			“She works by letting men buy her drinks at a bar.”

			“Only one man,” she corrected him. “And one drink. But the night is young.”

			His eyes caught on something just over her shoulder. He rested his back against the bar, his gaze toward the room, with Ash in his peripheral vision. “So you’re the new girl.”

			“You’re not really supposed to say that anymore.”

			“Say…?”

			“Girl. When you mean woman.”

			He chuckled into his glass. Ash felt patches of sweat blooming under her arms and tried to give a nonchalant shake of her head so her hair would hide this embarrassment.

			“I think girl is my least offensive Destination-appropriate option,” he said. “Maybe you’d prefer dame. Or dollface.”

			“Dollface,” she said, with total solemnity. “Definitely dollface.”

			“Good thing we cleared that up.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “Hard to stay on top of the trends these days. Though maybe I’m not as young as I used to be.”

			“How young did you used to be?”

			He grinned; Ash died and came back to life in time to hear him say, “Well, when we go to the ’90s, it’s all very familiar. We get too far back in the ’80s, and I’m just a tourist like everybody else.”

			“I don’t remember the ’80s at all,” she admitted.

			“But you’re not a girl.”

			“I’ll let that slide.”

			“Very generous of you, dollface,” he said. They stood in companionable silence for a minute. Ash felt herself adjusting to the strangeness of the situation, a small but significant shift inside, perceptible to no one but her. She took another drag on her cigarette and exhaled, sending a white, lacy cloud of smoke whirling through the air in front of her.

			“Nice of you to come by my party,” she said. “I hear you don’t get out much.”

			“How else was I supposed to meet you? You skipped my department on your tour today.”

			“Your department?” Ash asked, as if she didn’t know.

			He eyed the cluster of Retro staff across the room. “Preservation. As I’m sure you’ve heard.”

			“You’re pretty confident for somebody whose department didn’t even make the first-day itinerary.”

			“Oh, I’m not confident at all,” he said. “I’m very sensitive, actually. And a little insecure. That’s why it stung so much, you standing me up.”

			“I didn’t realize we had plans.”

			He drained the last of his drink and set the empty glass on the bar. “I should be getting back,” he said. “Come see me sometime.”

			Before she could respond, he was gone.

			Ash took another sip of her Whiz Bang and turned back toward the rest of her group. They looked so happy and gorgeous and at ease, as if they were part of an advertisement. Jane beckoned Ash over, and Ash was surprised at how warm it felt to be invited into a little pocket of belonging in this place where she had arrived, only that morning, as a total stranger.

			She took a step toward them but was startled into paralysis by the pop-pop-pop of a gun going off right beside her. She froze for a second that seemed to stretch on and on and on, and then time resumed its standard pace and she threw herself to the ground, hiding her face in the crook of her arm.

			Shrieking filled the air. More gunshots followed. A thought elbowed its way to the front of her mind like it was clamoring for a better view: If she died here, she would just disappear back home, her body never discovered, her whereabouts and last moments unknown to all but a handful of coworkers who were bound to silence by ironclad nondisclosure agreements. Ro would know, and her parents would not. The irony of this almost made Ash laugh out loud: She’d hated having a job that required her to pretend her coworkers were “like family,” only to land in a workplace where her boss had completely usurped her relatives without her even thinking about it.

			She lifted her head an inch, her eyes level with the feet of all the other patrons scattering. In what felt like slow motion, a man collapsed into her field of vision, his limbs spasming wildly once, twice, three times, as if he were being electrocuted, before he stilled against the floor. More men bolted as the fight unraveled itself, and one, in his scramble to escape, knocked several drinks off the bar. Everything that hit the floor exploded back into the air like shrapnel.

			Ash felt something warm trickling along the outside of her upper arm. She twisted her neck to see it better: a thin red line on her triceps, a slice left by a shard of glass.

			She propped herself upright and looked for her coworkers. Where was Jane? Or Luca? Anyone? She frantically scanned the room for the faces that she was still getting to know, but they were nowhere. A terrible clenching in her gut, clammy-sweaty panic, a no no no no no wail in her heart that was no use at all. The bar was full of strangers, and her path forward was obstructed by a fresh corpse. Her Pastport was in her coat pocket. Her coat. She looked across the room to the corner where she’d stashed it, along with the coats of her colleagues. It wasn’t there. Christopher’s voice played in her head: If you lose it, we lose you. Cold fear flooded her chest.

			Ash regained her perch on the barstool, smoothing her dress and crossing her legs at the ankle, waiting for someone to tell her what to do next. Surely Jane or Luca would return for her. Of course they would not leave her here. Probably they wouldn’t do that. Not that she knew them at all.

			She looked down at the murdered man. Blood pooled around his waist. Odd that he was just lying in it, she thought, not making any effort to get up, to remove his cheek from the filthy floor. Then she remembered: Oh, he’s dead. It’s just that he had been alive three minutes ago. She said to herself: He’s been dead for ages, this already happened, this happened eighty years ago, which did not have its intended calming effect. Her fingers trembled so hard she held her own hands to keep them still. Time expanded and contracted again. She had no idea how long she’d been sitting there.

			Outside, it had started pouring, thunder loud enough to rattle the windows. A man opened the door just as the lightning flashed, the air behind him as bright as a signal flare. His fedora and coat were tan and dotted with rain. A few drops beaded on his eyelashes, like tears. He had a look of grim determination on his face, an intense and fragile concentration, as if preemptively annoyed with every potential distraction. He signaled for the bartender, who spoke to him in hushed, serious tones. Glass splinters confettied the floor. When he strode over to Ash, his shoes made a soft crunching sound against the shards like boots over fresh snow. He closed the distance between them in six swift steps. He produced a handkerchief from his breast pocket, wrapped it around the gash on her arm and knotted it in place, tight against the wound.

			“Pressure stops the bleeding” was the first thing he said to her.

			A panicked part of Ash’s brain was incapable of thinking anything except Oh my fucking God what now what do I do where did everyone go that guy is dead he’s extremely dead did I almost die?! But Ash took a breath and summoned a cooler part of herself. This was all pretend. She could pretend too. She was just acting. She could be somebody else. She was somebody else, here in 1937. She was a woman who had a closet full of slinky dresses just like this one, who never left the house without her lipstick. She smoked cigarettes and drank Whiz Bangs and feared no man and nothing—not even a homicide at her local watering hole—could make her lose her cool.

			“Cold water gets the bloodstain out,” she said.

			“Got a lot of experience with bloodstains, do you?”

			Ash’s mind produced a memory of her seventh-grade self, standing and sobbing over the sink, soaking her (brand-new, from the fancy mall, cost three allowances) white jean shorts gone red as a bull’s-eye at the crotch. She felt a twinge in the spot between her eyebrows, an ache underneath her skin.

			She pulled a lie from the air. “This isn’t my first bar fight.”

			“You do seem rather calm about the whole thing,” he said.

			“I’m hard to rattle.”

			“Oh, I don’t know about that.” He did not seem to be thinking about it one way or the other, but his hand was still clasped around her arm, strong over the cut. He had this large, weary face, handsome but drooping a bit, like a basset hound. Eyes bourbon-brown. One lock of his dark hair had rebelled against his efforts to slick it all into place, and it fell over the center of his forehead like Clark Kent’s cowlick. It was hard to tell how old he was. People looked older younger back then—back now? she thought—before Botox and sixteen-step skincare regimens and at-home tooth-whitening kits, before adults kept on dressing like children well into their thirties and beyond.

			“You don’t know anything about me,” she said.

			“You’re right, I should have introduced myself. I’m Frank Walker, private eye.”

			“You beat the police.”

			“Don’t be too impressed. They’re a little slow. And I’ve got a man on the inside.” He flicked his head toward the bartender, then eyed the body on the floor. “You know anything about this guy?”

			Ash wished the dead man had fallen on his stomach. He’d landed on his back with his head lolled over to the side, facing her. His mouth hung open in a guppy droop.

			The truth is the best lie. “No.”

			“No?”

			“No.”

			“You met him tonight?”

			“I’ve never seen him before.”

			“He’s making quite the first impression, I see.”

			Ash clenched her hands tighter. “Certainly one way to be memorable.”

			“You’re awfully close to the body for someone who didn’t know him at all,” Frank said, not with any obvious angle, though Ash could feel the wariness with which he was attending to her, the solid grasp of his hand around her arm. “What brought you in here tonight?”

			“I’m just out with some friends,” she said, but as she looked around the room, she remembered that Luca and Jane, Wyatt and Dominique and Christopher, the elusive Miles, all had managed to make themselves scarce, had possibly willed themselves into the wallpaper using some Retro technology that she didn’t have access to yet.

			“Some friends,” he said, clocking their absence.

			Her fingers found her empty glass. “They don’t stay out as late as I do.”

			“Is that so?” He sounded unconvinced, but he relaxed his grip on her arm. “I’ve got more work to do tonight. But seeing as you had a front-row seat to a homicide, I’ll be needing to talk to you again. Ask a few more questions.”

			She gave him her coolest, most charming half-smile. “If you wanted to see me again, you could’ve just said so.”

			A wry grin, a final squeeze of her arm. “Well, I do and I did, didn’t I?”

			

			—

			Ash stumbled into the street. The rain had slowed to a drizzle, tickling the crown of her head as it fell. She thought she would cry, and at least no one would be able to tell, what with the rain and all. She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes, pushing until it hurt. When she looked up again, Jane and Luca were on either side of her.

			Luca had her coat in his hands and draped it over her shoulders. “Were you looking for this?”

			Too relieved to speak, Ash half gasped, “Oh, thank God.”

			“Now you’ll remember the rules: Pastport on your person at all times.” He started walking in the direction of the station. “You didn’t do too badly, though. Sorry we couldn’t help you out in there. Retro policy.”

			“Policy?” Ash slid her arms through her coat sleeves. “What are you talking about?”

			“It’s standard practice,” he said. “There’s always something a little tricky at new-hire happy hour, to see if you can get your sea legs.”

			“So there’s always a shooting. Like, with a gun. Shooting actual bullets. Near my head.”

			“That was a little over-the-top,” Luca conceded. “But you did just fine.”

			“Where is everyone else?” Ash asked. She wondered if Miles had seen her swallow her sobs outside the bar.

			“We told them to head back while we waited for you,” said Jane. “Are you okay?”

			Ash felt dazed and electric, hot and cold all over. “I think so.”

			“How about that guy, though?” Jane asked, lowering her voice.

			“He’s dead. He’s very dead.”

			“Jesus,” said Luca. “A murder on your first trip. I don’t think that’s ever happened before.”

			“This P.I. wants me back for questioning,” said Ash. Puddles were soaking through her shoes. Rain snaked down her neck. “I think I’m a suspect.”

			“God,” said Jane. “How thrilling.”

			“Is it?” Ash asked. But she could feel her question answering itself before it even left her mouth.

			

			—

			Back at her apartment, Ash untied Frank’s handkerchief, filled the sink with cold water, and left it there to soak. She stripped off her damp clothes, dried herself with a towel, and stood naked in front of her wardrobe. She felt a sudden revulsion at the thought of wearing the sleepwear she’d packed: an assortment of 100% cotton T-shirts from high school and college drama club productions, along with sweatpants announcing each show’s name or catchphrase across her ass in bubble letters. Instead she retrieved from the closet a lace-trimmed silk slip the warm pinky-orange of a ripe cantaloupe. She would never have purchased it for herself, but she felt a sense of ownership anyway as she pulled the slip over her head and let it glide into place along her body.

			She went back into the bathroom to brush her teeth and used the boar-bristle brush they’d supplied her to tease out the knots in her hair. This is all pretend, she said to herself. None of this belongs to you.

			She hit the lights. She forgot to check her phone, forgot where she’d even left it or seen it last. She climbed into bed. She drew the bedspread up to her chin, sank her head deep into a pillow, and let a dreamless sleep pull her under.
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			Call Them Explorers

			The first thing Ash learned about the guests was that she wasn’t supposed to call them guests to their face.

			“We call them explorers,” Christopher said. He leaned up against the edge of Ash’s desk, his cheeks pink and bright under the warm office lighting. The lights made him look healthier than he probably was, flushed as if from fitness and virility. Ash had never known an office to have flattering lighting before. Her old office had those fluorescent bars in the ceiling that made all the cubicle-bound employees look sickly and exhausted. At Retro, every minute shone like golden hour.

			“But aren’t they…I mean, isn’t the whole point that they’re not exploring? We’re not taking them anywhere we haven’t already been. Not ‘we’ you-and-me but we…” Ash held out her hands and twirled them twice at the wrists, to indicate all of humanity.

			“They’re paying for a certain kind of experience. To feel a way that they never get to feel. For a sense of discovery and awe.” His eyes took on a faraway look. “We give them the opportunity to be like pioneers. Or trailblazers. You know what they love? To be photographed as if they are discovering the place where we’ve taken them. Get them on the ship. Hands on the helm, eyes on the horizon. That’s a favorite pose.”

			“What do you mean, on the ship?” Ash asked. “Don’t we all take the Retro Metro?”

			“Oh, we just take them to the boat once they get there. Retro has display ships at all our port-city Destinations.”

			Ash recalled a sixth-grade class trip to Boston where she and her classmates were made to reenact the Boston Tea Party, tossing crates overboard a restored tea ship. The crates were tied to the end of a length of rope; after each “rebel” had thrown their box into the harbor, the costumed guide would reel the tea back in and hoist it up on deck so the next person in line could have a turn. As a twelve-year-old, Ash had felt like the activity was a touch too juvenile for her, and she was a begrudging participant, mocking herself as she went. Before chucking the crate into the water, Ash held the box high above her head, just to prove that it was feather-light—that there wasn’t actually any tea inside. Years later, it occurred to her that the costumed guide was, in all likelihood, just like her: a working actor, doing what he needed to do for a paycheck, dreaming of a marquee with his name on it. She regretted her performative noncompliance.

			“You can take a photo, too, if you want,” Christopher said. “As long as you wait until after all the explorers have gone.”

			After booking a trip, Christopher explained, guests/explorers came to the Retro campus for pre-travel prep: They had their measurements taken at Wares, their Pastports printed, and their trip itinerary mapped out with the Agents. “Orientation Day,” he said. “To point our explorers in the right direction.” Ash was supposed to prepare for the consult by reading through guest dossiers put together by Retro.

			Christopher handed Ash the dossiers for her first explorer trip. The packets were bound in Liftoff Gold leather that felt buttery in her hands. She was taken aback by their heft. She paged through the top one, which she’d assumed would list some basic biographical information along with any trip-specific issues—preferences, allergies, phobias—but instead it appeared to contain a surprisingly vivid portrait of the guest’s entire life: her academic and professional record; her friendships and romantic relationships; her aspirations and insecurities and deep, inner aches. It seemed unlikely to Ash that the guests volunteered these details to Retro for the purpose of being perused by strangers like her, simply to provide the most frictionless and pleasant tourist experience.

			Her eyes caught on a few choice phrases: never really forgave him once she saw those texts and smoking weed makes her paranoid, gummies help her relax and can only come with her eyes closed, thinking about somebody else.

			“Do they know we know this?” she asked.

			Christopher seemed, as usual, bored by Ash’s confusion. “You’ve never worked in hospitality, I take it?”

			“I waited tables.” She decided not to tell him that she had been fired from all of her server jobs.

			“We need to know our explorers better than they know themselves, so we can anticipate their every wish. The ideal vacation for our travelers is one in which we are always one step ahead of them. They never have the chance to be bored, because we’ve preempted their boredom with entertainment. They don’t even realize they’re hungry before a plate of their favorite food is placed in front of them. They won’t have the opportunity to worry about anything because we have done all the worrying on their behalf. And so on.”

			Ash flipped through the dossier’s pages again. “And we know all of this because…”

			“We do full background checks on all our explorers,” said Christopher.

			“This stuff comes up in a background check?”

			“It comes up in our background check.”

			“Oh. Huh. Are you sure this is, I don’t know, legal?”

			“You’ll want to know this intel through and through before they get here,” he said, leaping over her question to a new line of conversation. Ash would always be on trips with either Luca or Jane or sometimes both of them, Christopher reminded her, “like a team.”

			“Hmm,” Ash said.

			“Explorers don’t always know what’s best for them,” said Christopher. “But they certainly know what they want, and it’s our job to make them happy, happy, happy.”

			“No matter what they ask for?”

			“Remember: We’re in the service business, not the judgment business.”

			“Got it,” said Ash. “Leave the judgment to God.”

			Christopher adjusted his shirtsleeves and started walking away from her desk. “Oh, we’re pretty sure there is no God.”

			Ash called after him. “You’re…pretty sure?”

			“Ro’s looked into it,” he said over his shoulder. “Doesn’t seem likely.”

			“What do you mean, he’s ‘looked into it’?” asked Ash, but he was already gone.
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			Ash took the dossiers back to her apartment that night to study them. She and Luca would be leading a bachelorette trip for a bride-to-be named Brianna. The maid of honor and trip planner was a childhood friend of Brianna’s named Celeste, who—based on the dossiers—did not seem especially close to any of the other bridesmaids, all of whom were friends Brianna had amassed in her twenties, after she’d finished college.

			Ash felt a sort of kinship with Celeste. According to the dossier, Celeste was the pauper among the pack, even though she had just made partner at a law firm where she devoted her endless days at the office to ensuring the rights of businesses against the slings and arrows of their non-union employees. Celeste worked relentlessly, developing all manner of ailments that she had no time to cure: acid reflux; tendinitis in her wrists; burst blood vessels in her eyes that made raspberries of her sclera. She couldn’t spare hours for doctors’ appointments and so managed her care herself; she bought Mylanta, an ergonomic keyboard, artificial tears. Actually, she cried a lot, just naturally, but she wasn’t sure that self-generated tears did much for her subconjunctival hemorrhages. The tears from the bottle seemed more effective.

			Celeste thought she was making a lot of money for her trouble, but then she’d talk to Brianna and discover that her calculations for what constituted “a lot” were off by several decimal places. The girls who made up Brianna’s adult social circle had made their money the old-fashioned way (rich parents), as had Brianna’s husband-to-be. For Brianna’s phalanx of bridesmaids, the word budget hit like a slur. Once Brianna had floated the possibility of a Retro bachelorette—I know, it’s so outrageous! But I’m only getting married once! I hope! Ha!—there was nothing Celeste could do, swept along by the current of the group thread. In fact, Celeste wasn’t even sure she could get three days off work in addition to the afternoon she would have to spend at Retro for Orientation, even though two of those days would be a weekend. No one seemed to understand why this was so difficult, and her attempts to explain it only confused the matter further. Phrases like some of us actually have to work for a living were always on the verge of exploding from Celeste’s mouth, but she suppressed them. Instead, she asserted her status in the usual passive-aggressive ways, e.g., referring to Brianna with the diminutive the bride had dropped in college and loudly asking after Bri’s family.

			Because Celeste knew Bri better than all of these girls, and this was an opportunity to prove that the distance between them was not quite so vast as it seemed. Through her devoted maid-of-honor service, deployed at the bachelorette, Celeste could show Bri that it still mattered: the playdates spent galloping their My Little Ponies across the bedspread; the way they stood interlocked on top of the monkey bars to reenact the I’m the king of the world! scene from Titanic; the matching lacy tank tops they bought for the sixth-grade dance, and the matching detentions they received for their flagrant flaunting of the straps must be three-fingers wide rule in the dress code; the way Bri said oh honey when Celeste told her that her dad was sick; the time Celeste yanked out Bri’s tampon after Bri thought she’d lost the string and would die from toxic shock syndrome; the dress Celeste couldn’t bring herself to pick up from the dry cleaner after Bri lent it to her for the funeral.

			In a twist on the standard Southern-city circuit that was all the rage in the present—Austin, Charleston, Nashville—the girls would be riding the Wild West Express to the Dakota Territory in 1866. The itinerary was ambitious. The hashtag was #BrideOffIntoTheSunset. The trip would leave Celeste’s bank account empty, her credit in shambles. To mask her inward panic, Celeste performed her enthusiasm for the voyage at top volume. Her emails to the group, copies of which were included in the dossier, were punctuated exclusively with exclamation points.
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			Ash closed the dossiers. The last time she’d attended a bachelorette party was four years ago, for a college friend and fellow theatre major, Heather, with whom she had not stayed particularly close. But Ash was going to be a bridesmaid anyway, because Heather considered Ash a crucial character in the great love story of her life: Ash had been there when Heather had wiped clean the dry-erase board on her door, jotted down several boys’ names, and christened it the “SD3 List”—straight dudes in the drama department—a directory that could only be updated based on personal experience or authoritative intel. (Young men with alleged “girlfriends at home” did not make the list, for these were less accepting times, and many a guy had a “girlfriend at home” whose photos with him were suspiciously platonic.) It was Ash who offered up the fateful addition of Nate Lebovich, who she’d seen making out with some sophomore girl at a party. Heather added Nate’s name to the register. Three weeks later, they were a thing; three weeks after that, they were not, and on again and off again until their post-graduation plans flung them into the same community theater in Indiana, where they let destiny take its course, sending them on a journey that would one day bring a Save the Date to Ash’s mailbox and put Ash on a plane to Miami for a long weekend with a smattering of female strangers. Ash was waiting tables at the time; she had neither the funds to attend nor the heart to refuse.

			Pebbles was supposed to be there. Pebbles would’ve made the whole ordeal a hilarious misadventure, but Pebbles was shooting Nighthawk and could probably already tell that her whole life was about to change. She had landed the Part That Changed Everything. Ash was supposed to have already had her Part That Changed Everything—a small but memorable role in a thinky action movie starring an actor who’d been famous all Ash’s life—but by the time the movie made it to theaters, all but one of her scenes had been cut. In the one that remained, she had no dialogue.

			So Ash alone joined Heather’s kid sister and quintet of twentysomething friends at an obscenely expensive yet still scuzzy-feeling hotel in South Beach. The whole trip passed in a sweaty, sticky haze, Ash’s senses dulled by rum and boosted by the occasional line of coke. With every round of overpriced shots, Ash could feel all the money she’d been saving evaporate from her bank account, lost to the gaping maw of the weekend. It was the sort of thing she would’ve bitched to Pebbles about, but now she wasn’t so sure that she could.

			It used to be so easy to talk to Pebbles. They used to talk about everything. But it had become hard for Ash to hold out the meager offerings of her life and feel them wilt next to her friend’s luminous updates. Ash would occasionally hear Pebbles catch herself describing a facet of her life—a kitchen remodel, a magazine interview—that was so far above Ash’s humdrum existence that, feeling stricken and self-conscious, she would quickly undercut it and try to move on, as if she’d burped mid-conversation. Other times, Pebbles’s new circumstances were clearly so ordinary to her she did not even hear the astronomical-to-Ash price tags dangling off her anecdotes: a new sushi place Ash just had to try; a fitness studio where a forty-five-minute class would devour Ash’s grocery budget for an entire week. We used to make fun of people like this, Ash would think.

			She had believed that their relationship could withstand any hardship, and maybe that was true. But she had not anticipated how difficult it would be for their bond to endure hardship’s opposite, when fortune smiled only on one of them. Now when Pebbles came through New York and met Ash for drinks or dinner, she always found a way to pick up the tab for some invented non-reason. “It’s so expensive here,” Pebbles would lament, as if that were still her problem. Yearning and pride, condescension and envy, twisted in Ash’s gut until they couldn’t be separated, until they formed some unholy feeling that curdled in on itself.

			Ash knew that her present was Pebbles’s past, that the daily life Ash inhabited was now stored in some soft-focus spot in Pebbles’s brain, where its contours grew murkier by the minute. And Ash felt that she, too, was locked away in there, that she wasn’t a part of the life that Pebbles was happily building now, and that unless her own situation were to swiftly and radically improve, she never would be. She feared that the time when she and Pebbles had strode through the world side by side was over for good.
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			They Swore It Couldn’t Be Done

			At Retro, the cafeteria was called the Commissary, and the vending machines were stocked with treats from Destinations: Beech-Nut peppermint chewing gum, Fralinger’s Salt Water Taffy, candy cigarettes in bubblegum and chocolate. Christopher had told Ash to meet him there at ten in the morning and so she arrived at five minutes before the hour. He was already there, helping himself to a pack of candy cigarettes.

			“This isn’t exactly hitting the spot,” he said, sucking the sugar down. “But we’re not allowed to smoke real cigarettes on the premises. Anyway, good luck with…whatever this is.”

			“You mean, you don’t know?” A sudden hollow feeling behind her knees, like she’d accidentally skipped a step on the way down the stairs.

			“I was told to make sure you were in the Commissary at ten. That’s all.” He turned on his heel and disappeared out the door.

			As Ash watched him go, she heard a voice behind her say, “You’ve arrived.”

			Ash turned around. A skylight above made the center of the room glow like something ordained. Concentric circles of circular tables spread out from the sunbeam-as-spotlight, where Ro Temple was waiting for her.

			He stood completely still in the room’s shining center. It was impossible to tell how long he had been there. Surely he must have come in another door, but Ash couldn’t see any doors besides the one she’d come through. Maybe he’d beamed down from the ceiling, she thought, though of course this was preposterous. Or maybe it wasn’t. His posture was impeccable.

			Though she had not arrived at Retro as some devoted admirer of Ro’s, the fact that this highly influential, wildly powerful, and extraordinarily famous person was standing there—just there, not ten paces away—made her entire body tense, her throat contract. Ro Temple. The Ro Temple. She recalled from her reconnaissance that pictures of him in his late twenties showed hair thinning in all the predictable places. But given that his entire professional life was built on a wholesale denial of time only marching onward, it was fitting, though a bit jarring, to observe that his hairline had encroached rather than retreated. By the time Ash met him, he was in possession of a dark-blond, run-your-fingers-through-it mane, which he did, often, as if he were seducing himself.

			He wore a lightweight gray flannel suit, a crisp white shirt, and a dark silk tie. His shoes were oxblood leather, his cufflinks Liftoff Gold. This appeared to be his uniform, his sartorial signal that he would not capitulate to the increasingly casual mores of the pathetic present—for he belonged to the bygone Before, when Men Were Men—and beside him all the also-ran tech gods, in their hoodies and sneakers and synthetic pants that made silly swish-swish sounds as they walked, looked like wimpy undergrads.

			But though his clothes were handsome, the tailoring was all wrong: too snug around his thighs and biceps, bulging as he flexed. If pressed, Ash would have to acknowledge that Ro was in outstanding shape, though something about it felt clinical and almost repulsive, as if his muscles were made in a lab. She remembered learning from one of those “Top Ten Tips of the Most Successful CEOs” lists that sometimes made the rounds that Ro subsisted entirely on these mysterious beige-green elixirs, laced with a strength-and-metabolism-boosting powder that wasn’t available to the general public, which he drank twice a day: at four in the morning, when he woke up sans alarm, and midnight, before he slept. Ash considered the body that resulted from these choices, a joyless sculpture achieved through willpower and wealth. A man approaching middle age who consumed all of his meals through a straw, like an invalid.

			“Here I am,” she said, which immediately felt like a wrong and dopey thing to say. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to stay where she was, over by the door, or if he wanted her to walk closer to where he was, all the way in the middle of the room. “Should I…?”

			“You should sit.” Ro walked toward an inner-circle table and pulled back a chair. She scurried over and awkwardly lowered herself into the seat. He leaned on the edge of the table next to her, his hip level with her head.

			After a full minute of silence, he said, “Time goes on. You can’t go back. That’s what they say. That’s what they said. For thousands of years, humankind moved in only one direction, our history growing ever more distant from our present. The future our only destination.”

			Ash felt almost embarrassed for him, reciting this speech as if it were spontaneous when it was so clearly scripted. She could see him rehearsing in his bathroom mirror. Then she realized she was picturing him in her bathroom—her old one, in New York—and that his bathroom was surely bigger than her entire apartment, and perhaps reciting speeches to yourself in some palatial marble emporium was not as cringeworthy as psyching yourself up over a Formica sink crusted with old toothpaste, in a bathroom the size of a telephone booth, for yet another audition to play a doomed coed on Law & Order.

			“Uh,” Ash said. “Right.”

			“But I knew—I believed—one day mankind would be able to traverse time as easily as we cross the oceans.”

			He paused again and Ash searched her brain for something to fill the silence, but nothing came to her. Her breathing sounded unusually loud in her ears.

			“They told me I was delusional. They said I was a lunatic. They swore it couldn’t be done.” He gave Ash a conspiratorial tilt of the head, like, Can you believe those fucking idiots? “But I knew the greatest innovations only come when we chase something impossible until it isn’t impossible at all.” He smiled with all his teeth, defiant in the face of these vanquished nonbelievers. “And here we are.”

			“Incredible,” said Ash, and she meant it. Her sincerity, which surprised her, seemed to have a loosening effect on Ro, who rose from the table and pulled over another chair to sit across from her.

			“Have you ever had jet lag?” he asked.

			Ash recalled one trip to Edinburgh for a theater festival right after college: an overnight flight on which she was seated beside a baby who squalled for six solid hours so neither of them could rest, and when she arrived at the hotel at nine a.m. local time, she was hit with a concrete blast of exhaustion so powerful she fell asleep atop the fully made bed with her boots still on. “Of course.”

			“Do you know when the term ‘jet lag’ was first coined?”

			Ash said, “I don’t,” and Ro smiled as if this nonanswer were just the one he’d been hoping for.

			“Guess,” he said.

			“I’d imagine it’s about as old as the airplane?”

			“Not quite. Its first recorded usage dates back to 1966, the day before Valentine’s Day. Horace Sutton wrote in the Los Angeles Times that anyone planning to fly ‘off to Katmandu’ could expect to experience jet lag. He called it ‘a debility not unakin to a hangover.’ And by then jet passenger service was more than a dozen years old. Yet there were still new feelings aroused by it, new sensations to be discovered, explored, and cataloged.” Ro said the word aroused with a little growl around the r, as if mimicking the revving of an engine.

			“I wouldn’t expect you to know that,” he went on, not unkindly. “Once language enters the lexicon, we forget we ever lived without it. Its assimilation is instantaneous and total. A wonder to behold. I bring it up to remind you of how extraordinary Retro is.”

			“Oh, I already think that,” Ash said. “Inventing time travel is extraordinary, for sure.”

			He emitted a soft, contented Mmm, like something chocolate was melting in his mouth, and rested his chin on his closed fist. “Inventing time travel was only the beginning. The invention itself was a preamble. It is an invention that ceaselessly begets other inventions. New ideas. New experiences. New emotions.”

			“Like how the passenger plane created jet lag.”

			He beamed at her, the star pupil. “Precisely.”

			Do I like this person? Ash tried to categorize the emotion he stirred in her. It wasn’t the spark of attraction, the warmth of would-be friendship. There was something hypnotic about the way he spoke to her, the totality of his attention. It was intense and dizzying but not altogether unpleasant, like sitting too long in the sun. She asked, “So what are the time travel feelings?”

			Ro sank his hand into his hair, tousling it out. “There’s a sensation you’ll get when you’re in the past and you remember something from your own personal history—something from your past, that, as long as you are in, say, 1776, is not actually in the past, has not yet come to pass. Your memory of the past is both a recollection of your history and a premonition of the future. It is before and after, simultaneously. The feeling this produces in your head is palpable and new—nothing anyone had ever felt before I created Retro.”

			Ash wondered if she ought to worry about this—new, alien sensations that the human brain wasn’t necessarily equipped to process, a psychic strain she wasn’t sure anyone was designed to withstand—but something about Ro’s confidence relaxed her, turning her concerns into stones skipping across the surface of her mind but never sinking in. All she asked was, “Does it hurt?”

			Another Mmm, and then he said, “I’d describe it as an uncomfortable but not unbearable discordance. Like when you wake up from a vivid dream, but as soon as you try to describe it to someone else, you forget it. But you know you dreamed something very specific, and it feels impossible that its parameters are already lost to you. When a word is on the tip of your tongue, and you both cannot summon the word to your mind and know exactly what you’re trying to say.”

			“It sounds a little unnerving.”

			“Oh, it’s quite common, as you can imagine. Among our travelers it’s more common than jet lag. It’s called”—and here he turned his nose slightly up in the air with a performative little twist, and put on a French accent—“Déjà encore.”

			“Déjà encore? Like déjà vu? But…not?”

			“You’ve been to Wares, so Dominique must have already told you that she lived in Paris for several years. She would say that the proper terminology is déjà, mais pas encore. As in: ‘already, but not yet.’ But we tightened it up, much to her enduring disapproval. Everyone else just says déjà encore.”

			“Even you?”

			“Even me.”

			It was funny to think of Ro aligning himself with the people, just one among the great everyone else over whom he lorded each day. “Already yet,” Ash said, testing it out. The impossibility of what it described catching on her tongue.

			Ro looked Ash up and down, his head cocked to one side, appraising her in silence for ten, twenty, thirty seconds. Then he said, “I want to know everything about you.”

			“Oh, I don’t think there’s all that much to know.”

			“I don’t believe you,” he said. “I believe you came here for a reason. I believe we’re all here for a reason.”

			“You mean, here as in Retro? Or here like…?” She gestured at the air around her, suggesting the world, or the universe.

			He didn’t answer, or even seem to register the question. “Why do you think you’re here?”

			At the risk of stating the obvious, she said, “I applied for a job.”

			“Being a Time Travel Agent is so much more than a job,” he said, and Ash felt her stomach spasm in protest. “What we’re doing here is like nothing anyone has ever done before. I think you want to be a part of something extraordinary. You want to be a part of history. And that’s why you’re here.”

			“Definitely,” Ash said. “That all sounds very appealing. For sure.”

			He pressed his palms against his thighs and stood again. Then he came right up to Ash and put both his hands on either side of her seat, his nose inches from hers. “You and I are going on an amazing journey together. You’ll see.”

			He hovered so close, she could feel his breath against her face. Ash felt like he was waiting for her to stay something, or lurch forward and kiss him, or maybe smack him across the face. It really could’ve gone any which way.

			“A journey where?” she asked. “I mean, when?”

			He grinned and stood to his full height, gazing down at her from above. “All will be revealed in time.”
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			A Little Unreal

			A week later, on Orientation Day, Ash needed to be in the lobby at noon to greet Brianna and the bridesmaids. This meant she had most of the morning free and no idea how to spend it. Even though she resented being bossed around and generally disliked management, she could admit to herself that, though she never wanted to be told what to do, it wasn’t as if she always had a better idea of what she should be doing instead. This pliability had served her professionally, before, as an actor who took direction well, but now felt out of place.

			Miles’s invitation—Come see me sometime—had lodged itself in her mind and would not be shaken loose. Was he just being polite? He didn’t seem all that polite. She did not want to get her hopes up. She didn’t want to want anything at all. Hope’s shadow, disappointment, was lurking always. Eventually she talked herself into going down to Preservation and seeing him in exactly the manner in which he’d invited her: casually, as if they were already friends.

			Ash went to the stairwell Jane said led to the basement. At the bottom of the steps was a door—a door she could see, one made of wood, with crimson and blond slats arranged to make a chevron pattern down its center. Ash turned the knob and the door opened into a cavernous, six-sided room, like a beehive’s honey cell. It felt like the inside of a barn: exposed rafters, dusty floors. Everything looked handmade. There weren’t any windows, but lanterns scattered on a smattering of surfaces—some shelves, some crates, a few just resting on the floor—bathed the furnishings in a warm half-light.

			The room was so different in feel from every other place at Retro, which advertised its modernity and sci-fi feeling with smooth, gleaming surfaces and shiny everything. This place seemed like it was neglected by everyone except the person who, judging by the unmade cot in the corner, squatted here. Along one wall were dark wooden shelves stacked high with books someone had clearly read and loved, with cracked spines and worn pages. She ran her fingers along the leather bindings: encyclopedias and atlases, alphabetized and sorted by age. Beyond them, what at first looked like wide stretches of peeling wallpaper came into focus as maps, stuck to the wall with thumbtacks, yellowed corners curling toward the floor in dog-ear droops. In a back corner, a row of tools hung on hooks, as if at a butcher’s shop, including a handsaw longer than Ash’s torso. Beside the tools was a ceiling-high grid full of paint cans, the inscrutable color names (“New Orleans – Embassy – 1932” “White House – Exterior – Nixon admin” “Hull – Santa Maria/Pinta, NOT Niña”) scrawled in marker on masking tape, and two columns of drawers of supplies.

			Another wooden door, opposite the one through which Ash entered, swung open. Miles stepped into the doorway and leaned against the frame. Though Ash hadn’t told him when she’d be coming by, he did not seem surprised to see her.

			“Come on back, dollface,” he said, disappearing behind the door again.

			Ash crossed the room and entered a dimly-lit nook barely bigger than her old apartment. Music was playing softly from some unseen source, and Miles was bending over a drafting table that was covered with blueprints. He wore a leather string around his neck from which a translucent, violet marble dangled like a locket, swaying against his chest as he worked. Miles removed the pencil he’d been gnawing on from his mouth to slide it behind his ear. Then he rolled up the top blueprint and slid it into a long, cardboard tube, which he stowed in a far corner.

			With him out of the way, Ash could see where the music was coming from: a black Panasonic boombox with a cassette tape whirring in the deck. Prince’s voice opined from the speakers: I get delirious whenever you’re near.

			“So you do remember the ’80s,” Ash said.

			Without speaking, Miles returned to the drafting table to study the blueprint that remained there. She couldn’t tell if he could tell that she was staring at him, or if he cared. She breathed in and tried to identify the smell: sawdust, paper, leather, fresh paint.

			“It’s not from anywhere,” Miles said.

			Ash startled like Bambi in the headlights and said nothing.

			“The scent,” he said. “You’re trying to place it, but you already have. It just is what it is.” He stepped back from his work and appraised it, massaging his wrist with his other hand. “They tried to get one of their lab smells in here. Hearth, I think it was.”

			“Sounds cozy.”

			“A campfire on a cool night. Pioneer times, from some exploratory voyage west of the Mississippi. For a while they were calling it Manifest Destiny, until they thought better of it. They wanted to go for something a little less…”

			“Genocidal?” she offered.

			“Your word,” he said. But he laughed. “So now: Hearth. Coziness in the open air.”

			“Could be nice,” Ash said.

			“But it’s not a campfire. It’s just some artificial concoction designed by Retro chemists to manipulate your emotions.” He looked at her again, finally, and then sustained eye contact for so long she almost wished he hadn’t. “That’s fine for the guests. But I don’t like the idea of breathing it in all day, this invisible stuff that isn’t real, brewed by mad scientists to make me feel the way they want me to.”

			“All of this seems a little unreal to me,” Ash said with a tilt of her head, as if toward the entirety of Retro.

			“You get used to it,” he said.

			“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

			“I’m still deciding.” He spoke slowly, as if taking in the scenery of his sentences. “But when I find out, I’ll let you know.”

			Ash walked over to the drafting table. “So what is it you do down here, exactly?” She couldn’t recognize the blueprints, but the care with which they were drawn made her feel this rush of tenderness for them and for whoever was responsible for them, for lines so slender and precise. “Plan bank heists?”

			“You’ve got the rest of the place down on lock, have you?”

			“I wouldn’t go that far,” she said. “I haven’t even been to an Embassy yet. Although, I mean, it’s not like I’ve never stayed in a hotel.”

			“They’re not always hotels.”

			“Oh?”

			“Sometimes they’re motels, sometimes inns, sometimes brothels.”

			“Of course,” she said. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that before.”

			“Anyplace where it wouldn’t be too suspicious for outsiders to spend a night. Well, not anyplace. We did try a hospital once, in 1910. That was…a failed experiment.”

			“I can only imagine.”

			“So now you know everything about everything.”

			“I actually don’t know anything about Preservation. Except that they keep you in the basement.”

			He glanced around the room, as if someone could be listening. Ash had no idea how that could be, though for all she knew there were microphones and cameras and other assorted surveillance equipment hidden throughout Retro’s campus, on the Conveyors, and even in her RetroLiving apartment, and she had absolutely no space of her own in this new life that was unexamined, no little corner where she could hide away to do anything private, like gossip or masturbate or practice her half of arguments in the bathroom mirror before facing her foes in person. Miles walked around the table and stopped in front of her. He bent toward her and said, softly in her ear, “You’ve heard, I’m sure, that the Timeline is resilient.”

			She recalled Ro on the panel, the fury tensing his body like a loaded spring: I’ve said it before and I’ll be saying it forever. “That’s the mantra.”

			“More resilient than you’d think. More resilient than in the movies.”

			“Meaning?”

			“For one thing, that’s how Agents don’t run into themselves, even when you go to the same Destinations more than once. Everything resets.”

			Ash hadn’t thought about this, but as soon as he said it, she felt a lightness in her bones. An endless calendar of do-overs. She asked, “Everything?”

			“It’s not as simple as you cough on a colonist in 1775 and George Washington decides to become king of America. Think of time as having a gravitational pull. You try to stretch things out of order—” He demonstrated, taking a half step away from her and putting one hand on her back. “And time will reel the events back into place,” he said, pulling Ash toward him. A little bit closer than they’d been standing before, she thought. “It’s not as easy as you’d expect, screwing the whole thing up. But every now and then, things…go awry. Nothing we can’t repair.”

			“So that’s where you come in? You’re like…” Ash stumbled around in her dumbstruck brain for the appropriate analogy but nothing came to mind. “You’re a fixer?”

			“Some days I feel like a glorified janitor. Some days, I’m a magician.”

			“A magician?” She grimaced. Well, it’s probably for the best that I be marginally less attracted to this person, she said to herself. Just to keep it workplace-appropriate.

			“And some days I’m a detective. And then there are other days that I’m…other things. But I’ve already said too much. You’ve caught me in a very revealing mood.” He smiled, as if to himself, and ran his finger along the leather strand around his neck, the marble at the end glinting in the low light of the room.

			“Nice necklace,” said Ash.

			Miles reached out for Ash’s wrist and brought it toward his chest. Without removing the string from his neck, he placed the sphere in her palm. Up close she saw that it wasn’t just purple but a swirling, galactic dark, as if Miles had trapped a universe in a glass ball. He tilted her hand gently from side to side, letting the globe roll around. Within its depths was a thin, golden arrow.

			“I take it you’ve never seen a compass like this before,” said Miles.

			“I left mine at home,” Ash said, though she could not keep the amazement out of her voice.

			Miles pointed to the top and bottom of the sphere, and then its right and left edges. “North, south, east, west.” Then he lifted it by the string and let it spin. “The other directions are dimensions: forward or backward in time.”

			“But how…” Ash watched the inky insides of the compass burst and retract, the gilded arrow in its heart wobble then settle. How would you ever walk in the direction this pointed to? What did it mean to move toward yesterday, or tomorrow, from her position inside this workshop?

			“But how,” he said. He enclosed the compass inside his hand as if starting a trick where he’d make it disappear.
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			The Not Our First Rodeo Tour

			When Ash got to the lobby, Luca was already there.

			“Am I late?” she asked.

			“Technically, no,” he said. “Cutting it a little close though, aren’t we?”

			Ash eyed the clock that hung above the concierge desk. Its thick, gold arms were pointed at 11:50 exactly. “I guess,” she said. She was not used to being the less-punctual half of an equation and the feeling unsettled her slightly, as if part of her identity were being stolen.

			The Getaway scent was gone. Now, in Ash’s second week on the job, the lobby smelled like autumn—not the cloying, pumpkin-spice explosion that made an annual assault on Ash’s sinuses inside every grocery store and coffee shop in the real world, but autumn as she remembered it from when she was a kid: a cool crackle in the air; crisp like the first day of school; the fresh wood shavings collected in the belly of the hand-crank pencil sharpener in the back of the classroom. Like pedaling her bike down a maple-lined street and letting go of the handlebars for a brief, exhilarating stretch, so she felt like she was flying.

			“Rustle,” Luca said. “From the September equinox in 1875. It’s got the air through katsura trees in the Hogg brothers’ nursery in New York in it.”

			Ash visualized the tree he described. Its heart-shaped leaves, at the height of the season, turned the same brilliant butterscotch as Retro’s walls. The air flowing through the lobby made Ash feel like she’d leapt into a just-raked pile of them, immersing herself in the scratchy-soft heap.

			“It’s good, isn’t it?” Luca said. “Better than actually being outside.”

			The doors to the lobby split open, and in walked the bachelorette party. Brianna the Bride was easy to spot, in white jeans and a white lacy top, designer sunglasses with white acetate frames. Clearly she was one of those insufferable rich girls, Ash thought, who invested in an all-white wardrobe the second she got engaged and wore white to every single stupid activity for the duration of her betrothal: white leggings and sports bras to her Pilates classes, white bikinis and coverups for her beach weekends, white cashmere scarves and fisherman sweaters on her ski trips. It was easy to imagine Brianna’s entire closet and her every dresser drawer overflowing with an endless array of white attire, like an angel in a cream cheese commercial. Maid of Honor Celeste had her arm looped around Brianna’s elbow, and her outfit—black jeans and T-shirt, no-nonsense flats—reminded Ash of stage crew, the people who dressed to disappear.

			Flanked behind them, in two clusters suggesting cliques within the pack, were the five other bridesmaids. Ash had devoted considerably less energy to learning their names and intricate backstories in her study of the dossiers, committing to memory only a key fact or two for each one: the future sister-in-law who was very concerned about the welfare of her children while she went away (her husband, their father, would be tending to their brood, but he “doesn’t count,” according to her description of him, via the texts she’d sent her fellow bridesmaids, screenshots of which were included in her dossier); the one who did something with crypto and whose work Ash found completely incomprehensible (half the words in her dossier sounded fake); the influencer daughter of a former-lingerie-model mom and venture-capitalist dad (she’d already been on seven sponsored Retro trips); the newly-engaged libertarian whose husband-to-be made his millions on a vanishing-video-sharing app called Blink; and the socialite with some old-money connection Ash couldn’t keep straight—an oil baron, maybe, or a steel tycoon, or some such titan of industry.

			“This is too much,” said Brianna, in a voice that intimated it was actually just enough and anything less would have constituted a colossal failure.

			“It’s really something,” said Celeste, eyes going wide at the grandeur of the lobby.

			The influencer, recording: “So this is the main entrance at the Retro campus, which some of you definitely recognize from my other videos here. Everything is Liftoff Gold, which is a color and material that is exclusive to Retro. It’s literally not available anywhere else. I know a lot of you have been asking me about that. Isn’t it gorgeous?”

			Luca and Ash led their charges to a guest-relations suite, which was designed to look like a welcoming-yet-professional living room, or a therapist’s office. Though not as immersively stylized as the RetroLiving apartments (which, as Christopher explained, “would totally overwhelm them”), the room was sprinkled with furnishings from Destinations. The desk was covered with an anachronistic array of office supplies: A porcelain inkwell from the 1750s sat beside a bundle of William Munroe’s handmade pencils from the 1810s—red cedar sticks without erasers—and an 1870 Hansen Writing Ball, which looked like a porcupine with letters at the end of its spokes hovering above a burnished bronze cylinder and a clean sheet of paper. The walls, also painted Liftoff Gold, were lined with snapshots of guests enjoying their excursions and framed tickets from events Retro guests had attended: the 1965 Ali–Liston fight back when Muhammad Ali was still Cassius Clay; the Giants–Dodgers game where Bobby Thomson hit his shot-heard-’round-the-world home run.

			The Time Travel Agents sat across from the guests, who occupied the leather couch and two armchairs beside it: Brianna at the center and Celeste velcroed to her side, the sister-in-law on the chair closest to the door, as if strategizing an early exit.

			Retro offered plenty of packages for the Wild West Express, one of their most popular Lines. The Home on the Range Tour was a more rustic option, a hit with outdoorsy types and desperate, lonesome fathers who wanted to bond with their internet-addicted sons over cans of baked beans cooked on campfires and nips of whiskey from a flask to expedite the intimacy. I’m sure your mother wouldn’t be too happy about this, but while the boys are away, am I right? The Viva Las Vegas Tour was favored by an older set, mostly gambling addicts and Elvis freaks who went to 1969 to win big and hail to the king. The Gold Rush Tour was, to Ash, the most hilarious package of them all. It was essentially a re-creation of the actual Gold Rush, complete with the likelihood that all travelers would return home with less money than they’d had when they began; the meta-nature of this voyage did little to dissuade the men (it was mostly men) who were convinced they’d done enough research to succeed where so many had failed.

			Ash and Luca had already agreed that the best fit for the bachelorettes was the Not Our First Rodeo Tour, which Luca assured Ash would satisfy all the yeehaw fantasies of the modern Millennial urbanite: Wranglers and leather chaps; fringed jackets and ten-gallon hats; rowdy shows with bucking broncos and bull riders and honest-to-goodness rodeo clowns; cowboys and sharpshooters to flirt with and lassos and guns to play with and skies so gorgeous they looked fake, like the painted backdrops from old Technicolor movies.

			The bride perked up at these promises. “I love everything about this. Like, everything.” She pressed her left hand to her heart. Ash figured she was probably doing everything with her left hand these days. Her engagement ring was as big as a Jawbreaker.

			“And we have to go horseback riding,” said Celeste. “Because Bri is obsessed.”

			A stilted pause, a too-bright smile. “Oh my God, my horse-girl phase,” Brianna said finally. “I can’t believe you remember that.”

			Two other bridesmaids made loaded eye contact from opposite ends of the couch, bit their lips, and snorted back quiet laughter. Brianna, sensing disorder, returned to her refrain. “I love it.”

			“It’ll be so cute,” Celeste said, powering through. “Very kitschy cowgirl.”

			“It sure sounds cute to me,” said Ash.

			Luca, in his most hospitable voice: “We can absolutely arrange that.”

			“This is so much better than Woodstock, actually,” said the influencer bridesmaid. “Because Woodstock is so obvious. Don’t get me wrong, I loved it when I went. The second time especially, once I knew my way around. But this is…interesting. In a good way! Nobody ever does anything interesting anymore.”

			“So true,” said the socialite. “I open Instagram on the Fourth of July and it’s like, we get it, you all saw Hendrix shred the anthem.” She rolled her eyes.

			“Okay, well, I haven’t seen it,” said the cryptomaid.

			“Sometimes clichés are clichés for a reason,” said the libertarian.

			The sister-in-law said nothing, absorbed in her phone, muttering to herself about after-school pickup schedules. “They should just stay at my mother’s,” she narrated as she typed. “I’ll be home by dinner. You can order something in.”

			“The Not Our First Rodeo Tour is really popular,” Ash said. “But not too popular. It’s the just-right amount of popular, you know what I mean?”

			The socialite relaxed back into the couch. “Like Reykjavík.”

			“Or Lisbon,” offered the influencer.

			“Oh, I love Lisbon,” said Brianna. “All the little tiles! So pretty.”

			Luca stood up. “We should get you to Wares for your fittings.”

			Brianna led her bridesmaids out of the room, her happiest attendants close to her side. The dissatisfied duo lingered at the back, to better express their discontent. “ ‘Like Lisbon,’ ” mocked the cryptomaid, under her breath, in the libertarian’s ear. “As if you’d ever pick Lisbon over Paris.”

			The libertarian giggled. “Just thinking about going to Reykjavík makes me want to kill myself.”
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			Like Civilized People

			Ash returned to her desk to find a Pepto-pink “While You Were Out” note stuck to her computer screen. The handwritten message: There’s a call for you - EX.

			Jane was hopping over a hot-blue Skip It looped around her left ankle, her sneakers and the plastic ball making a rhythmic step-clank-step-clank beat against the floor. “I picked it up on my last trip to ’91,” she said, breathless. “I’m trying to beat my original high score. It’s easier than I remember.”

			Ash peeled the note off the monitor and handed it to Jane. “Do you know anything about this?”

			“It came from the Exchange for you.”

			“But who would…” Ash wasn’t really sure how to finish the thought.

			“Must be somebody who doesn’t live around now.” Jane returned the slip to Ash without missing a skip. “Find a Zero, they’ll connect you.”

			Find a Zero. Ash returned Jane’s inscrutable advice with a helpless expression and Jane let her Skip It clatter to a stop. “I’ll take you. I’ve been meaning to visit Sheila anyway.”

			

			—

			More winding hallways; would Ash ever figure out which paths led to which places? Jane found some hidden door, heaved it open, and led Ash inside.

			“The Exchange is where all communication between our headquarters here and our Embassies in the Destinations goes in and out,” Jane explained, shouting a bit to be heard over the tumult. “The department head is Tessa. She’s probably at the switchboard with the Zeroes.”

			“Huh,” Ash said. “Sounds a little disrespectful.”

			“They call themselves Zeroes, because that’s how you reach them. On your office phone? Dial Zero for the Operator.”

			Ash couldn’t remember ever actually calling an operator before—an operator who was a human and not just a chipper female-voiced robot. She followed Jane along a wall lined with telephone booths housing devices going from two-piece to rotary to pay to cell as they moved down the row. In a bay around the corner was a massive switchboard manned by a team of operators—Zeroes—plugging patch cords into sockets. Behind them, a woman wearing white roller skates was gliding back and forth behind her charges, several of whom were wearing skates as well. She had a high ponytail that swooped like a question mark down to the center of her shoulder blades, and it swayed through the air as she sailed toward Ash and Jane.

			“New Agent?” Tessa asked.

			“I have a call,” Ash said, holding out the pink memo.

			“Well, let me show you around and then we’ll get you on the line.” Tessa skated forward slowly, at a walking pace, so Ash and Jane could keep up. “We use local communication technology to reach anyone in a Destination. If you want to talk to somebody in 1812, obviously, you’re not going to be able to text them.”

			Nothing about how Retro operated, or any of its hidden limitations, seemed obvious to Ash. “Right,” she said.

			“Don’t worry, you won’t have to connect these calls by yourself. Just find a Zero and they’ll get you through. If you’re in a Destination, you’ll send a message through your Embassy, which will reach us here. The Embassies only have local devices, so there won’t be any confusion for you on that end. Over here, well, it seems daunting. But once you get the hang of it, it’ll all make sense. It just looks like a lot. And sounds like chaos. We’ve laid it all out in chronological order, with the oldest at the back.” She led Ash and Jane to the far wall, where a small cluster of people were bent over a piece of thick, yellowed parchment. One held a quill in his hand aloft, glaring at his coworkers.

			“You all need to back off,” he was saying. “I’m not doing this over again. And I don’t need to. That’s obviously a long s.”

			“It looks like an f,” said the guy next to him, leaning so close to the page that his nose nearly smeared the ink. “Like you’re saying, ‘I pray for your fafe return.’ ”

			“It’s supposed to look like an f. They’re going to know it’s an s.”

			“Actually over here it looks like a p,” said the woman standing behind them both, angling for a better view. “Where it says, ‘I am sorry to intrude on your trip.’ It’s like you’re ‘porry.’ ”

			“Just get me the wax so we can seal this,” said the writer. “And somebody move the inkwell before Hugo knocks it over again.”

			“That was one time,” said the close-reader. “You need to learn to let things go.”

			“Right this way,” Tessa said. “Modernity is in sight.”

			Farther down the row were typewriters, then fax machines, then gigantic old computers; for a while, the machines got bigger, then smaller again. Ash barely had time to take in the sights, so overwhelming were the sounds: the snare-drum rat-a-tat of the typewriters, loud as a firing squad; the fat thwap of a phone book against the desk, the rustling of its tissue-thin pages turning; the garbage-disposal crunch of a dial-up modem connecting a beige block of a desktop to America Online, the warm male greeting chirping out from the speaker: Welcome! You’ve got mail!

			“Zoe never checks her email,” said a woman behind a computer—the exact computer Ash had years ago in her childhood bedroom, with a white frame and a translucent indigo base through which some of the machine’s guts could be seen, which had once struck Ash as the most futuristic piece of technology she could ever imagine and now looked so old as to be practically carbon-dated.

			“She’s in 2004,” said the woman across from her, smacking her gum hard against her teeth.

			“So?”

			“So she’s going to be on AIM.”

			The first woman went hmm at this, then logged into instant messenger. Her cubicle filled with the sound effect of a heavy door creaking open. “Oh my God,” she said. “Her away message.”

			“What is it?”

			“Okay so, it’s in hot pink on a black background, in Comic Sans. And it says, ‘How many special people change? How many lives are living strange? Where were you while wE wErE gEtTiNg HiGh?’ ”

			“It does not.”

			“With the last part uppercase-lowercase alternating, yes it does.” She spun around in her desk chair, then tugged herself back to the keyboard. “And then it’s like, ‘out with my girls, you know what to do.’ ”

			The gum-chewer laughed so hard she snorted. “She is in deep.”

			Tessa led Ash across the room to a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows looking out on a paddock. The glorious grassy knoll was dotted with wildflowers, drenched in sunlight.

			“Nice view,” said Ash.

			“Just wait,” said Tessa.

			In the distance, on the meadow’s far side, was a barn about the height and width of a two-car garage, out of which emerged a horse with a gold-red coat, like a new penny. Ash had not known that a horse could be a Hitchcock blonde, but this one’s mane and tail were platinum. She thought, with disbelief: Am I jealous of a horse?

			The animal trotted right over to her window and started munching on the grass on the other side of the pane, at Ash’s feet. It chewed and swallowed and harrumphed, nostrils flaring briefly, before meandering back toward the middle of the field, where the sun shone strongest.

			“You have a horse?” Ash asked.

			“We have a pony,” Tessa amended.

			“Her name is Sheila,” said Jane, voice rich with affection.

			“At first Ro had her for a Pony Express, but we couldn’t get her to cooperate on the trains,” said Tessa. “I tried to tell him the Pony Express didn’t even work in real life. It went bankrupt in under two years. But he insisted, so here she is.”

			“By the time Ro accepted that the Express wouldn’t work, we’d all grown very attached to her,” Jane said. “So she’s kind of like the office mascot now.”

			Ash watched Sheila through the window. The pony was blissfully chewing grass and prancing away, but Ash felt this awful, sinking feeling, like Sheila didn’t want to be here anymore—doing pointless laps around a field the size of a high school track, with absolutely no other animals around. She searched the pony’s eyes for some inner sadness.

			“I’m going to give her a snack,” said Jane. “Can you get Ash to her call?”

			“Sure thing,” said Tessa, skating around the Agents in a circle and reappearing on Ash’s right, snatching the memo out of Ash’s hand. “Okay, 1937. So the ’30s are down by the left, just after the desk of two-piece sets. If you hit the wall of phone booths, you’ve gone too far.”

			Ash made her way down the rows until she found a Zero sitting on the edge of a desk, her hand over the receiver of a black Bakelite telephone. She waved Ash over with her free hand. “Just one more minute, I’ll get her for you,” she said into the phone, then covered the bottom with her hand again. To Ash, she asked, “You know a PI named Frank?”

			“Sure I do. I mean, I did.” She thought: He’s nearly a century ago. She’d looked him up not too long after she got back from new-hire happy hour, to see if he was still around, a puttering old man. Not even close: He’d died young—not long after they met, actually. His liver gave out. Cirrhosis.

			“He wants to talk to you,” the Zero said. She added breezily, “Something about a murder investigation.”

			Ash had been hoping that the problem of her witnessing a homicide would have resolved itself offscreen, that perhaps she could leave that particular complication in the past. “I thought that would be over by now.”

			“Here, it is,” said the Zero. “There, it isn’t.”

			Ash reached for the lip of the desk to steady herself. She could not figure out what language could wrap itself around the total infeasibility of what was miraculously, actually happening. “How did he know how to reach me?”

			The Zero shrugged. “He’d be a pretty shitty private investigator if he couldn’t figure out your phone number.”

			Ash took this in. “Fair point.”

			“If you don’t talk to him now, he’ll just keep calling until you do. I can tell. He’s that type.”

			Ash bit her bottom lip. “What am I supposed to say?”

			“You mean about the murder?”

			Ash felt sick, remembering: The crimson lake of blood swelling beneath the body. How that man fell with his face turned toward her, eyes open and vacant, almost as if he’d been looking for her before he was killed. “Yeah, that’s what I mean.”

			“Well,” the Zero said. “Did you kill anybody?”

			“What? No.”

			“Then just say that.” She extended the receiver. “Okay? I have to go feed Sheila.”

			Ash took the phone, still warm where the Zero’s hand had held it. She looked down at its blocky base, the perfect hole-punch circles of the rotary dial making a bright, white capital C on its face. She tried to remember how she’d sounded at her new-hire happy hour, the way she’d been able to belong there, and then. She put the phone to her ear and felt herself become somebody else. Her voice was a little deeper, sultrier, as if she’d just woken up from a deep, pleasing dream. “And here I was starting to think you were never going to call.”

			“You’re not an easy woman to find,” said Frank. Insane, Ash thought. Insane that his low voice was coming through this telephone, from three thousand miles and eighty years away. This man is dead right now. This man died before I was born.

			“I’d ask you to tell me how you did it,” she said. “But I wouldn’t want to spoil your fun.”

			“That’s the spirit.” His voice brought her back to the bar, to the feeling of being very close to him. The warm vise of his hand around her arm, steady against the blood streaming out. “Bartender recognized one of your friends. Guess they’d been in there before. He had an old business card of theirs lying around. Lucky break for me, seeing as you split so quick I couldn’t get your number.”

			The Destination documents. Ash had assumed all the contact information on there was fake. Would she ever figure out which parts of this job were real? “Get lucky a lot, do you?”

			“I appreciate you worrying about my fun, though. Hardly anybody can keep their sense of humor around a murder. Can make my line of work a real slog.”

			His mention of the murder made Ash’s hands shake. She wished she could feel calmer. It occurred to her that what she really wanted was a cigarette, and she shoved the thought from her mind. She could not already be addicted to cigarettes. She said, “Must be terrible for you.”

			“Oh, I get by just fine,” he said. She could hear his smile through the phone. He probably had a cigarette. And a drink. She could see him now: smoking with one hand, drinking with the other. No wonder he was so relaxed. Jealousy pulsed through her. She chided herself: This man will literally die in 1948. Because he is literally an alcoholic.

			“So,” she said. “What are you calling me for?”

			“I’m guessing you’ll still be telling me you don’t know anything about him.”

			“Anything about who?”

			“Is it that hard to keep track? You must have men falling at your feet all the time.”

			“Oh, right. Him.” Ash pressed her hands together, as if in prayer, and squeezed them between her knees. “Not a thing. Unless you count his time of death.”

			“You know, I’d love to believe you.”

			“Why don’t you?”

			“Maybe it’s this goddamn telephone. Can’t look a person in the eyes when you’re talking to them. There’s just something dishonest about it, whether you’re telling the truth or not.”

			“Interesting,” she said. “I can picture you as easily as if you were standing right in front of me.”

			“Is that so? How do I look?”

			She remembered the shine of his slicked-back hair, the small, sunken crescents under his dark eyes, like he never got quite enough sleep. Without meaning to, Ash found herself twisting the phone cord around her finger. She’d been single a long time; she thought she’d tried it all. But she’d never flirted with a ghost before.

			“I’ve seen worse,” she said.

			“I think you and I could sort this out like civilized people.”

			“How do civilized people do things? I’ve always wondered.”

			“Over a drink.”

			“Pretty bold move if you think I’m a cold-blooded killer,” she said. “For all you know, I’ll slip arsenic in your glass the minute you look away.”

			“Now, now,” he said. “I don’t know about you. But I’m not planning on looking away.”
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			Say You Saw a Butterfly

			That Saturday—the day of Brianna’s bachelorette—Ash woke up with a familiar tingle in her gut, the way she used to feel before opening nights. Like tiny tap dancers were heel-stepping across her stomach. It had been frightening enough to go to the past on her own, with other professionals in tow, and that trip had not gone as smoothly as one might hope (see: homicide). But to go to 1866 with a bunch of people who were trusting her to oversee their safe passage was another thing entirely. She wasn’t even sure she could ride the Retro Metro without projectile-vomiting, as she nearly had before her new-hire happy hour; she did not think that was the sort of behavior that would instill confidence among her guests. Explorers, she reminded herself. Call them explorers to their face.

			She met Luca in Wares. Dominique had already packed all the guests’ wardrobes into steamer trunks with hidden wheels that popped in and out of the bottom corners so they could be easily rolled onto the Conveyor. Luca and Ash would be sharing a trunk, and he was sorting their items as though he thought anything that might go on Ash’s skin contained a communicable disease.

			“You’re on the right,” he said. “Mine’s the left. And our travel outfits are still on the wires.”

			Ash saw their clothes hanging on golden twine from the ceiling. She tugged hers down—a calico dress, with a fitted bodice and full skirt like a bell—and draped them over her arm. “Not that I’m not happy to go with you or anything,” she said. “But shouldn’t Jane be the one leading this with me? I mean, it’s a girls’ trip, isn’t it?”

			“Bachelorettes love me,” said Luca, retrieving his floating clothes from above his head. “And you can’t go to this stop without an escort. Too much you can’t do.”

			Ash was offended by the notion that Luca could already tell her abilities had significant limits, seeing as they’d only just met. “How do you know what I can’t do?”

			“Because you won’t have rights.”

			“Oh,” she said.

			He stood back to admire his work organizing the trunk, then slammed the lid down. “But step right this way, little lady,” he said, teasing twang in his voice, “to the accessories room.”

			“You know how we women love to accessorize,” said Ash.

			He led her through a door to a room that looked like a very large and expensive jewelry store, or even a museum. Objects were arranged in big glass cases by Location Line—the plush velvet behind them was the same color as the coordinating Conveyor—and in chronological order within the case. Luca brought Ash to the Wild West Express section, where piles of silver and turquoise items shone against the orange surface: boot spurs and beaded hat bands, gleaming silver scarf slides and spaghetti-skinny bolo ties.

			He gestured toward the case. “Here’s your consolation prize for your lack of suffrage and freedom of movement and other such drawbacks of the era: You get to have a gun.”

			At the end of the case were at least two dozen pistols, all lined up in a grid. Ash had never been so close to real guns before. The possibility of carnage sizzled off their surfaces, even through the glass. The haunting pop-pop-pop of the gun that had killed that man right in front of her at her new-hire happy hour came back to her mind and she shivered to recall it.

			“I don’t have a license or anything,” she said.

			“Since when has that ever stopped anybody?”

			Ash lifted the glass lid and hovered her hand over her options until she found a handle she liked, etched with delicate engravings that belied its brutal function. “She’s pretty.”

			“Colt Single Action Army. A fine choice.” Luca pointed toward the door to the locker rooms, next to which was a peculiar-looking vending machine. “Don’t forget to hit the bullet box on your way out.”

			Ash took her gun over to the machine and placed it in the hollow at hip height. A golden grid, like the one that had sized her up for her wardrobe fitting, encased the gun and beeped twice. She heard the internal workings clank and shift, and then an orange box dropped down to the foot of the machine. She stooped down to pick it up and shook it gently, like a rattle, and the bullets inside jingled when they touched.

			“I’d wait to load it until after we get there. Wouldn’t want it going off on the train by mistake.” Luca put on a hat and tipped it in Ash’s direction as he headed toward one of the changing rooms for staff. “See you at the station.”

			“You know, I never really got the whole cowboy thing,” she said.

			“Everyone’s hot and frustrated and great with their hands,” said Luca. “What’s not to get?”

			“It just seems kind of”—she shook her bullet box again—“I don’t know. Republican.”

			Luca laughed. “Don’t be so sure about that.”

			

			—

			Ash wanted to see Jane before she left, though she could not have explained exactly why. Well, she was nervous. More than stage-fright nervous. And she had a feeling Jane would know what to say to make it all seem totally fine. Once Ash was dressed in her traveling outfit, she found Jane over by the meadow, grooming Sheila’s coppery coat with a dandy brush.

			“Isn’t she so glamorous?” said Jane, enraptured by the animal. “I always wanted a pony when I was a kid.”

			Ash wasn’t all that comfortable around animals, to the point where she worried she was missing some critical chip that all other non-sociopathic humans possessed. She received the photos her father sent her with a respectful but incurious eye, never envying his proximity to the real, live creatures. But there was something regal about Sheila, Ash could admit this. The grace and musculature of her body, the coquettish curl of her inch-long eyelashes. Ash reached out and gave Sheila’s nose a gentle pat.

			“Jane, what if something goes wrong?”

			“Like, generally?”

			“On the bachelorette.”

			“Something probably will go wrong.”

			“I love your confidence,” said Ash. “That’s very helpful for me.”

			Jane smoothed Sheila’s hide. “Have you ever gone on a trip where nothing has gone wrong? Not a Retro trip. Any trip at all.”

			Ash thought about the myriad travel mishaps and crises she’d endured in her life: the missed flights and pickpockets; the lost luggage and language-barrier confusion and bowel-wrecking food poisoning; the cab rides that nearly killed her and the nightclub flirtations that escalated without warning. “Now that you mention it, I guess not.”

			“So, just assume something will go a little bit sideways,” Jane said. “Manage those expectations. You’ll be fine.”

			“I just wish I had some sort of…I don’t know. Like an emergency contact.”

			“Well, you do,” said Jane. “I’ll be here. You can always send a message through the Embassy. They’ll get it to the Exchange, and a Zero can pass it on to me.” She dropped the brush and clapped her hands. “We can have a secret code.”

			“Hmm,” said Ash.

			“You know, like an SOS. A signal. So if one of us is in trouble, the other one will know.”

			“It has to be a secret, you think?” Ash asked, though as she said it aloud, she knew that it was true. Odds were if she found herself in a dodgy situation, she would want to keep it as quiet as possible, in case whatever went wrong was a fireable offense. She was so tired of getting fired. Considering how often it had happened to her, across multiple industries and over so many years, she was starting to take it personally.

			“Okay, how about this: We’ll say we saw a bird,” said Jane.

			“A bird?”

			“Or a flower, or an animal. Something common but also special.” Jane bent to pick up the brush again and slapped it a few times against her palm, a rhythm to think by. “Oh, I know! A butterfly.”

			“A butterfly,” Ash repeated.

			“Say you saw a butterfly,” Jane said, walking around to Sheila’s far side to groom the rest of her coat.

			“A butterfly sighting while time traveling,” Ash said. “Cute.”

			“It’s just the sort of ordinary-yet-noteworthy thing you’d put in a postcard,” said Jane, energized by the proposed subterfuge. “No one else will think twice about it. But we’ll know exactly what we mean.”
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			The Wild West Express

			The letters on the flipboard tumbled into place and read out the schedule: Wild West Express: 2 Minutes. New England Speedliner: 17 Minutes. Battlefield Special: 24 Minutes.

			Celeste was rocking back and forth from her heels to the balls of her feet, gazing around at the gilded walls of the station and standing on the cusp of a conversation Brianna was having with the cryptomaid.

			“So Sparta is emerging from stealth,” the cryptomaid was saying. “It’s going Alpha.”

			“That’s amazing,” said Brianna. Her eyes were blank.

			The train arrived right on time. The cars were a cheery tangerine: the official orange of the Wild West Express.

			Out the train doors came a clutch of middle-aged men in stiff blue jeans and chaps, cheeks stuffed and teeth stained with tobacco chew. “It’s not that bad,” said one, taking his friend’s chin in his hand to turn his head side to side. “Just get some aloe on it.” His friend’s face was aflame with sunburn, scorched even to his eyelids, lips cracked and peeling.

			“I just felt stupid in that hat,” he said, twisting the brim and staring at the floor. “I’ve never been the kind of guy that can pull off a hat. But I get why they wore them now. It wasn’t just for the aesthetic.”

			Behind them, a guy in loose trousers tugged at his suspenders, pulling them out and letting them thwack back into place against his chest. “I really think if we’d stayed for, like, three more days, we would’ve found something,” he was saying.

			The girl next to him squirmed against the confines of her corset. “I was not going to keep wearing this outfit so you could dick around in a stream for three more days.”

			“I wasn’t dicking around. I was panning for gold,” he said.

			Mimicking his diction, she replied, “It was taking for-ever.”

			“Yeah, well, I didn’t realize that most of the gold wasn’t in the creeks. Turns out it’s way deep in the bedrock and you have to go into the mines to get it.”

			“You didn’t realize?” She twisted a long, dark coil of her hair around her finger so tightly her knuckles turned white. “That is so typical. This is why you can’t plan our vacations. This is just like that time at Machu Picchu when you thought we could do the Inca Trail without a sherpa.”

			“Babe, it’s just going uphill. Like, yeah, I know it’s a very big hill, but I just didn’t expect it to be so treacherous.” He took off his wide-brimmed hat and started twirling it in his hands and tossing it in the air like pizza dough. “Anyway, you were the one who wanted to lose some weight before the wedding. That elevation sickness was like a silver lining for you.”

			She looked at him closely, like she was trying to read fine print, presumably reevaluating every life choice that brought her to this point, with this man. Ash could see it clearly: She was remembering an ex she’d axed too soon, who’d always made this very dumb face when he came and insisted on holding eye contact when he did it, but was otherwise inoffensive and never forgot her birthday, celebrating her with extremely practical gifts that bored her at the time but that she did still use: thick cashmere socks, a silk eye mask to keep the light out when she needed to sleep on an airplane.

			“Right,” she said.

			“And I couldn’t go into the mines! I’m not a miner. How was I supposed to know that was the best way to get gold?” He concluded, as if the paragon of reason, “Obviously if I’d known, I would’ve planned things differently.”

			“Well,” she said, in the slow tone of voice you’d use to rouse the recently concussed. “We were going to 1850, to be a part of something that already happened. It’s a very well-documented stretch of American history. So yes, I do believe you could have known. You picked the trip.”

			He dropped his hat, swooped down to rescue it from the floor. “Did you want me to die in a mine shaft?”

			She paused a disconcerting length of time. “I wanted to honeymoon in Maui.”

			The ex, Ash bet, took her to an all-inclusive in Aruba, which at the time she’d dismissed as insufficiently interesting. In hindsight, well, she’d had a perfectly lovely time. Probably she was thinking of it now: Her mojitos replaced as soon as she’d swilled the last of them, his stupid face half an inch from hers, his hands gripping hers against the headboard.

			“I wanted to pull our wedding bands from the earth with my own two hands,” her husband said. “I thought you’d think that was romantic.”

			She seemed to soften at this. “Cartier is also romantic, in my opinion.”

			“I could feel that we were close to something. We almost hit gold.”

			“Literally everyone thinks that,” she said. “That’s how the Gold Rush happened.” She hoisted up her layers upon layers of skirts and shoved past Ash, muttering to herself as she went. “I’m never changing out of yoga pants again, I swear to God.”

			

			—

			Luca boarded the train first, with Brianna and Celeste at his heels. Ash waited until all the girls had boarded and followed behind, making sure everyone’s restraints were in place.

			“This is safe, right?” The sister-in-law, reaching for Ash’s wrist. A flash of disquiet in her pale blue eyes making her look very young, even though, at forty, she was the oldest of the bunch. Presumably she was imagining her children essentially orphaned (given the uselessness of her husband) if she did not return from this voyage; or maybe her more immediate concern was how it would feel to die while time traveling—what such a death would entail. Ash could hear the questions the sister-in-law was too frightened to articulate, like: Would she be safely transmitted across this strip of spacetime or would she emerge at the other end with a body crushed like a kicked-in beer can? Would she arrive in one piece, or would her guts explode and her bones shatter and her skin melt right off her and congeal in a flesh-puddle on the floor of the Conveyor?

			“Oh, absolutely,” said Ash.

			“You’re sure?”

			I am not at all sure, Ash thought. I have never been less sure of anything in my entire uncertain life. I still don’t really know how time travel works and I highly doubt I will ever find out. She smiled like a pageant queen. “Would I be here if I wasn’t sure?”

			This seemed to soothe the sister-in-law, who loosened her grip on Ash’s hand. Ash freed herself and scurried to her own seat before the sister-in-law could see that she, too, was afraid. She wasn’t terrified, though. She’d moved a notch or two down from terror. She silently congratulated herself for her incremental progress, all anybody could hope for in this life.

			The announcer’s clarion voice over the speaker: “This is the Past-Bound Conveyor on the Wild West Express. Last call for the Past-Bound Conveyor on the Wild West Express.” The train rumbled, initiating movement. Ash felt its momentum building, energy rising up through the soles of her feet, through her body. She closed her eyes. She took a deep breath and pictured the Daybreak air swirling through her nostrils and filling her lungs. Saltwater in the early morning. The sun’s rays climbing up from the horizon, light spilling into the sky. Like loosening the ribbon on a birthday present, some sweet, special surprise just ahead.
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			The Real Thing

			“It’s not even a real bachelorette party if nobody throws up.” Ash rubbed Celeste’s back as the maid of honor kneeled in the dirt outside the station, retching.

			“We haven’t even started drinking yet,” Celeste gasped between hiccups.

			The other girls ignored her, though Ash could not fault them for this; it was kinder of them to pretend not to see their new acquaintance vomiting. Besides, they were preoccupied, perching on their luggage and taking photos with the cameras Dominique provided—a Wares special, camouflaged cameras for taking pictures in as inconspicuous a manner as possible (or at least without holding up an iPhone in the 1880s). For this trip, their tiny cameras were folded up in navy-blue bandanas that fit in the palm of their hand.

			Celeste leaned all the way over, palms pressed to the earth, and spat into the dust. Dominique had curled, braided, and pinned up everybody’s hair, and Ash admired the intricate plaiting around Celeste’s head. Celeste looked up at Ash and asked, “Does it always feel like that?”

			Ash knew better than to admit that, until approximately three weeks ago, she had never time-traveled, and so far she had been struggling nearly as much as Celeste. She pawed around in her pocket for a pack of cigarettes and instead found rolling papers, a small baggie of tobacco, and matches. She fumbled a bit but managed to assemble something that seemed sufficient. She lit it, took a drag, and passed it to Celeste. “This will help,” she said.

			“Seriously?” Celeste asked, but she accepted Ash’s offering, sitting back on her heels and wiping away a fleck of drool and bile with the back of her free hand.

			“You’ll hardly feel it on the way back,” Ash said. She wasn’t totally positive about that, but it was a theory she was piecing together. Guests disembarking at the main station seemed to move just fine out the doors of the Conveyor and on with their lives. And now that she was thinking about it, Ash didn’t remember having too much trouble with her return trip from 1937. Maybe it was because her body could tell that she was headed in the right direction: moving forward, as nature intended, toward the place in time-space where she really belonged.

			Celeste nodded, internalizing this and drawing strength from Ash’s promise, and straightened up again. She stood and rubbed the back of her neck and turned in a slow circle, taking in her surroundings for the first time. The pallor of sickness left her face and brightness flooded in.

			They were at the end of a bustling street. Ash and Celeste both stepped back a few paces to avoid being trampled by the two-way traffic of covered wagons and horse-led coaches. The bank was just behind them, between a livery and a hardware store; farther down the lane was a blacksmith, a sheriff ’s office, and a courthouse that, an enticing sign out front promised, also sold ice-cold beer.

			Across the way, a saloon’s doors swung open and disgorged a trio of drunk men who landed out front in a heap like dirty laundry. They frantically freed themselves from the tangle of each other’s limbs, rose uneasily to their feet, and staggered off in opposite directions. The tallest of the three ambled Ash and Celeste’s way, his gait unsteady. He had the upturned mustache and bushy beard that, in the present, Ash had seen sprouting across the faces of many a man in Williamsburg; in fact, on three separate occasions, she’d met men with the silhouette of said mustache tattooed on their index fingers. Ash found them ridiculous—they were ridiculous—but she had never considered how well this aesthetic would suit someone who was not actively cultivating an “aesthetic.” The bearded drunkard passed the bachelorette party without comment—for their costumes did not look like costumes here at all, Ash decided. The Wares Department had done right by them; they looked like the Locals did.

			In the distance, the mountains carved a jagged sienna line against a cerulean sky so splendid and wide it almost hurt Ash’s heart, knowing even if she stared at it forever she’d never take it all in, that even while she was here experiencing it she was already missing it. Another new feeling for which she had no language.

			Celeste said, “Holy shit.”

			They returned to the rest of the group, where Brianna insisted on retaking all the photos they’d just taken so Celeste could be included.

			“I know this sounds insane,” the libertarian was saying, “but I would give anything for a Dr Pepper right now.”

			

			—

			The Embassy was, as Miles had forewarned, a brothel. “It’s not operational,” Luca said, though the bachelorette and her bridesmaids didn’t seem at all that wary about their lodgings. Skirts clenched in their hands to keep from tripping up the stairs, they rushed to the second floor to claim their rooms. Ash sauntered over to the bar, behind which, near the floor, was a golden mail slot for sending letters back to the Exchange.

			“If people see us leaving here,” Ash said. “Won’t they assume that we, you know, work here?”

			“It’s not so bad for you if they do,” Luca said. “Prostitutes actually have greater freedom of movement around here than their more honorable counterparts.”

			“They’re called sex workers now,” said Ash.

			“It’s the 1800s, so, they’re soiled doves.”

			“Rude,” said Ash.

			“Or scarlet women?”

			“Hmm,” Ash said. “I don’t hate it.”

			The bridesmaids returned to the saloon floor and started pouring themselves drinks, squealing and toasting each other and also every single thing about the room, the street, the ride, the trip. Even Celeste, cheeks ruddy with drink and joy, was feeling the pull of the party, giving herself over to the weekend. She nuzzled her nose into Brianna’s face, took a selfie of her kissing the bride’s cheek, and ordered the group to take a round of shots. The bridesmaids were more than happy to oblige.

			Ash had once belonged to a group like this, an extended network from college that included Heather and Pebbles, until everyone else got married, or successful, or pregnant, or some combination of the three, at which point they were too busy, so busy, seriously, it’s crazy how busy things are, but let’s catch up soon? Soon meaning, apparently, never.

			Ash felt a sort of prickling on her neck; Luca was watching her watch the girls. Worried that her face had betrayed some pitiable, private yearning, she decided to change the subject. “Who’s ready to go to the rodeo?”

			

			—

			Though Ash did not think of herself as someone who liked much of what the rodeo had to offer, she found herself enraptured with the spectacle, the bronc riding especially—the grace and violence of it, all muscle and sinew, courting and skirting death. Even its hokier charms thrilled her, with the knowledge that all of it was real, that the red dust loosed from the earth by these cowboys was sticking to the sweat on her skin. The bridesmaids screamed with glee at every event and Ash found herself doing the same, shrieking her throat raw.

			After the rodeo, Luca and Ash took the bridesmaids shopping. As they made their way down the street, the socialite tapped Luca on the shoulder and beckoned for him to bend closer to her so she could speak softly. “I just wasn’t expecting there to be so many”—her voice dropped to a whisper—“Black people.”

			“A common misconception,” said Luca.

			“They’re, like, everywhere.” She shook her head as if waking from a strange dream.

			Ash hid her disgust at the socialite’s discomfort, remembering Christopher’s mandate: We’re in the service business, not the judgment business. “Is that…a problem?” she asked.

			“It’s fine!” The socialite’s voice went high and frantic as they entered the store Luca had said was the best place in town for souvenirs. “Totally fine. I just didn’t know.”

			The bridesmaids tipsily explored the aisles. Ash, who’d had only slightly less to drink than her charges, moseyed around the store behind them. Coming off the high of the rodeo, she was excited by the possibility that she’d find something special for herself. But it didn’t take long before the store’s goods started to depress her. It was just dopey knickknacks for suckers and tourists.

			“Is this it?” she asked Luca.

			“Is what it?”

			“It’s like a theme park,” Ash said. “Of itself.”

			Luca grazed his hand across the velvet surface of a cowboy painting. “What were you expecting?”

			“I’m not sure.” As she looked around at the other shoppers, her blissful feeling from the rodeo—that she was part of something real—shriveled up and died inside her chest. Everything was an exaggeration; everyone was wearing a costume. That’s why the bridesmaids didn’t look any less authentic than anybody else. Authentic was a concept that did not even seem to apply in this context. Though Ash had been wholly captivated at the rodeo, she knew deep down she had no way of knowing which cowboys had actually worked with cattle and who’d merely grown up training for the rodeo like circus freaks at a clown academy. Ash felt like she was back on the studio lot, the one time she’d been in that real, honest-to-goodness big Hollywood movie, milling around with costumed extras while the director zipped around on a golf cart.

			She and Luca passed a shelf of plaster-of-paris statues, Native Americans with garish red-and-turquoise feather headdresses that flowed to their ankles and mouths in a grim, flat line. Ash felt a dumb little punched-in feeling in her heart.

			Luca, a teasing tone in her ear: “Looking for a land acknowledgment?”

			“Is it all—like this?”

			“Nothing but corral dust, as we say in these parts. Disappointed?”

			“I mean, I don’t care. But is Brianna going to be satisfied with…” She glanced over her shoulder, where the bridesmaids were taking turns trying on ten-gallon hats and shouting STOP at each other.

			“This is exactly what Brianna wanted.”

			“But it’s not…” Ash wracked her brain for the right language. “It hardly feels different from…I don’t know. I guess I just thought we were going back for the real thing.”

			Luca spun his gun around his finger. “Ash, there is no real thing.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You know they shot the first western in New Jersey?” He said this with a hint of pride. “The Great Train Robbery. And not even the western side of Jersey. Essex County. Closer to Fresh Kills than the Frontier.”

			“Oh.”

			“And Annie Oakley’s from Ohio.”

			“Like me?” Ash asked, deflated. “That can’t be right.”

			“Only time she went west of the Mississippi was to tour.”

			“Okay, but then…” She heard herself sounding like a kid but couldn’t see another way through. “What is all this based on if there isn’t something real somewhere? If there was never a real thing to begin with?” That the store she was standing in could just as easily have existed in the twenty-first century as in the nineteenth felt like a betrayal of some virtue she didn’t even know she’d been holding. “What are we even doing here?”

			“You sound like Jane,” he said. “What else do you believe in? Soulmates? Destiny? God?” Each item on the list was pronounced as more absurd than the last.

			“Turns out Ro’s looked into that,” Ash said. “The only god he believes in is himself.”

			“It’s just marketing,” said Luca.

			“God?”

			“The rodeo. The Old West. The country.” He plopped a pinched-front hat on her head. “You’ll see.”
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			Cowboy O’Clock

			“Okay, we have a surprise for you,” said the cryptomaid. It was Sunday. The girls had spent the morning sleeping off their hangovers and the early part of the afternoon getting drunk again. With exaggerated ceremony, the cryptomaid handed Brianna a Liftoff Gold envelope.

			“You guys!” Brianna beamed. “You did not have to do this.”

			Inside the envelope was a message on Retro letterhead:

			Yeehaw!

			Congratulations on signing up for the Damsel in Distress Spectacular™!

			There’s no better way for a gal to feel the excitement and adventure of life in the Wild West than with a customized Retro experience.

			Damsels are entitled to one (1) rescue by a Cowboy of Retro’s choosing. Damsels can be saved either from armed bandits (for which the Damsel will be held at gunpoint) or a speeding train (for which the Damsel will be tied to the tracks).

			Please note that the bandits will have live ammunition and the train will not be operated by a Retro conductor. Retro is not liable for any harm that may befall the Damsel. Risks include but are not limited to: pain; rope burn; mangling and/or maiming of the Damsel’s limbs; humiliation; and death.

			Post-rescue trysts with the Cowboy are neither guaranteed nor prohibited. Giddyup!

			At the bottom was a line where Brianna could sign her name.

			“This is too much,” she said, delighted.

			“Yeah,” said Celeste. “It might actually be too much.”

			“Who has a pen?” Brianna asked. “I think I want the train tracks.”

			“I love that for you,” said the libertarian.

			The influencer nodded. “So dramatic.”

			The socialite passed around her hip flask. “Take a swig and sign already.”

			Brianna took the flask, held it skyward, then gulped down several swallows.

			“You sure?” Ash asked. Luca was holding out a pen.

			Brianna wiped her lips with her sleeve and whipped her head back and forth a few times like a dog shaking off water. “I didn’t come to the Wild West to not be wild.”

			

			—

			“Now, they’re slipknots,” Luca said. He demonstrated how easily the bride could slide her wrists out of them. “In an emergency, you can get yourself out.”

			“I don’t want slipknots,” said Brianna.

			Celeste’s face lost all its color. “Bri, I feel like—”

			“Fuck no, she doesn’t need slipknots.” The cryptomaid was very drunk. “This is the Wild West, bitches. Are we doing this or are we doing this?”

			“This is what I’m saying. I’m doing this for real,” said Brianna. She was lying down on the tracks, eyes shut against the sun, like she was about to start making a snow angel in the dirt.

			“It’s going to be plenty real,” said Luca. “The train, for instance, will be real.”

			“But I’m going to be rescued,” said Brianna. Her cheeks were pink, and her speech was slightly slurred. To Ash, she sounded childlike and a little bit insane. Very Wendy-walking-the-plank.

			“You could help a cowboy out, though,” Ash said. “With the slipknots.”

			“My cowboy isn’t going to need help,” said Brianna.

			“Aren’t we confident,” said the sister-in-law who, to Ash’s ear, did not seem especially worked up over the possibility that her brother’s bride-to-be was ten minutes out from being flattened by a speeding train.

			Brianna heard in this remark a vote of sisterly solidarity and said, with total conviction, “He’d be so offended that you even suggested it. That’s just the kind of cowboy he is.”

			Ash recalled the description of Brianna’s fiancé from the dossier. He was lactose-intolerant and afraid of heights and obsessed with his fantasy football league. He couldn’t sleep without a CPAP machine. He liked to print out directions before long drives in case the cell service cut out. He was so nervous about unplanned pregnancy that he refused to stop pulling out even though Brianna was on the pill. After he proposed, he insisted she sign a prenup, then insisted it was really his parents insisting, and his cowardice on this matter was more distasteful to Brianna than the request had been in the first place. But in the end she corroborated his invented version of events so they could be on the same side of the story. It seemed important, going into their marriage, to start with shared mythology. The prenup was sixty-seven pages long.

			“If you insist,” said Luca. He wrapped the rope around her ankles and tied thick double knots as big as baseballs.

			The libertarian, who had not been sober since her arrival, dropped her chin on Ash’s shoulder and gazed up at her through thick, dark eyelashes. “I want a gun.”

			“You have a gun,” said Ash.

			“I want a gun with bullets in it.”

			Guests’ guns were equipped only with blanks. “Can’t help you there.”

			“How come you get to have one?”

			“I’m the Agent. And you’re a gue—explorer.”

			The libertarian groaned and shoved Ash a little with her hip, on the side where Ash’s revolver hung heavy against her thigh. “It’s not fair. You don’t even like guns. I can tell.”

			In Ash’s real life, this was true. But she was already growing pretty attached to the one she’d picked up in the Wares Department. Her stride seemed different with it holstered there, near the pocket where she’d ordinarily stash her phone. It made these four satisfying clicks when she pulled the hammer back and cocked it, like the gun was counting her in for the start of a song. It almost made her hope for a reason to shoot something before the trip was through.

			“You can buy bullets when you get back,” said Ash, as if she were negotiating with a toddler. Take that .45 out of the shopping cart, honey. We have assault weapons at home.

			“I don’t want a loaded gun there,” the libertarian moaned. “I want one here. Everybody has one but me!”

			“That’s not true,” said Ash. “None of the other bridesmaids have one. Even Brianna doesn’t have one.” Brianna propped herself up on her elbows and shouted from the tracks, “I saw a super-cute one at the store. With a pearl handle! I’m gonna buy it before we go.”

			“Can I get a picture with it?” asked the influencer, suddenly interested.

			“You can’t load it until you turn in your Pastport,” Luca said. “You sure you want these knots this tight?”

			“If you use slipknots, nobody will tell,” said Celeste. Anxiety had made her voice rise at least an octave. “Right? We’ll cover for you.”

			“You’re taking all the fun out of it,” said the socialite. “It’s her day. She can do what she wants.”

			Defeated, Celeste trudged over to the wagon, where Ash was rolling a cigarette.

			“I thought only the wedding was ‘her day,’ ” said Ash.

			Celeste, deadpan toward the dirt: “Inflation.”

			Beneath the mandarin dust of the rodeo that still freckled Celeste’s cheeks, a symphony of conflicting emotions—resentment, horror, surrender—cycled across her face. A terrible thought crossed Ash’s mind: If Brianna did die on this trip, Celeste was the only person here who would actually grieve her. The others would, after a performative, fleeting interstice, simply find someone new from the same shiny-haired socioeconomic cohort and slot her into Brianna’s place, like an elementary school teacher swapping out a dead class hamster for another fist-sized rodent. It was easy enough for the rest of the bridesmaids to woo-hoo along with the proceedings; Ash knew from their dossiers that they were flaky, unreliable acquaintances whose goodwill for Brianna was contingent upon convenience, circumstance, and class. Unlike Celeste, they had nothing to lose.

			“Okay, you’re all tied up.” Luca stood back and rested his hands on his hips. “So, you can scream and holler and whatever as much as you want out here. If you want us to intervene before cowboy o’clock, just say ‘Retro.’ Got it? That’s the safe word.”

			“You bet,” said Brianna.

			Luca retreated to the wagon. Ash offered him her cigarette. Celeste left the Agents to their summit and joined the rest of the bridesmaids, who were taking pictures with Brianna on the tracks.

			“Not bad,” said Luca, admiring Ash’s handiwork.

			“What would you pick?” she asked. “Train tracks or armed bandits?”

			“I prefer the Outlaw Experience,” he said. “More popular with our male guests. They get to do a highway robbery or win a duel, and then they can run for the hills. It’s faker than this one. Prop guns, blood bags. You’d like it. It’s very…theatrical.”

			Ash took her cigarette back. “How reliable is this cowboy, anyway?”

			“Oh, we’ve worked with him before. He’ll come through. Won’t be too happy about the knots, but he’ll manage.” Luca pulled out his pocket watch. “Any minute now.”

			Brianna struggled gleefully against her restraints. “This one’s a video,” said the influencer, to which Brianna responded with a high-pitched: “Won’t somebody help me? Anybody? Oh, please, I’ll die out here if you don’t!”

			From the west came the rising sound of hooves against the earth. Ash turned to watch the horse and rider approach. The sun was arcing toward the ground, and the rider was only visible as a silhouette, the fiery light of the day a radiant frame around his body. His horse charged straight toward the wagon, kicking up swirls of apricot-colored dust, and Ash feared for a moment that he would plow on through and trample her and Luca both, but at the last second the horse and rider reared back. The horse’s forelegs reached toward the sky then settled just a foot or two in front of Ash. A face emerged from beneath the wide brim of the rider’s hat, like the sun slipping out from an eclipse, and grinned right at her.

			“Howdy, dollface,” said Miles, and Ash knew in a deep, awful way that she liked him too much, because, truly: Howdy was bad enough, and the dollface callback was worse, the combination objectively unendurable. And still her guts went glittery inside her.

			She raised her hand to shade her eyes from the sun. “What are you doing here?”

			“I heard”—at this he dramatically scanned the horizon—“there was a damsel in distress around here somewhere.”

			“You’re the cowboy.” She looked at Luca. “He’s the cowboy?”

			Luca shrugged. “Retro tried using Locals for stuff like this before. It didn’t go well.”

			“You can’t be serious,” said Ash.

			“Don’t act so high and mighty,” Miles said. “We’re all in customer service here.”

			Miles’s horse made a soft whinny of impatience. He smoothed her mane along her neck, patted her withers with the hard heel of his hand, and murmured a caressing Easy, girl into her ears. Ash felt heat scaling her throat, reddening her neck. Luca gave her a withering smile and mouthed, triumphant: the whole cowboy thing.

			The rumbling sound of the locomotive approaching came from the far side of the plain. The bridesmaids scattered. As the train’s throaty whistle grew louder, Brianna’s wails became shrieks, long streams of profanity and incoherent panic—but not, to Ash’s ear, the word “Retro.” In any event, it was too late for that sort of thing.

			“Better go,” Miles said. “Wouldn’t want to miss my train.”

			“They’re regular knots,” said Luca. “Doubles. Per the bride’s request.”

			Miles adjusted his hat. “I figured she might be that type.”

			Brianna’s screams sounded even louder than the train. Miles kicked his heels into his horse’s sides and sped off toward the tracks. When he reached Brianna, he swung himself off his horse and leapt to the ground, pulling a silver blade from his vest pocket. He knelt toward Brianna and said something in her ear and her screams softened to whimpers as he sawed away at the ropes. The train was black and the smoke it ejected seemed even darker, a menacing, advancing smog. To Ash’s eye it looked very close to Brianna and Miles—too close, much too close.

			Ash bit down on her knuckles. “We should’ve used slipknots.”

			“Well, yes,” Luca said. “There’s just no reasoning with some people.”

			On the tracks, Miles freed one of Brianna’s wrists, then the other. The train seemed to be gaining speed as it grew nearer to their bodies, which looked small and insubstantial from where Ash stood. They appeared like pastel drawings of themselves, their edges blurry through the dust and the heat, images that could be smudged into oblivion with the edge of a hand.

			“This is psychotic,” said Ash. “I mean, we could kill her.”

			Luca didn’t look all that concerned. “She signed the waiver.”

			Miles was at Brianna’s feet now, cutting at the ropes on her ankles. If Brianna was screaming again Ash couldn’t hear, but her mouth was open as wide as if she’d unhinged her jaw. The bridesmaids were huddled together, faces buried in each other’s shoulders, except for the sister-in-law and Celeste, whose eyes never left Brianna. The train barreled ahead as if with malicious intent.

			In one smooth motion Miles hoisted Brianna up from the tracks and over his shoulder. A rope was still knotted around one of her ankles, its tail dangling past her feet. As the train roared through, Miles set Brianna astride his horse and then climbed up himself. They galloped away from the tracks and back toward the wagon, past the ecstatic bridesmaids. Celeste was sobbing. Ash allowed herself to exhale. Soon the train was just a trail of black smoke, vanishing into the air.

			“That was awfully close,” she said to Luca as the wedding party headed their way.

			“It’s supposed to be close,” he said. “She wanted it to be close.”

			Miles and Brianna did a few laps around the bridesmaids, to the gaggle’s audible delight, and then trotted over to the wagon, the entourage of bridesmaids hurrying along behind.

			Brianna looked like hell. She was soaked in sweat, caked with dirt, wrists striped with bloodred scrapes from where the rope had held her.

			Miles said, with a gallant flair, “I hear this damsel belongs to you.”

			As if forever indebted, Luca said, “She sure does.”

			“Can’t we ride around a little bit more?” Brianna’s arms were tight around Miles’s waist, her nose nestled in the back of his neck. Ash wondered how hard it would be to tie her to the train tracks again.

			“I’m the restless sort,” said Miles, with a light, put-on drawl. “Can’t linger here too long.”

			Ash reached up to help Brianna dismount. The Bride pouted as she slid off the horse. “Well,” she said, as her bridesmaids assembled in a giddy gaggle behind her. “Thanks for saving my life.” She let out a sound Ash had never heard a real woman make, a sort of giggle-sigh-orgasm, and smiled like a child.

			Miles leaned down and brushed a sweat-stuck strand of hair off her face. “Pleasure was all mine.”

			Luca retrieved Brianna’s purse from the wagon. “Tips are encouraged,” he said, passing it to her. The bride dug around in her bag, peeled a few bills off a wad of cash, and stuffed them in Miles’s boot.
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			The bachelorettes piled their luggage into the covered wagon and climbed into the back, where they promptly fell asleep. Night came in and snuffed out the heat of the day. Ash wrapped a blanket around her shoulders to keep warm and sat up front beside Luca as he guided the horses toward the station. The stars above were so divine, it was like they were showing off.

			“It’s funny,” said Luca. “Usually when the damsels ask to be taken for a spin, Miles is much more amenable.”

			Ash pretended to find something fascinating in her nail beds. “Is that right?”

			They pulled up to the end of the street beside the door to the station, camouflaged as an abandoned storefront. Ash and Luca crawled to the back of the wagon to rouse the bridesmaids, who drowsily carried their luggage down to the station.

			The Conveyor arrived within minutes. Ash checked everyone’s safety belts, pressing down until she heard their telltale clink, and then sat down next to Luca. The train growled to life. Ash closed her eyes.

			“Not bad for your first run,” Luca said.

			“You think?”

			“You’d be surprised how many people crack once we get too far from home.”

			It had been a long time since someone had complimented Ash on her work. Once she’d stopped acting, she told herself it didn’t matter what her overlords thought of her: her manager at her stupid office job, her bosses at restaurants. Caring about the approval of higher-ups was for snitches and suck-ups, which is why it didn’t matter that she never got any. But the praise from Luca, she decided, was different. Everything about this was different. Being good at your job in a way that other people noticed—it was kind of nice. It could be kind of nice.

			

			—

			Luca deposited Brianna, Celeste, and the rest of the bridal party at the guest reentry portal, where they could return all their borrowed Wares, hand in their Pastports, and collect their real belongings. Ash went to the changing room for staff, which was empty.

			She peeled off the costume of her past self and put all the clothes in the bin to be processed, cleaned, and restocked. A fine layer of dust covered her entire body. Dirt was caked under her fingernails, at the base of her scalp, in between her toes. It would be a relief to return to the sterility of modernity, to go home and bathe for hours. Still, part of her was reluctant to leave. It recalled the feeling she’d get when a play closed down, when she knew she’d never lace up a costume she’d come to loathe ever again—how she would be overcome with a sudden yearning to cling to it, a bizarre sort of grief for the imaginary person she wouldn’t get to pretend to be anymore.

			She changed back into her regular clothes. With a sorrow that surprised her, she deposited her gun into the accessories bin. She walked to the Metro, the ordinary one, with the sensation of returning to herself with every step—as if she’d left not just a time and place but her physical body behind, and as she moved she was taking possession of her skin again. Everything was heightened to her: the blinking dots in the floor at the edge of the platform announcing a train’s arrival; the overlapping odors in the station, the air thick with clashing perfumes, antiperspirants, breath mints, lunch leftovers. Had she really just been over a century away from here? Or had she hallucinated the entire trip?

			Eugene greeted her on her way back into her building, chipper as ever. She rode the elevator and entered her apartment in a daze. Already its once-unsettling trappings felt natural and familiar to her, her reentry becoming routine: here the small gilded table where she dropped her key and Pastport, here the kitchen sink where she filled a glass with water and held it against her neck for a moment before drinking; here the clawfoot bathtub she let swallow her, until all the dust of the west was gone from the nape of her neck and the little crevasses between her nails and the pads of her fingers; here the silky sleeveless dress in which she slept, her suitcase full of her real clothes forgotten in a corner; here the bed that did not squeak in protest when she moved too much; here the enveloping, dreamless sleep she’d never been able to achieve back home, in her life before.
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			Do You Think She’s Happy Here?

			They only did coke in the ’80s, and also in the ’70s, and occasionally in the ’60s, and once or twice in the ’90s, but really that was it. For a while they only smoked when they drank, but soon enough they were smoking all the time because once you got before 1994 you could do it in restaurants, and on airplanes, and in schools, and everywhere else. At first it was just for the novelty—lighting up in the maternity ward, cackling—but then they couldn’t stop. Which, probably Ash should’ve seen that coming, knowing what everybody knows now about cigarettes, but she let herself forget because it was more fun that way.

			They went to the Before for lunches and weekend trips and parties. Hardly anybody seemed to stay in the present on a Saturday night. Back in Ash’s real life, everyone had been settling down in a way that made her feel conspicuously unmoored: buying houses while she rented, building careers while she stapled together gigs, getting pregnant on purpose. But at Retro, nobody wanted to be tied too tightly to anything that bound them to the present and made them think about the future. Everyone kept it light, flitting back and forth through time and space as if they had nowhere to be, no obligatory undertow pulling them home—no home, even, to be pulled to, besides the RetroLiving apartments. They just floated about, like butterflies.

			Word got out that Ash was an actor, even to the dozens of Agents she didn’t really know—all the trip-leading trios Ash saw only in passing, at meetings or in Wares, when Dominique’s team was fitting them with stained, chipped dentures to hide what Dom called “dead-giveaway smiles” achievable only through modern dentistry. Soon these other Agents were swinging by Ash’s desk seeking her professional counsel: to help them perfect their accents and diction for different Destinations, to suggest the private motivations and longings that would give their covers a little more texture, make their masquerade feel real. On guest trips with Luca or Jane, Ash found herself stepping up to grease the wheels of their travels whenever complicated character work was required: to pass as a maid at the Biltmore in Miami in 1929 so as to secure the Capone Suite for her explorers, who wanted do a stakeout the night of Fatty Walsh’s murder; to sweet-talk a sheriff out of his conviction that the delicate-boned Exeter sophomore he’d cornered outside the saloon was Billy the Kid, despite the resemblance this teenager bore to the sketch on the Wanted poster. She performed pratfalls, played drunk or dead; she went weak and fainted on cue. You’re so good at this, a guest would sometimes say, awed and adrenaline-flushed on the Conveyor ride home. And Ash would politely dismiss their praise—Oh, just doing my job—while secretly savoring the compliment.

			Agents were typically assigned one guest outing per week and were expected to use the in-between time to prepare for their next batch of explorers. Ash’s alacrity for memorizing dialogue came in handy as she pored over the enormous, uncannily-detailed dossiers. She would read them at her desk, which met Luca’s and Jane’s at the corners, forming a triangle with an opening in the middle beneath which they stashed a shared trash can. When they were bored, they aimed balled-up gum wrappers and origami birds at their communal bin. Agent trios were scattered around the space, which shared a glass wall with the meadow enclosure where Sheila the office pony lived. At the far end of the wall was a sliding door, so whenever Ash felt like it, she could get up from her desk and walk into the field to give Sheila the remainder of an apple core or smooth the platinum hair along her neck.

			“Do you think she’s happy here?” Ash asked Luca once.

			He flicked a paper crane into the trash. “She’s living the dream.”

			In her downtime, Ash learned her way around the office. The Commissary was the central space, and a clockwise trip starting at twelve would take her from the knoll to the Agent pods to Wares; six o’clock was the front entrance, with the lobby that was mostly for guests, then came Conveyance, and then the Exchange, which abutted the knoll on the opposite side. The Zeroes tended to slip into the speech patterns of people from the past; when Ash got to Retro, they were all talking with Mid-Atlantic accents like old movie stars. Their exaggerated enunciation was grating at first, but Ash came to find it endearing, such old voices emanating from young bodies. When they connected calls, they signed off with old-fashioned farewells. Lately they’d liked sending Ash back to her desk with a wink and a “Write if you get work!”

			Preservation was on the basement level, isolated from the rest of Retro, which made it very difficult for Ash to come up with plausible reasons to be passing through so she could casually bump into Miles. She rarely saw him on the main floor, except for in the Commissary. He could occasionally be spotted filling his cup at the banned-beverage bar, which everybody called Death Row: a soda fountain whose offerings had all been pulled from grocery store shelves for safety reasons: original recipe Coca-Cola, Tilt, or one of three flavors of Four Loko (Lemonade, Fruit Punch, Blue Hurricane). Many of Ash’s coworkers seemed at least a little bit drunk or high all of the time. There were no rules about workplace sobriety, only a strict policy against smoking on the premises.

			The second floor housed the Orientation suites, the Clinic, Christopher’s office, the auditorium, and an ’80s arcade full of videogames sourced from the decade. Wyatt had the top score in everything except for Pac-Man, which, intriguingly, was dominated by Gabrielle.

			The Retro Metro HQ station was on the main level, but out beyond everything, past Sheila’s meadow. Staffers could reach the station through the labyrinthine hallways of the office, but guests were ferried there from the main entrance by a golden monorail that ran along the perimeter of the Retro campus. Ash couldn’t figure out how it worked, logistically: how, when they took the escalator to the platform, they were going down but up at the same time, into the earth but closer to the daylight. But then there was so much about Retro she didn’t understand, it hardly seemed to matter.

			The third floor, and everything above it, was Ro’s domain: a massive, multilevel complex that no employees had ever been invited to see. Exactly what went on up there was an endless source of staff speculation. First Ash heard from Wyatt that Ro was keeping a secret menagerie of extinct animals he’d retrieved from centuries past: a pack of dire wolves; a mastodon with long, curved tusks that scraped the walls of the building; a shaggy, pinecone-colored Megalonyx he’d trained like a Border Collie to sit and stay and curl up by his feet while he slept. Tessa and Dominique had a different theory: that Ro had constructed a suite of luxury hotel rooms that were occupied, 24/7, with a harem of beautiful women, each from a different decade, whom Ro had smuggled back from Destinations to satisfy his every kink at every hour. Opinions varied as to whether these hypothetical history girls were prisoners or free to return to their native times whenever they liked; some staffers argued that the women could have gone home but chose to stay once they’d grown accustomed to present-day amenities (indoor plumbing, contraception, microwaves).

			And then Ash heard another rumor whose source she couldn’t recall: That the third floor wasn’t full of playthings from the past, animal or human. That it was actually where Ro hid his findings from the future. That the whole thing about how nobody could go to the future—that they could only travel along Location Lines and only get off at certain stops—was a lie, a rule that applied to everyone but Ro, who could traverse the spacetime continuum in any direction. While even the most well-traveled Agents could access only a highlights reel of the past seven centuries or so, Ro had already been everywhere and everytime, and this was the real secret to his omniscience and omnipotence. He had glimpsed an eternity of yesterdays and he knew what would happen tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow after that. He had witnessed the glow of the world’s first daybreak and had felt the dark cooling of its final gloaming. He alone among men knew the Timeline from beginning to end.

			“I mean, that would explain a lot about his personality” was Ash’s take. They were getting snacks in the Commissary, filling yellow bowls with the discontinued cereals that Retro stocked for its staff. The flavors rotated by decade, and it was a 1970s week. Ash rested her bowl beneath the dispenser for strawberry-flavored Crazy Cow and filled it to the brim, watching the puffs turn her milk it’s-a-girl pink.

			“They aren’t mutually exclusive theories,” said Wyatt. “He could still have a velociraptor.”

			Jane was sifting through her Alpha-Bits, spelling her name on the table with the sugar-coated letters. “It’s definitely stuff from the future. Robot girlfriends, cyborg pets.”

			Wyatt paused over a spoonful of Waffelos. “On second thought, it would make a lot more sense for him to have a triceratops. Safer to stick with an herbivore.”

			Luca pushed the last of his Corny-Snaps around the bottom of the bowl, the cashew-shaped curls swelling, soggy with milk. “One day, you’re all going to get up there and find out he’s got a foosball table and a basketball hoop and some hideous black leather couch, and be very, very disappointed.”
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			Genuinely Kind of Terrifying

			Pebbles through the phone screen, looking both just like Pebbles and extremely un-Pebbles-like: her vibrant auburn hair hidden beneath an icy-blond, waist-length wig, her body dressed in the faux-regal attire of her character from the fantasy epic, a sweeping robe wide at the shoulders and cinched tight at the abdomen, framing cleavage that seemed, to Ash’s eye, a touch more pronounced than before.

			“They airbrush it,” Pebbles said, aiming the phone camera down her chest. “So they’re taped up and then in the line here they spray on makeup to create a shadow and make everything rounder than life.”

			“Plus, they look like they’re the same size now,” Ash said.

			“You noticed!” Pebbles brought the camera up to her face again. Her skin was taut and lineless. Her smile was still her smile, sort of. Fuller lips, whiter teeth; the front eight were veneers now. “They gave little lefty an extra boost. I’m so proud of her.”

			“Honestly, you look incredible.”

			“I smell disgusting. I’ve been on a horse all day. You don’t even want to know how sweaty my hair is under this wig.”

			“Mmm, thank you for that. It’s like you’re right here next to me.”

			“So, first month on the job. Would you say you feel like a god crisscrossing time and space as if it were all just some ordinary highway?”

			“I would say…I feel like I’m getting the hang of it.”

			“Does the mysterious office guy have any thoughts about you going on a date with your hot PI?” Ash had been texting Pebbles updates about Retro—about Frank’s phone call and Miles’s workshop and everything else—and often it felt like Pebbles was ignoring those bulletins, that her friend was preoccupied and had forgotten all about her. Days would pass with no reply. And then at four in the morning a week or so after Ash had worked herself up into a spiral of resentment, loneliness, and fury, an avalanche of texts would come through in which Pebbles responded to everything Ash had sent her. Ash, relieved but ashamed, felt like a jerk for letting herself believe her closest friend was actually actively neglecting her.

			“It hasn’t really come up,” said Ash, who did not want to admit that her flirtation with Miles had yielded nothing but more flirting. She was starting to worry that whatever chemistry she’d felt percolating between them had all been her own hopeful invention. “And it’s not a date. It’s a drink. Because he considers me a suspect in a homicide.”

			Ash hadn’t been planning on following through on the call from Frank—she’d almost forgotten about it; for once in her life, she was too busy doing her job to think about extracurricular activities—until Christopher cornered her in the Commissary one early October day to remind her that one of the Retro rules to which she’d agreed on her first day of employment was to cooperate with local law enforcement in the event she was involved in or a witness to any sort of criminal, illegal, or questionable activity in the Destination.

			“What if he arrests me?” she’d asked.

			“He’s a private investigator. He can’t arrest you.”

			“But he could turn me over to the police.”

			“You’ll get a message through to the Exchange. Preservation will pay your bail and bring you back. It happens more often than you’d think. Some explorers like it. Gives them a wild story to tell at parties.”

			Pebbles said, “If you go out for a drink with a guy and you don’t have to pay for it, it’s a date.”

			“Compelling logic,” said Ash.

			“You’re going to the same bar?”

			“Soon I’ll be a regular.”

			“And this is the bar where somebody got murdered right in front of you?”

			Ash didn’t love where this was going. “Yes, and if somebody else gets murdered while I’m there, at least my hot PI will be watching. Which is one way to prove my innocence.”

			“I have a sort of mom question for you. Just since I feel like you haven’t talked to your mom lately.”

			“I’ve been traveling for work. And she’s been very busy investigating the deep state.”

			“This is all—it’s safe, right?”

			“People do it all the time.”

			“Do they?”

			“Retro has been running these trips for years.”

			“Like, four years? That’s not that many.”

			“I never go anywhere,” said Ash. “I hardly ever went anywhere before coming here. You wouldn’t understand.”

			“I would so understand.”

			“You’re calling me from Croatia.”

			“It’s not as glamorous as it looks,” Pebbles said, as platinum wisps of fake hair fluttered around her face. Behind her, the Adriatic Sea gently lapped the sand, like a sapphire glittering in the late-day sun.

			When Pebbles went to Comic-Con two years ago, where the trailer for the first installment of this fantasy franchise premiered, swarms of screaming fans had mobbed the lobby of the hotel where she and her castmates were staying, trapping the stars in their rooms with the thunderous force of their adulation. Security had to escort all the talent (regardless of ability, actors were, in these contexts, always granted the presumption of talent) from their suites to the exhibit hall. It was genuinely kind of terrifying, Pebbles had said, and Ash had believed her, but privately she’d also questioned how frightening it was, really—if this was just the thing actors said in these situations, like how you had to say that it wasn’t sexy to shoot a sex scene. As frightening as the mobs must have been, were they more terrifying than the gnawing fear that no such enthusiasm would ever materialize for you, that no one would ever care about anything you made, certainly not enough to riot in mere anticipation of its release? If it really wasn’t at all how she and Pebbles had dreamed it back when they’d been dreaming it together, could there be a more brutal betrayal? What message was Ash supposed to take from these admonitions, exactly? Give up, success will be nothing like you thought it would be!

			“I just—I don’t know what I’m saying, okay?” Pebbles said. “I worry about you.”

			“You think I shouldn’t be here,” Ash said.

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“You’re asking me if I think it’s safe to be at Retro. Which is just a criticism badly disguised as a question. You don’t want to say, I don’t think it’s safe there. So you frame it as a question so you have plausible deniability about it. Like, Don’t get mad at me, I’m just asking questions!”

			“I don’t want you to get hurt. I don’t want you to die. Jesus. It’s not just like getting on an airplane.”

			“It’s actually like getting on the subway.”

			“Ash.”

			“What?”

			“I didn’t mean to…I’m sure it’s fine. I’ve been up since five a.m. and I don’t even know why I asked you that. You wouldn’t just do something like this without thinking about it.”

			Ash felt her stomach slither down to her toes. “I could probably have thought about it a little bit more.”

			“That wouldn’t be very True Believer of you, now would it?”

			A twist somewhere behind Ash’s rib cage, a sweet-sore punch from within. “You remember that?”

			“Remember it? Ash, I think about it all the time.”

			Back in college, Ash and Pebbles had worked on a screenplay together about best friends who join a cult as a joke but accidentally get sucked in for real. True Believers, inspired in part by Ash’s mom’s proclivities, was going to be their big break, or so they told themselves, until Pebbles got Nighthawk and the fantasy epic and, as far as Ash could tell, abandoned their early work completely.

			“Whenever you say the word,” Ash said.

			“Things are so insane right now,” said Pebbles in the media-trained tone Ash loathed.

			“Forgive me for not quitting my day job just yet.”

			“Just do something for me, okay?”

			“Is this the part where you remind me to breathe?”

			“Text me when you get home.”

			After she hung up, Ash opened Instagram. Her posts from Retro were more popular than anything she’d posted in the years prior, even her pictures with Pebbles. The series from Brianna’s bachelorette was flooded with likes and envious, emoji-laden comments. She was almost jealous of herself, of the person she’d been on the trip. Her most-liked post to date was a video of her twirling her gun around her finger, its silver handle sending the sunlight slamming back into the camera lens, captioned: having second thoughts about the second amendment (like maybe i love it actually?).

			She tapped over to Brianna’s profile to see what she’d posted. An overhead shot of all the girls’ feet, toe to toe to toe, in a circle like daisy petals: Had them apple-bottom jeans, boots with the spurs (with the SPURS). A video from the train tracks: Damsel in Distress Spectacular: nearly peed my petticoat but SO worth it!! A picture of her post-rescue, her chin resting on Miles’s shoulder, a significant amount of dirt photoshopped off her face: one last ride for this almost-bride?! Hahaha just kidding i swear but how HOT is my cowboy?! The final picture was just a shot of the glorious open sky, captioned with a blue heart. Ash tapped twice to like it before putting her phone away.
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			People Love a Murder

			In the accessories room, Ash selected a small purse to carry her Pastport and lipstick and cigarettes and Frank’s clean handkerchief. It felt strange to go out without her cellphone, even though she knew it would have been useless to her, a security blanket that provided zero security. Was she ready for her first solo trip? She could always get a message to Jane through the Exchange if she really got into a bind. Say she saw a butterfly. The rich green gossamer dress Dominique had chosen for her from Wares made her think of their gauzy, delicate wings.

			She would be fine. She just needed a glass of water. She went to the Commissary and there was Miles, filling a thermos at the end of Death Row.

			“Nothing like a tall glass of Four Loko at the end of the day, I always say,” she said.

			He screwed the lid of his thermos on tight and grinned at her. “I need the energy.”

			“Long night ahead?”

			“I expect so. Though not as exciting as yours, I bet.”

			Ash decided to believe that she’d willed this conversation into being by telling Pebbles her reunion with Frank hadn’t crossed Miles’s radar. Still, Ash couldn’t tell if Miles was bothered at all by her plans, and what he even knew about them, beyond what he could glean from her outfit. His disinterest, which could as easily have been genuine as put-on, felt like a provocation. Or she was overthinking it.

			She straightened a sleeve of her dress. “What gives you that impression?”

			“I won’t keep you. Wouldn’t want you to miss your train.” He raised his thermos to her, as if in a toast. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

			“I honestly have no idea what you do,” she said.

			His shoulder brushed against hers as he passed her on his way out the door.
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			At the bar, Frank told her she could keep the handkerchief.

			“But I brought it all this way,” she said.

			“All this way from where?”

			She sipped her drink and thought of her recent journey: rainbow lights somersaulting through the train car, the sensation that her teeth were suddenly too big for her mouth and her eyes were expanding far beyond their sockets, the Conveyor shaking her body like a snow globe so every bone and organ inside her flew up to the top of her head and then danced back into place. “Well, from home.”

			“Taking up prime real estate in that bag of yours, I see.”

			“I almost ran out of room for my lipstick.”

			“That would have been a tragedy.” He was watching her very closely. At least that’s how it felt to her—like he was really listening to every word she said. He had an excellent poker face and did not seem to smile easily but his eyes gave away his interest. Was he only studying her so intently because she was a suspect in his murder investigation, or was there something more to it? She found herself warming to the attention. It was a rarity, in her work and her life, for a man to actually focus on what she had to say, to ask her a question about herself, to listen to her answers rather than simply bide his time until it was his turn to speak again. And there was something about the bar: no music she needed to yell over, no screens blaring news and sports. Instead: that soft, sultry lighting. The wine-red ceiling that made her feel like she was inside a rich little girl’s jewelry box, nestled in its plush lining.

			“Speaking of tragedies,” he said. “I ought to tell you. Well, you must’ve seen it in the papers.”

			“I don’t follow the news much. What did I miss?”

			“A front-page story about a certain homicide.”

			“With everything else going on in the world.” Ash tsked her tongue against her teeth. Not that she knew off the top of her head what else was going on in the world at this moment. But generally this was a safe thing to say about any salacious story, and was a line Ash had used in conversation before, to camouflage the fact that she was not at all informed on the subject at hand, or at least to make it seem like she was only underinformed on this one thing because she was overinformed about other things. That she was a more intellectual sort of person who cared about matters of substance. Elections, wars. Stuff like that.

			“People love a murder,” said Frank. “Especially when the deceased was rich.”

			Ash felt uneasy talking about death in this bar in 1937, surrounded as she was by people who would all be dead by the time she got home that night.

			“Like I told you,” Ash said. “I don’t know him at all. Didn’t know him, I mean.”

			“The police,” Frank started, and Ash stiffened in her chair. She felt guilty and totally vulnerable, like when she got selected by a TSA agent to have her luggage rifled through by hand.

			“Have a suspect in custody,” Frank went on, and her body relaxed.

			“So they got their man,” she said.

			He scooched his chair closer to hers and waggled his eyebrows with exaggerated glee. “Now, this is where it gets interesting: The police got their woman.”

			“I shouldn’t have assumed,” said Ash, as if properly chagrined. “Women can do anything men can do.”

			“And then some.” He clinked his glass to hers and took another sip. “Still don’t know what her motive was, but it seems like she was working alone. Maybe our man was her sugar daddy and he stopped paying her bills. But the cops found the gun at her place. She hasn’t got an alibi. And our friend behind the bar recognized her. He’d served her here before.”

			“What’s she like?”

			“Small, bottle-blonde. Gun probably weighs more than she does. A miracle she had the muscle to pull the trigger.”

			Ash tried to remember if she’d seen anyone fitting the description at her happy hour, but the only face she could see clearly was that of the man who’d died. Stop thinking so much about death, she commanded herself. You’re killing the mood.

			“If you’ve solved your murder, what are you doing here with me?” she asked.

			He signaled the bartender for another round. “Say, how’s that arm treating you?”

			She pulled her hair to the side so Frank could see the back of her upper arm, where the line of the cut had healed, leaving a pale stripe against her skin. He took her arm in his hand again, like he had the night they met.

			“Guess I’m too late to kiss it better,” he said. “Tough break for me.”

			“It’ll scar,” she said, which she knew was the truth because it already had. But the scar Ash thought she recognized was from something else: a neighbor’s Turkish Angora which a young Ash mistakenly thought would enjoy being cradled like a doll, but instead lashed out with an alarming violence, instilling in Ash a lifelong distrust of all cats everywhere. A scar she’d had since childhood, not a scar only acquired recently but also very long ago, on a jaunt to 1937. And: That scar was on her other arm. She reached up to feel the telltale ridge where it had been since she was a girl, but it was gone. Her mind went hazy and her head started to throb, as if she’d just bumped it hard against a low ceiling.

			“Are you all right?” Frank asked.

			Ash had no idea how to explain herself. “I could use some air.”

			She let Frank lead her out of the bar, his hand cupping her elbow. They stood by the door, facing the street. Without thinking, she scavenged in her purse for a cigarette, which he swiftly lit for her.

			She pictured that cat in her mind: fluffy white fur, tiny pink nose. She winced, took a drag on her cigarette, and remembered more recent, long-ago events: the glass tumbling toward the floor, smashing into pieces, slashing her skin.

			“I’m sure that’s true, about the scar,” he said. “Not what you were hoping for. But scars add character.”

			“I already have plenty of character.”

			He took one step closer to her. “Well, if nothing else, it’ll give you something to remember me by.”

			“Already promising me nothing else,” Ash said. The air between them was foggy with smoke. “What am I even doing here?”

			He slid one hand around her waist into the groove above her hip. He wrapped the other around the back of her neck, his thumb beneath the base of her ear, pressed her up against the wall, and kissed her.
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			A Star Quality

			It was nearly midnight when Ash got back to her apartment, but Eugene was at the desk like always. He was hunched over a small notepad but perked up at her arrival, sliding the pad into a jacket pocket.

			“State secrets?” she asked.

			He sheepishly removed the notepad and flipped through its mostly-empty pages. “I’m just taking notes. I’m working on a book.”

			“Really? About what?”

			He waved his gloved hands at the building. “About all this, about Retro. It’s fiction, though. I doubt anyone will ever read it. I’ve signed the same NDA as you. Just keeping the notes for myself, I suppose.”

			Had she signed an NDA? Ash couldn’t recall. She guessed there were a lot of pages she didn’t remember signing. “I won’t tell anyone.”

			“I appreciate your discretion,” he said. “Maybe when I finish it, somebody’ll turn it into a movie. Starring you!”

			“Oh,” Ash said. “I doubt it. But that’s nice of you to say.”

			“I don’t doubt it for a second. I think you have a star quality.”

			Ash smiled in spite of herself. Her actual grandfathers were both stoic and icy in the Greatest Generation tradition: single-syllable sentences, no taking questions about the war, definitely killed people but they’d never talk about it. Eugene was like the grandpa she’d always imagined having: menschy, affectionate.

			“My best friend,” said Ash. “She’s, well, I don’t know. I guess she’s kind of a movie star. I mean, I know we don’t really have movie stars anymore. But she was the star of a movie that had a real moment. That was five years ago. And ever since then, things just keep happening for her. Not that she’s not making them happen. She’s really talented. But also there’s this momentum there that wasn’t there before, that isn’t even about her but is still happening to her, for her, that I can’t seem to…” Ash clawed at her neck and pulled on the collar of her shirt. “It’s not there for me. I used to think it just wasn’t there for me yet, but now I feel like, who am I kidding? I’m waiting for a bus that is never going to come.”

			“Now, you don’t know that for sure. We’re not allowed to go to the future.” Eugene winked. “What was the movie?”

			Ash braced herself for his awe. “Nighthawk.”

			He asked, “Night-what?”

			“Nighthawk,” she said.

			“Night-stalk?”

			“Night-hawk. Like, the time of day, and then the bird?”

			“Ah!” he said, but his eyes stayed blank.

			“It was one of those highbrow-horror movies. From A24.”

			“Twenty-four of what?”

			“That’s not…never mind.” It was both reassuring and chilling to think that the proper nouns that monopolized Ash’s fantasy life meant absolutely nothing to other people—that there was a world, right beside hers, where she could go about her day and not even know about all the things she fixated on virtually every moment she was awake. “It’s just the kind of thing that people get really excited about, usually.”

			“Is it about the bird?”

			“It was inspired by the diner. From that famous painting, by Edward Hopper?” Ash had seen the image many times, though it took her a minute to conjure it in her mind now: the men in their gray fedoras and the woman with orange hair; the inviting glow from within the diner, bathing its few patrons in daisy-yellow light; the thalassic green of the deserted city sidewalk.

			“And your friend,” Eugene said. “She’s the lead in the picture?”

			“Yeah, she’s the waitress. A nameless waitress. But nobody in the movie has a name.”

			“I see. So what happens?”

			“Well, she works the night shift at this diner,” Ash began. “And most of the time, she’s by herself. But there’s this feeling like…like it’s not safe.” There’s been a series of disappearances in the area, Ash explained, all the missing presumed dead, and the suspect is still at large. It all feels sort of dreamlike, and each person who walks in the diner during those eerie, crepuscular hours seems like a potential threat. Halfway through the movie, the waitress imagines (or is she imagining?) that she is serenading her indifferent, zombie-stared customers with a slow, sultry rendition of the Mills Brothers’ “Paper Doll.”

			Eventually a man shows up. He’s seedy, attractive. Hollowed-out cheekbones like he’s been hungry all his life. The waitress has barely said more than ten words to anybody else, but his flirting thaws something in her. He lures her outside into the dark of the parking lot. From a car radio in the distance, the sound of the waitress’s voice crackles out the speakers: I’d rather have a paper doll to call my own than have a fickle-minded real live girl. He kisses her. The waitress unsheathes a chef’s knife from her apron pocket and stabs him in the stomach.

			After her slaughter, the waitress goes back inside and uses the bloodied blade to cut herself a slice of cherry pie. She scoops up chunks of pie with her hands and shovels them into her mouth, ravenous. Her fingers are still dripping with the stranger’s blood and it is impossible to tell where the gooey, bodily red ends and the pie’s glistening innards begin. In the final shot of the movie, the waitress is covered in the remains of her kill and her meal: crust crumbs and blood flecks mingle in her hair, slick red of ambiguous origin is streaked across her skin. She stares directly into the camera, picks up the plate, and licks its surface clean.

			“I can’t say it sounds like my sort of entertainment,” said Eugene.

			“Well, not everybody liked it,” Ash said. “But everybody talked about it.”

			Nighthawk was a megahit: adored by most critics and doing more-than-respectable numbers at the box office, fitting neatly at the intersection of smart-enough and scary-enough, drawing in film freaks from both camps. (The Atlantic: “Nighthawk is a horror movie that feels like the horror of American life, where the possibility of horror—the sense that danger is looming just outside and could explode at any moment: an assault on the subway, a shooting at the grocery store—seeps into everything.”) Most reviewers hailed Pebbles’s performance as if choosing descriptors from a preapproved list: It was “a star-making turn,” “a tour-de-force.” Overnight, Pebbles was everywhere: perched on late-night couches, charming every Jimmy; swanning down red carpets and gracing magazine covers, looking so different from how she looked in real life. Her body tighter, more feline, than Ash remembered it. Maybe it was Photoshop, or maybe that’s just what Pebbles looked like in her post-Nighthawk life. Ash couldn’t be certain. It had been a while since they’d seen each other in person.

			“That’s quite thrilling for your friend,” said Eugene.

			“It was. It still is, kind of.”

			He looked at her with tenderness. “Your day will come.”

			She considered telling him that she’d auditioned for the waitress, too, and that her day did not come then—asked to sing, she choked—and probably never would. Pebbles wasn’t going to have time for True Believers anytime soon, maybe ever; who knows if she even cared about it, or if she just brought it up to soothe Ash’s insecurities? “Maybe,” said Ash, and Eugene turned back to his notebook. Ash walked toward the elevator but stopped herself, running her palm along her scar again.

			“Can I ask you something?” She walked back to the desk and scrunched her sleeve up to her shoulder, showing him the scar in progress and explaining the whole confusing chain of events that put it there.

			“Because if I’m thirty now, and the glass cut me last month, I wouldn’t have had the scar until I was thirty,” she concluded. “So why do I remember having it since I was eight? And why isn’t it where it used to be?”

			“Oh, that? It’s a continuity error,” Eugene said.

			“A…continuity error?” Ash knew the term of art from her film and TV work, the inconsistencies that slipped through the edit and made it to the final cut. Like in her beloved Wizard of Oz, how Dorothy’s pigtail braids grow down to her ribs and shorten to her shoulders over the course of a single song. Ash was not comforted to hear the concept applied here, in the offscreen real world.

			“We get those all the time,” he said.

			“All the time?”

			“Well, not all the time. But sometimes. Every now and again.” He straightened his cuffs and set his notebook down.

			“That seems like maybe something we should worry about.”

			“Continuity errors are really Preservation’s department,” he said, in a tone that suggested the matter was closed.

			“Right, but it’s on my arm,” Ash said. She felt insane. She kept rubbing her index finger over it as if she could erase it. “It’s my body. I mean, I know it’s not my job. But it is my life.”

			“Isn’t it interesting how people obsess over plot when what really matters is character?” Eugene picked up his notebook again and slapped it gently against the top of the desk. “What difference does it make, these small diversions from what you consider to be the story? You are the story.”

			Ash felt the neurons in her brain fizzle and flame out. “I don’t know.”

			“Remember, the Timeline is resilient,” he chirped.

			“How do we know that?” The floor beneath her no longer solid and sure, the ground an oceanic sway. “I know that everybody says that. But I feel like we have no way of knowing that.”

			“You had the scar, you have the scar.” He dropped the notebook and held his hands in front of him, palms to the sky, showing her their symmetry. “It is as it always was. It couldn’t be any other way.”

			“But—” Ash paused as she considered whether she even wanted to know the answer to her question.

			Eugene picked up his pen, removed the cap, and turned his attention back to his rough draft. “You want my advice?” he said. “Don’t think about it too hard.”
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			It Shouldn’t Be Possible

			Continuity errors are really Preservation’s department, Ash repeated to herself as she descended to the basement level, through the cherry-wood door, and into Miles’s workshop. Eugene was probably right; it probably wasn’t important. It was a little strange, the things Retro seemed to take very seriously—returning borrowed clothes to the Wares Department in a timely manner; no smoking cigarettes on campus—and the things about which they were notably cavalier, like whether a person’s body, and the history it bore, was supposed to be altered by time travel.

			Miles was bent over a disassembled rotary phone, using tweezers to twist a wire back into the earpiece. The violet compass swung from his neck, swaying back and forth like a hypnotist’s pendulum. From his boombox, the moan of a song fought its way over the hiss of the cassette, as if the tape and the artist were duetting. As a friend, as a friend, as an old enemy.

			“Bad connection?” she asked.

			Miles picked up the disemboweled receiver, investigating it from every angle. “One of our explorers wasn’t very happy that the FBI was tapping MLK’s phone.”

			“You’re re-bugging it?”

			“That’s the idea.”

			Ash was aware that Retro was not a bastion of progressivism. Still. “I didn’t know Retro was, like, anti–Martin Luther King?”

			“Retro doesn’t take sides,” Miles said in his half-mocking way, as if he were quoting an office manual Ash ought to have read. “Retro believes in preserving the integrity of the Timeline.” He placed the half-finished project back on the table. “You need something?”

			“What a transactional assumption.”

			“You came all this way just to talk to me?” He straightened up from his workbench, tilting his head from side to side until his neck cracked twice. “I probably shouldn’t get too excited about that. I understand you’ve traveled far greater distances for other guys.”

			Ash went hot with humiliation, then felt embarrassed for being embarrassed, because what was her social life to Miles, anyway? She didn’t have to explain what she was doing with Frank to him. Not that she even knew what she was doing with Frank. But surely Miles had done the same. It turned out that having trysts with Locals—as people in the Destinations were known around the office—was a favorite Retro pastime.

			Both of Ash’s co-Agents had long-distance flings going. Luca was entangled with some closeted high-society guy in 1890, a forty-year-old willowy redhead named Walter who was engaged to a teenage girl, Florence, who mistook his complete, unrepentant disinterest in her body for the chivalry of a worthy suitor. Walter ended many of his clandestine dates with Luca sobbing into Luca’s curls, wailing softly, What am I going to do? (“He’s so doomed,” Luca said, explaining his appeal. “It’s genuinely tragic.”) And just before Ash got to Retro, Jane broke up with a poet she’d picked up at the Gaslight in ’59 (“I know I’ve said it before, but this time I’m serious: I’m done with men.”) and started seeing a songwriter in Laurel Canyon in the late 1960s who had a dimple in her chin, a chipped incisor in her smile, and a moon in Pisces. That was all Jane would tell anybody about her. She refused to divulge exactly what year she was in or what her name was and whether she was somebody they’d all heard of or just some stoner with a guitar. But Jane always came back from her dates singing a snippet of a song that Ash could swear she’d heard somewhere before.

			It seemed to Ash that all Retro staffers had tapped out of dating in the present to pick up hot prospects in the past. They liked bank robbers and bootleggers and beatniks, oil barons and steel magnates, ’80s punks with concave chests, ranch hands with calluses and blacksmiths with burns you’d never see on the guys from home, those asthmatic modern boys whose palms stayed smooth at their keyboards. Tessa said what Ash really had to try was being a GI’s last hurrah before shipping out. “They all cry after,” she’d said, roller-skating in a circle around Ash’s desk. “And you get to tell them to be brave and remember what they’re fighting for and swear you’ll write. It’s so cinematic.”

			And despite the office taboo against celebrity-chasing—it was considered lame and obvious, the sort of thing tourists would do—some Retro staffers went after the stars. Dominique and the girls from Wares liked to dip down to Miami on the Southeast Limited to get Sam Cooke by the door of the Harlem Square Club, to hear the hot honey of his voice right in their ears; then they’d take the New York De Luxe to Jersey Junction and hop off in the ’70s to loiter outside the Stone Pony so Bruce could take them back to the surf shack he was shacking up in back then, and they’d stumble back to the present with the sand and grime of the shore still gritty in their hair. They collected Kennedys like baseball cards; also, they collected baseball players. The Zeroes tried out every rat in the pack and ranked them when they were bored: Sinatra then Sammy then Lawford then Dean, and only Joey if you were trying to prove a point, which most of them weren’t but some of them were. Wyatt’s Conveyance engineers hung around Morningside Heights in 1982 just to see if Barack wanted a beer or a light or a line or, you know. Ben Franklin was insatiable as advertised. Nobody bothered with Jefferson, on principle.

			Ash wondered if Miles had a type he sought out when he went to the past. Maybe he went for the bold, braless flappers in their slippery slip dresses, Champagne sparkling on their tongues when they kissed. Maybe he preferred Pan Am stewardesses with their lipsticked smiles and anything-else-I-can-do-for-you can-do spirit, or farmers’ daughters with cornsilk hair and sinewy bodies, shoulders sprinkled with freckles from dawn-rising days spent tending livestock in the sun. Maybe bored, Betty Friedan–reading housewives desperate for someone to come untie their aprons and push them up against the kitchen counter while their husbands stayed late at the office screwing the secretaries. Or maybe he liked the secretaries, antsy and young and pencil-skirted, all loose in the city on the weekends, when those husbands belonged to their wives. Maybe he wanted to pluck a pinup girl right off the poster. Maybe he, too, caved to the obvious, and went after somebody famous. Maybe he was angling for a spot on Eartha Kitt’s naughty list. Or maybe he really was like everybody else and only wanted Marilyn. Though Retro legend had it that she’d spurned almost every advance; so far she hadn’t given the time of day to anybody from Retro, except for Wyatt.

			“I’m not really sure that’s any of your business,” Ash said, after a substantial delay.

			“Do you want to tell me what you came for? Or should I guess?” At first she thought he sounded annoyed, but he looked pleased—entertained, even, by the prospect of whatever Ash had to show him.

			“Now I’m curious about what your best guess would be.”

			“Is it too much to hope for that you just wanted to say hello?”

			“Oh God, don’t tell me you’re an optimist. I thought we were all adults here.”

			He rubbed his heart with his hand as if she’d just punched him there. She walked over to the workbench, where the light was brighter. The neck of her sweater was low enough that it made more sense, really, to push it down over her shoulder, rather than to roll her sleeve up high enough to see the raised line on her upper arm, the scar in question. That this exposed her skin to her clavicle was neither here nor there, and so what if her bra strap was showing? Caring about bra straps—what was this, middle school? She watched Miles watch her do this, as if she were onstage and he were in the audience. His expression gave away nothing. But he seemed pretty focused.

			She pointed to the injury. “How does a person get the same scar twice, in two different places?”

			“Nice riddle.” He came closer to her, close enough to inspect the scar himself. He touched the mark gingerly with his fingertips, then traced it slowly with his thumb. “When did you get it the first time?”

			“Ages ago, when I was a kid. 1994, I think.”

			“And the second?”

			“Just last month,” she said. “In 1937.”

			“Out with your boyfriend?”

			“Who said I had a boyfriend?”

			He let go of her arm. “It’s a continuity error.”

			“So I’ve heard.”

			“We get those all the time.”

			“I heard that too.”

			“Then it sounds like I don’t know anything you don’t know.”

			“That strikes me as unlikely.”

			“You flatter me.”

			She smiled. “Not my intention.”

			He looked down at her scar again, then lifted his gaze to her face. “Even on a resilient Timeline, little things get shuffled around. When we talk about the Timeline being resilient, we mean that there are no substantial changes. Nothing that would upset the apple cart of history, so to speak. Things that don’t matter much, it’s almost as if they’re too small—their grasp is too weak—to withstand the disruption of our trips.”

			“So you’re saying I don’t matter much.” A nervous, forced giggle, as if she were joking.

			“I’m saying it doesn’t matter much if you got that scar in kindergarten or in your thirties.”

			“I’m barely in my thirties. It hasn’t even been a year.”

			“In the ’30s, then,” he said. “Clearly you’re supposed to have the scar, and so you do. See? The Timeline is resilient. Nothing to worry about.”

			She attempted to sound pacified by this. “Right.”

			“And yet you’re worrying,” he said, not unkindly.

			“I just, it seems like a bad sign.” She paused to collect her thoughts and was pleasantly surprised to find that Miles did not barge in on her silence with something of his own to say but instead waited patiently for her to continue speaking. “That my body isn’t holding on to itself, when I’m not here. When I’m not now, I mean. It shouldn’t be possible for something I’ve had on my skin for more than twenty years to vanish and reappear in another spot.”

			“I’d say the lion’s share of things that happen at Retro ‘shouldn’t be possible.’ ” Miles reached out to graze the scar again, then gently lifted her sweater back up over her shoulder, smoothing it into place. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but are you maybe, sometimes, a person with a tendency to overthink things?”

			She felt exposed and agitated—not at Miles, but at herself. Why was she like this? Hadn’t she come to Retro so she would get to be somebody else? She did not want to be this way: wound so tightly for no reason, a string stretched near to snapping. Sometimes she could work herself up over something that turned out to be nothing, like that time her period was six days late. Then again, sometimes she created much larger problems for herself by failing to acknowledge that what was happening was not nothing, like that other time her period was six days late.

			She considered posturing as someone cooler than she was, but Jane’s counsel whirred inside her head: The truth is the best lie. She said, “Maybe, sometimes.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“I’m trying not to be. I’m trying to be different here.”

			“Different how?”

			“I don’t know.” She paused again and Miles met her silence with more silence. “Have you ever felt like other people are out there living real lives and you’re just kind of…existing? Like the life that you’re supposed to be having, the one you’ll be nostalgic for later when you’re old, that it’s a thing that other people have and you don’t?”

			For a minute he didn’t say anything and a late-onset mortification swelled in Ash’s soul, a horrible certainty that what she had just said was totally stupid and deeply humiliating. Just kind of existing? Jesus Christ. She should leave this basement and walk right out of Retro and out to the street, where she could cartwheel into traffic.

			Miles asked, “How do you know everybody else is having what you’re not having?”

			She eyed him to see if he was making fun of her, but his face and tone suggested genuine curiosity. “I guess I don’t,” she admitted. “It feels like they do. But maybe it’s just marketing. Luca says everything is marketing.”

			“He might be onto something there.”

			“I just want to be someone who…goes places,” she said lamely. “I’ve been feeling kind of stuck.”

			Miraculously he did not even tease her for this. He simply said, “Well, if you want to be someone who goes places, you could do worse than being a Time Travel Agent.”

			“I mean, sometimes I truly think it’s literally just a matter of finding the right cool jacket.”

			“The right cool jacket?”

			With renewed vigor, Ash committed to the vision. “Like if I had the perfect leather jacket, I would be a brand-new person.”

			“I don’t know if you want to hear this, but I happen to have the exact jacket you’re describing. And I can’t say if I’m a brand-new person or not.”

			“That is the least-surprising piece of information I’ve ever heard in my life. I bet it’s from the ’70s. And you found it thrifting.” Ash said thrifting with some extra disdain, as she had never found anything worth finding in a thrift store and was convinced that no one ever did—that the promise of such success was propaganda perpetuated by Big Thrift to keep suckers coming back for more. Of course, Pebbles always emerged from those musty racks of moth-eaten merchandise with some just-her-size gem, but that was Pebbles, and the rules of life were different for her.

			“It is from the ’70s,” he said. “And I found it in the ’70s.”

			“You’ll have to take me there,” she said, without thinking.

			“That’s not a bad idea.” He was smiling in his Cheshire Cat way, like maybe he was laughing at her, or maybe she was making it up. “Tell you what: I’ll take you around the Timeline and you’ll see how resilient it is. Better to see for yourself than to have someone else explain it to you.” He reached up and over his head, kneading the spot between his shoulder blades with his fingertips so the hem of his T-shirt rose and revealed the bare skin beneath.

			“Intriguing offer,” she said.

			“It’s safer than you think,” he said. “You’ll see.”
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			Not That Big a Deal

			Over the sound of the New York De Luxe pulling in, Jane shouted, “I’m so glad you wanted to come to this!” Her blond hair, lambent under the golden light of the station, was parted down the middle and flipped out at the ends like capital J’s. She cinched the slide belt on her shirtwaist dress. “I just feel you’ll really get it, you know?”

			“I’m glad you invited me,” said Ash, even though truthfully Jane’s pitch for their lunch-break outing—a consciousness-raising meeting in 1973—was not something Ash would have ordinarily volunteered to do. But Luca had glommed onto another Agent’s trip to the 1998 NBA finals (“my sixth time at Game 6,” he’d bragged that morning), which meant Ash’s alternative to joining Jane was eating by herself. Sitting alone at a lunch table made Ash feel like a loser in a teen movie, so she pretended to be enthusiastic about the prospect of a field trip spent, in Jane’s words, deepening our understanding of the universal feminine identity and experience.

			Ash’s best guess was that the meeting would entail a lot of talking about emotions in front of strangers—extremely not her thing, nor was feminism. She knew it came in waves but had no idea what wave she was on, except for it was one where she didn’t have equal pay but was still supposed to insist on splitting the check. Her history teachers had never devoted class time to what Jane was now effusively describing as a bedrock of the second-wave feminist movement. If Ash’s education had taught her anything, it’s that what women did in private did not count as history. Real history was about what men did in public: inventing factory equipment, crashing the stock market, killing each other.

			They boarded the Conveyor.

			“Wait,” Jane said. “Show me again. Where exactly were Frank’s hands?”

			Ash blushed. She slid her thumb over the line of Jane’s hipbone and wound her fingers gently around the back of Jane’s neck. “Here, and here.”

			Jane rolled her eyes all the way back and moaned. “God, why doesn’t anybody know how to kiss like that anymore?”

			“It’s a lost art.” Ash took her seat and pulled down her safety belt.

			“This will be good for you, though,” Jane said. The Conveyor doors closed and the lights went down. “You need to balance out that masculine energy.”

			

			—

			The living room was nearly full by the time Ash and Jane arrived and so they sat on the floor, on thick shag carpet the orange of an Oompa-Loompa, their legs stretched out beneath a teakwood coffee table. A rainbow crochet granny-square throw on the couch clashed with the carpeting, though it was hard for Ash to think of a color that would have complemented it. Nearly everything in the apartment that Ash could see was some loud, vibrant hue, as if every fixture and piece of furniture were being colorful at each other in a battle for aesthetic dominance. It was almost charming, how ugly it was: a kooky, joyous place beyond good taste, utterly lacking in restraint.

			The leader of the group was sitting cross-legged on the couch. She had masses of curly hair she had done nothing to tame and was wearing large glasses with thick lenses—two things that Ash associated with the “before” of a makeover montage but that, on this woman, seemed chic and correct. She said her name was Linda, and she welcomed the newcomers and laid down the ground rules: no interrupting, and no telling “your men” what any women here disclosed.

			“Today’s discussion topic: Sex objects—do you feel like one? If so, how? Do you ever feel invisible?”

			Maybe they’ll run out of time before they get to me, Ash thought.

			“I feel like those are my only options: sex object or invisible,” said the woman to Ash’s left, tugging at the hem of her peasant blouse.

			“I was a sex object, until I had kids,” said another. She looked about forty, with cat-eye glasses and brown hair styled in a hard, high helmet-hive. “It’s like my husband decided he could never lust after the mother of his children. Like his lust isn’t what made me the mother of those children in the first place. I tried it the other night, after getting all the kids to bed. The way he looked at me. You’d think I was some kind of rabid animal. He makes me feel like there’s something wrong with me for wanting to be the person I always was.”

			“Mine made me get that extra stitch down there, you know? After our second.” This from a woman behind Ash on the couch. From the  voice Ash was expecting someone older, but when she twisted around, she saw a face still softened by baby fat. “Said things weren’t good for him after the first. He talked about it with my doctor. They didn’t even ask me.”

			“That’s fucking barbaric,” said Jane.

			Around the room they went, detailing the usual litany of harassment and debasement. No workplace was without its lecherous bosses, no household free of louts. Ash kept waiting to be shocked, but perhaps the only shock was that none of the confessions was shocking to her, that she and Jane had not needed to come all this way to hear these women’s war stories because nothing had changed, because nothing ever would, because the Timeline was resilient and they were but boats carried along its current. Meanwhile everything would remain the same as it ever was, except there would be more plastic and more traffic and more complicated rules about what liquids you could keep in your carry-on bag.

			Jane leaned forward, resting her wrists on the coffee table. “I’m scared to be invisible, to be totally honest,” she said. “Even though I think I’d be more powerful if I didn’t care. Even though I’m pretty sure there’s something better on the other side of whatever this is—on being desired in this very specific way. This limiting, impossible, fucked-up way. But I can’t imagine it. And I’ve tried, actually. I’ve tried to imagine how it would feel to be totally indifferent to male attention. I say that I don’t care. I don’t want to care. But even when I’m dating women, I just…I feel like…I don’t even know how to look at myself without thinking about how men see me. Even when I’m alone. I can see them, seeing me. And I hate that. I’m so ashamed. Because why do I still feel that way?”

			A woman on the couch reached down to place her age-spotted hand on Jane’s shoulder. “You say ‘still.’ But you’re so young.”

			“No, I mean…” Jane gave Ash a loaded glance. “Still. Like, it’s not the 1950s anymore.”

			“They aren’t as far away as you think,” said Linda.

			“So I see.” Jane knocked her knee against Ash’s leg. “Your turn.”

			Ash tried to sound breezy. “That’s okay, you can skip me.”

			“You don’t have anything to add?” Linda eyed Ash through her enormous glasses.

			Ash folded her arms, feeling her continuity-error scar through her sleeve. “I can’t think of anything relevant right now.”

			“So you’ve never felt like a sex object, or like you were invisible.”

			A supercut of casual degradation played in Ash’s mind. “Yeah, of course I have. Everybody has. It’s just not that big a deal.”

			“ ‘Not that big a deal,’ ” Linda repeated, as if holding the language up to the light to inspect each word more closely.

			“It’s not like everything that happens to us is so important,” said Ash, trying to hide her irritation. “Maybe we’re just making ourselves feel important by talking about this stuff so much. Giving ourselves this false sense of significance where none exists.”

			Linda fluffed out her curls with one hand and said coolly, “I disagree.”

			Ash thought about screaming that Linda could not possibly know what Ash knew, because Ash was from forty-four years in the future, where this woman was already ancient, out-of-touch, and definitely invisible, assuming she was even still alive, and maybe she wasn’t, actually, maybe she was already dead. “You don’t even know what I’m talking about,” Ash said. “You don’t even know me.”

			Jane stiffened beside her, nervous at the edge in her voice. But Linda was calm as she replied, “I don’t need to know. I reject it on principle.”

			“Well.” Ash tied a loose yarn in the carpet into a tight knot. “That doesn’t seem fair.”

			“This idea that: It happened to me, therefore it must not matter. It happened to me, therefore I am alone in this, no one else should know, no one else could possibly care. It happened to me, but it happens to so many women, what difference does it make? Would a man ever think that way? Would a man be so dismissive of his own experience, his own life? I don’t think so.”

			A chorus of mmm-hmm from women around the room, a few finger-snaps of approval.

			“A man extrapolates from his every anecdote the beginnings of meaningful data. A man does not ask himself if what he has gone through, if the way he has been molded by what life has made him endure, if the thoughts and feelings and ideas that result, if any of that matters. He assumes he matters. He takes this on faith. He matters and so everything that happens to him is a matter of import, and everybody else has to get with his program.”

			Ash felt Jane squeezing her hand and suddenly wanted, very badly, to cry. Instead she said quietly, “He sounds like an asshole.”

			“I’m sure he is,” Linda conceded, smiling. “But I’d argue the problem is not that he feels this way, but that you do not.”
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			Infinite Wisdom and Great Benevolence

			The day of Ash’s first all-staff was also, apparently, the worst day of Wyatt’s year.

			“Everybody be extra-nice to him,” said Jane, her eyes focused on the line between Luca’s eyebrows.

			“Uncalled-for,” Luca said. “I’m always nice to everyone.”

			“What’s so bad about today?” Ash asked as they headed toward the Commissary.

			“Daylight Saving Time,” said Luca.

			“He’s been up all night turning back the clocks on the Chronoconverters,” said Jane, lowering her voice a little because Wyatt was approaching as they spoke. He could barely lift his feet from the floor as he walked, and even the generous, honey-hued lighting of the office could not bring the color back into his face.

			“On every train?” Ash asked.

			“Don’t let him hear you call them that,” said Luca.

			“It’s just an hour,” said Ash. “How important could it be?”

			Wyatt was beside her now, and his entire body seemed to tremble with the effort to keep his voice at a reasonable volume. “How important is the time? When you’re time traveling?”

			Ash stuffed her hands into her pockets. “Oh, well. When you put it like that.”

			Foot traffic slowed to a near-halt as they neared the entrance to the Commissary. Ash had missed the last month’s all-staff while she was leading Brianna’s bachelorette. She’d never seen the entirety of Retro’s staff in one place before. Some of them, like Ash and her co-Agents, were dressed in their normal clothes. A handful of longtime employees wore Retro-branded gear: Liftoff Gold half-zip fleeces and crewneck sweatshirts, embroidered with a small Retro logo; T-shirts with the multicolored map of all the stops beneath text that read, I Had the Time of My Life on the Retro Metro! Diehard Ro fans dressed like their idol; there were men in their gray flannel suits peppered throughout the crowd. Others were just back from trips and hadn’t changed out of their Wares attire yet. Ash spotted an Agent in pantaloons and breeches, fumbling with his wireless headphones; another in a waistcoat and trousers, scratching at the glue holding his muttonchop sideburns in place. As Ash, Jane, and Luca all approached the main entrance, they were held up behind a woman who was wearing a hoop skirt so wide she got stuck trying to fit through the double doors.

			“Check out Scarlett O’Hara,” said Jane.

			“Turn her sideways,” Luca called out, bored by the spectacle. To Ash, he added, “I swear to God, this happens every time.”

			The muttonchopped coworker doubled back from the Commissary, gripped Scarlett by the waist, and tilted her at a 45-degree angle, freeing her skirt from the doorframe, and carried her inside.

			“I don’t have time for this today,” said Wyatt. “You’ll fill me in if I miss anything earth-shattering?”

			“I’ve got you,” Jane said. Wyatt nodded his gratitude and beelined for Death Row, where he filled his thermos with Coca-Cola before slipping out the same door they came in.

			Jane detoured to the vending machine so she could snag a pack of candy cigarettes. “I bet he announces it today,” she said when she returned to the group, shaking a stick out of the box.

			“Is that how these things usually go? Some big announcement?” At Ash’s old office job, these sorts of meetings were extremely lame: Everybody would have to “huddle” in some too-small conference room, and the CEO would blather on about things like “big goals for Q2” while Ash played games on her phone. She hoped Retro’s meetings would have a little more oomph.

			“Only when there’s something big to announce. Which there is,” said Jane.

			“You’re delusional,” said Luca. “Even for you. Extra-delusional. Everybody is talking about it,” she said.

			“That makes it gossip. Not fact.”

			“Christopher told Tessa, who told Dominique that Ro had ‘exciting news’ for the staff.”

			“Christopher is a doll collector,” said Luca. “Have you seen the closet in his office? Every shelf is full of dolls.”

			Ash had, once, while she was looking for a highlighter. She’d stared at the closet’s contents for almost ten minutes. Rag dolls from the 1800s with their painted-on faces flopped over like they had nothing to live for. Kewpie dolls with cherub cheeks and lips pressed together, eyeing each other as if they were up to no good. Nancy Ann dolls from the Great Depression with teeny noses and red-dot mouths. Cornhusk colonial dolls with their arms straitjacket-tight at their sides. Topsy-turvy dolls that revealed a hidden, second self when you flipped them upside-down and looked under their skirts. Chatty Cathys and Baby Nancys and Raggedy Anns and Cabbage Patch Kids and American Girl Dolls stacked in the order of release, starting with Kirsten, her blond braids looped behind her ears. One wall was nothing but Barbies, their impossible anatomy secure in their hot pink boxes.

			Jane puffed a cloud of confection into Luca’s face. “Just because he’s a little offbeat doesn’t mean he’s not a reliable source of office information.”

			“And now he’s getting into Beanie Babies. Beanie Babies,” said Luca. “He goes to 1997 to buy them, even though we already know they’ll be worthless.”

			“I hear you can get decent money for the Princess Diana bear,” said Ash.

			Luca dismissed this with a wave of his hand. “He keeps them in the plastic boxes, like he’s preserving them for a museum. They’re in his filing cabinets, just propped up in their clear cases. Cubes and cubes of Beanie Babies. It looks like some kind of Beanie Baby prison. Or sanatorium.”

			“Chilling,” said Ash.

			“Extremely,” said Luca.

			“The Tomorrow Train is opening,” Jane said. “First thing next year.”

			“Impossible,” said Luca.

			“It’ll be silver, like a spaceship,” she said dreamily. “How we all thought the future would be when we were kids. Like The Jetsons.”

			“It would be silver, if it existed. Which it doesn’t,” Luca said.

			“Wyatt says it’s almost operational.”

			Luca led them toward a table one row back from the center. “There’s no way Wyatt told you that.”

			“He didn’t not tell me. I brought it up and he made a very meaningful gesture. A kind of…” Jane jutted out her chin and lifted one shoulder in a completely inscrutable motion.

			Luca dragged back a chair and sat down. “In that case, I recant my skepticism.”

			“Does Ro even want to go to the future?” Ash asked. “He seems to mostly be obsessed with those glory days of yesteryear.”

			“People like Ro want everything,” said Jane. “These psychotic billionaires have too much money and no idea what to do with it except conquer all these final frontiers and court death. That’s why they’re so obsessed with going into outer space, or to the bottom of the ocean, or back—or forward!—in time.”

			“We love our psychotic billionaires,” Luca reminded her in a half-ironic tone that suggested he was concerned about being overheard. He added, just a notch louder, “For their infinite wisdom and great benevolence, without which none of this would be possible.”

			Ash settled into the seat between them. “I think ‘psychotic billionaires’ is redundant. Is there such a thing as a non-psychotic billionaire?”

			Jane said, “The real question is, were they crazy before they got rich, and only crazy people ever get that rich, or does having that much money make even a sane person completely lose their mind?”

			“It’s hard to imagine Ro was ever…” Ash searched for the accurate, inoffensive adjective. “A regular person.”

			A dark look passed over Jane’s face. “Maybe he found out about the secret stops.”

			Ash turned to her. “What secret stops?”

			Luca cut in with a shh that was more of a hiss.

			“Fine,” Jane said. “But when?”

			He folded his arms. “Not yet.”

			The clock struck two. An unseen hand slammed off the lights. The sun shone through the skylight, though the midafternoon rays could not have been bright enough to provide the pillar of light that illuminated Ro, who was standing in the same spot he’d been in when Ash saw him for the first time. Ash had no idea how he could have come through the Commissary’s main doors without sparking a commotion around his progress through the crowd. Maybe he’d emerged from below, through a hidden trapdoor in the floor? Ash pictured him standing beneath them, his body taut with anticipation as he listened to the rumbling of his underlings’ feet overhead, waiting for his moment to rise.

			Now Ro stood before them, contained in the column of light: chin tilted toward the ceiling, wavy hair cascading to the tops of his shoulders, muscular arms outstretched. Very Christlike—which, Ash figured, was exactly the reference he was going for. In his right hand he held a Liftoff Gold microphone.

			The room went quiet, then silent. Ro made his Mmmm sound, as if turned on by the sensation of having so many eyes upon him. He wore his hard-at-work riff on his regular attire: suit jacket removed, sleeves rolled up to the elbows, tie loosened by an inch. Slowly, he brought his gaze down from the heavens to his employees.

			“It is a momentous day here at Retro.” He inhaled deeply and Ash did, too, and the air was sugar on her tongue and cool in her lungs and so immediately and completely refreshing she nearly gasped. The scent was so pure, celestial even, that Ash couldn’t think of any earthly time or place that could have produced it. Then she remembered: Pristine. Christopher’s favorite scent. We go back to the 1400s to get it, from way out by Denali.

			She breathed in again, deeper this time. It was heavenly. Could this just be air? Air from Before, and nothing else? Is this what air was like, once, before civilization came through to spread fumes and poison and rot? It cleared all her senses, unclouded her mind. Her body felt buoyant and free. Had this been going through the vents the whole time she’d been in the Commissary? Or was Pristine released at the exact moment that Ro entered the room, so everyone at Retro would connect its heady effect with Ro’s presence? The minute this occurred to Ash, she knew that it was true.

			“Of course, every day at Retro is momentous,” Ro said. “But today I am thrilled to announce to all of you, our extraordinary team, that we are expanding Retro in truly groundbreaking directions.”

			Under the table, Jane kicked Ash’s calf.

			“I was going to divulge the details of Retro’s next phase to you all today,” he said. “Our most magnificent work to date. An absolute paradigm shift beyond most of our capacity to even imagine.”

			Murmurs of excitement, a smattering of premature applause: Ro waited until all this settled to continue speaking.

			“But I cannot do that. Because in order to move ahead, we need everyone at Retro to be absolutely mission-minded. What we require is total commitment.”

			Silence from the room. Shifting in the seats. Eyes darting every which way.

			“You see, Zoe,” he said. His eyes found the woman in the hoop skirt, who was seated across the room from Ash. “I hear everything that happens here. I see everything that happens here. So if you have any questions, about anything at all, you should know I already know what they are.” He walked toward her and stopped just a few feet away from her chair, his shoes grazing the hem of her skirt. His voice turned to ice. “I’m always here for all of you.”

			Zoe, in a near-whisper: “Questions?”

			“Your conversation with Gabrielle in the Clinic,” said Ro. “Last week.”

			“I didn’t, umm…” Zoe clutched at the fabric of her enormous skirt. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

			“Why don’t you repeat your question here? For the benefit of the group.” Ro gestured at the room behind him but kept his eyes on hers.

			“It’s just that—”

			“Speak up,” said Ro, without handing her the microphone.

			“I’ve had a couple of guests now,” Zoe shouted. She cleared her throat and recalibrated, resuming at a just-higher-than-normal volume. “Maybe two people? Reporting that their reentry experience has been…challenging.”

			Ro raked a hand through his hair. His other hand was a fist gripping the microphone tight, his muscles straining against his shirtsleeves. “Challenging,” he repeated. Zoe’s question seemed to strike him as an act of unvarnished aggression. His teeth looked very sharp, like an animal’s. “Elaborate, why don’t you?”

			Zoe stammered. “It’s hard to say, exactly.”

			“And yet here you are, saying it.” A vein along the side of his throat bulged as if trying to escape through his skin.

			“They feel…” Ash could see Zoe’s courage leaving her. She concluded, weakly, “Off.”

			“Off,” Ro said. Then he said it again—“Off ”—as if this were a word Zoe had invented for the express purpose of irritating him.

			Zoe, defeated, could only repeat, “Off.”

			“You know what, Zoe?”

			Zoe, who’d been staring intently at her lap, brought her eyes to Ro again. He held the silence for what felt like forever.

			“They’re absolutely right.” Ro’s jaw unclenched; his shoulders relaxed. Zoe looked as though she might cry from relief.

			“We see this all the time,” Ro said, his voice like aloe over the burn. “We take our guests on these incredible, transformative journeys—and then we drop them back into their regular, humdrum lives. And we hear from so many of these travelers that they yearn to bring more of these trips home with them. They are desperate for a way to stay in the Retro mindset, even when they’re here in the present.”

			Ro broke eye contact with Zoe at last and returned to the center of the room, addressing the entire staff. All menace was gone from his face. His smile looked human again. “We all struggle with this, don’t we? How do we hold on to the clarity and serenity of our vacation selves when we return to our workaday existence? The people we are when we’re away from home—why can’t we be like them all of the time? ‘Why don’t I just take a siesta every day?’ we ask ourselves as we bash about Barcelona, knowing somewhere in the cold recesses of our minds that as soon as we return to our native shores we won’t even grant ourselves a twenty-minute lunch break.” He placed his hand not on his heart but lower on his abdomen, as if his gut was where his sympathy was housed. “At home, we are thrust back into the churn of our obligations, our professional tasks and our chores of husbandry. We are weary, and in that weary state it is so difficult to hold fast to those other selves, the better selves, we were during our interregnum away.”

			The room was warm and buzzing. The air was so good in Ash’s lungs.

			“I want everyone to listen very closely,” said Ro. Ash strained toward some source of sound but there wasn’t one; there was only every person in the Commissary breathing as quietly as possible, in anticipation of Ro’s next directive.

			“Ashley,” he said. “What do you hear?”

			“Me?” Ash attempted eye contact with Jane, but Ro had walked right up to her, his eyes were locked in hers. She tried to tune in to the nonexistent sound. Finally she confessed, “I don’t hear anything.”

			“You don’t,” he said, and panic rose in her throat. “But you will.” He turned away from Ash and spoke again to the room. “Ashley here is our newest addition to Retro. She still doesn’t hear it. She can’t hear it. Not yet.” He faced Ash again. “The sound you’re listening for—the sound that is vibrating on a frequency still inaudible to you—is the hum.”

			Ash blinked a few times, rapidly, as if that would help, and still heard nothing.

			“The hum,” Ro said, gaining momentum. “The hum is that persistent thrum of everyday modernity. The hum is all the texts and emails awaiting your reply. The hum is the algorithmic tug of social media keeping you scrolling into the night. The hum is the twenty-four-hour news cycle that never stops churning, that is always urgent and dire and screaming headlines at you about something much more important than yesterday’s most important thing. The hum is constant. The hum is incessant. And Ashley—”

			Ash startled at yet another direct address in the midst of his stadium oratory. “Yes?”

			“That is why you do not hear it. For the hum is like the pressure of the atmosphere, that persistent push on the body that feels like nothing at all—until you walk across the moon and feel yourself bounce lightly off its rocky surface and float up into space.”

			As he said this Ash could feel it, her body escaping gravity’s grasp, rising toward the ceiling. Her posture had never been better.

			“The only way to hear the hum is to go where it is not,” Ro said. “The only way to turn off the hum is to escape from the inexorable intrusions and interruptions, the relentless demands and distractions, of our odious contemporary existence. It is to abscond from the present day altogether. To retreat to the Before.”

			His speech had taken on the soaring quality of a sermon, and the word Before landed in the room like Eden.

			“When you hear that quiet you’ve never even noticed you were missing—when you feel the stillness you’ve never realized this era denies you—you’ll return to the present and you will hear that hum everywhere, all of the time.”

			Ash wondered if everyone in the room really knew what he was talking about. Would she ever hear what they were hearing? And if she didn’t, would she do as they all did now: smile and nod along as if this untrue thing were true, just to be a part of whatever great thing Ro swore was happening here?

			“For the world is divided neatly in two along this very line: those who know the hum and those who move through life oblivious to its ever-present vibrations.” Ro turned to face Ash again, unblinking. “You are approaching that line, Ashley. And soon, very soon, you will cross that threshold and join us here.”
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			The Time Travel Agent and the Private Eye

			In her old life in the present, Ash hated dating. She especially resented the preparation dates with men required: the expensive, painful removal of every hair that wasn’t on her head; the tedious application of makeup meant to transform her into a kind of sultry-innocent fox-fawn. She rarely met men who deserved to reap the benefits of her efforts, and certainly none who matched them. Usually, the whole rigamarole felt like something she was only doing so she could send a picture of her presentation to Pebbles before heading out: At least if he’s a murderer, I’ll be a sexy corpse.

			But getting ready for dates with Frank in 1937 felt much more like putting on a costume for a play than engaging in societally-mandated hot-girl drag, and it filled her with the sense of mischief and possibility she missed from her acting days. In Wares, she gave herself over completely to the process: making a puddle on the floor of her dreary office attire and pouring her body into a slinky satin dress the shimmery copper of molten metal that exposed her back from the nape of her neck to her iliac crest; swapping out her stretched-out hair elastics for a hat with a lace veil; casting off her scuffed-up sneakers to slide into slip-on pumps with a Louis heel that made a crisp clicking sound against the floor as she walked.

			What was she doing with Frank? She asked herself this, sometimes, during her travels, to distract herself from the nauseating convulsions of the Conveyor. Where she lived, he was long gone. Where he lived, she didn’t exist yet. It was outrageous, the whole thing, doomed and absurd. But at the end of every date he’d ask her, So am I ever going to see you again? And her answer was always yes.

			He was so unlike anyone she’d ever run around with in the present, boys who blurred together in her mind as an underwhelming parade of infantile egotists who flaked on every plan and nasal-voiced, near-sighted neurotics who used phrases like “toxic masculinity” to preemptively absolve themselves for sins of the same. She was exhausted by perfect-on-paper men who bored, disappointed, and neglected her; by earnest Peace Corps alums and nonprofit do-gooders who threw full-on tantrums over being asked to wear a condom; by emotionally-manipulative pricks whose dresser drawers were stuffed with This Is What a Feminist Looks Like T-shirts and Notorious RBG tote bags.

			Frank was who he appeared to be, and this absence of dissonance was so soothing it was practically a narcotic. He wore a suit every day and shined his shoes each night. He spoke in an unwavering baritone and slicked his dark hair back with Brylcreem that made his whole head gleam under the streetlights. He was a quick wit and an alcoholic and not not a misogynist, and Ash had a feeling that if she really upset him at any point he would slap her across the face and make her apologize for having driven him to it. But because on some level Ash did not take him seriously—because he seemed more like someone she made up than someone who actually existed—she found his shortcomings easy to overlook. He was fun to talk to. Anytime Ash accidentally let something slip that gave away that she was from the future, he’d just say something like You broads don’t make any sense, it’s no use talking to you as a joke but also not, and Ash could tell him, Well, shut me up then, which always took their dates in an interesting direction.

			And just when it seemed like he wasn’t paying any attention, he’d come out with some insight that gutted her. He did things she didn’t expect. Kept his office neat and a photo of his mom tucked in his breast pocket. Once, he gave milk to a scrawny kitten he found mewling outside his window. He didn’t have a saucer or anything; he used an ashtray. It was late and he thought Ash was asleep. He just sat there on the sill, stroking the scruff of her gray neck and humming “Summertime” into her tiny ears. Ash told him all the time that he was drinking himself to death, which she knew, what with having already read his obituary. She could tell he wasn’t listening to her then, though, because the date on his obit never changed.

			By their fourth date, he wanted to get to know her better. Given their respective professions—the Time Travel Agent and the private eye—this presented a few challenges. She’d hoped to simply keep him too drunk to keep her details straight, but his tolerance for alcohol was astonishing. On Frank, booze seemed to have the opposite of its traditional effect. He relied on it like an office drone on caffeine, an elixir without which he couldn’t function at full-throttle. And though in her real life she had struggled in vain to get guys she’d dated to ask her any questions at all, in Frank she had found someone who seemed genuinely interested in everything she wasn’t telling him. His persistent curiosity, while a threat to her cover, was so refreshing she had to remind herself to be wary of it.

			“You won’t even give me a hint?” he asked.

			“This obsession with work, it’s very unbecoming,” she said.

			“I’d just like to know what you do all day. Seeing as I already know what you do all night.”

			They were in his bed in his apartment, the front of which served as his office. If Ash craned her neck she could see from his bedroom the tableau of his working hours: the tidy piles of paper and empty whiskey glasses that covered his desk, the front door with its frosted glass window that read Frank Walker Private Eye in all capital letters, black with gilt outline and backwards from the inside. There was nothing overly studied about the space, nothing that felt reverse-engineered by someone aiming to convey their contrived style through curated interior design decisions. It was, simply, like Frank: kempt and functional, handsome and lived-in, with none of the blank-space minimalism of present-day dwellings that left Ash feeling cold and morose. He had what he liked and nothing else. He kept the bar stocked and the fridge empty. That night they’d had olives for dinner.

			“Fine,” she said, borrowing a line whose source she couldn’t, at the moment, recall. “You’ve caught me in a very revealing mood.”

			His eyes traced her naked body down to her toes. “I can see that.”

			Ash’s standard practice in trysts such as this (not that she’d ever had a tryst quite like this) was to have sex with the lights off, then dive into a stolen T-shirt, or at least wriggle her underwear back on, before she’d even caught her breath. But on these trips, she found herself uncharacteristically unselfconscious about her body, by the things she usually couldn’t stop thinking about: by the dark curls of her errant, unplucked hairs and the tang of her perspiration and the splotches of red that fireworked across her chest as her body temperature rose. Here she felt delectable, untroubled, content to be admired. Was this vacation self her truer self, the one Ro had been talking about? Could she be this person all the time?

			She extended her arms up over her head and flexed her feet, sighing into her stretch. “Well, I was an actress for a while.”

			“I ever see you in anything?”

			“I mostly did theatre. I tried to make it in Hollywood,” she said, in what she hoped was a careless, self-effacing tone. “But that didn’t quite work out the way I hoped it would.”

			“It’s an ugly business. Everybody’s bent. You’re better off doing—what is it you said you did now?”

			“I didn’t say. But I work in hospitality.”

			“And with whom are you being so professionally hospitable? Might I avail myself of your services?”

			“You couldn’t afford me.” As soon as she said it, she realized that he probably thought she was having sex with men for money. Well, there were worse covers. At least this one would forestall too much fact-checking.

			He reached over to the nightstand for a cigarette. “And how do you like them, your well-heeled clientele?”

			How did she like them? She wasn’t so sure. Most of the women explorers were beautiful and skewed young; many of the men were not and did not. Often, these older men were almost parodically jovial, with aggressive, thunderous laughs and bellies that swelled over their belts, their heft announcing a life devoted to boundless consumption, that they need not deny their appetite, they could have everything they wanted. Come on, sweetheart, have a drink with us! It’s 1830, the whole country is drunk! What are you staying sober for? Yet if their visions were not executed according to their exact specifications, they became, in an instant, mean, minacious; they would have frightened Ash if she had allowed herself to be frightened, but on the trips she was almost never afraid. She wasn’t in her real life, she reasoned, so nothing real could happen to her.

			Some guests brought along their children, typically teenagers whose charmed, frictionless lives had left them wanting for nothing yet bereft in one crucial department: grist for their college admissions essays, which the Retro trips were intended to provide. These rising scions and dilettantes-in-training had already inherited their parents’ affectations. Sons with mouths mangled by braces made demands of the Agents in the haughty, know-it-all tone of kids from Model UN who got a kick out of crushing developing nations under their superpower’s heel. Chronically-bored daughters moaned in vocal-fried voices about how they didn’t want to be here because all their friends were elsewhere—luxury spas, outer space—and whined over how awful the food was at the early colonial stops.

			Ash’s guests—her explorers—they amused her, they repulsed her. They represented everything that she hated and a few things that she, in her shameful, private heart-of-hearts, wanted desperately. When she thought of the complex, global network by which their wealth was stored and protected—the millions stashed in offshore tax havens and stowed away in Seychelles-based shell companies, hidden in apartments in Monaco purchased through LLCs registered in the Caribbean—she recalled a picture from one of her history textbooks that showed a map of the world in 1919, a British flag unfurling above, whose landmasses were slathered in a proprietary, gory red: the empire on which the sun never sets. The guests’ money was everywhere and nowhere, their power enormous and unfathomable. The distance between Ash’s life and theirs felt greater to her than any distance she’d traveled with Retro.

			“They’re a little demanding,” she said. “They want what they pay for.”

			“Sounds a lot like our dearly departed friend. I tell you he had a big life-insurance policy? Recently acquired, mind you.” Frank exhaled and smoke briefly fogged the air between them.

			Ash watched his face go blurry behind the smoke, then reached her hand through the cloud to take the cigarette from his hand. “Didn’t you decide it was a random homicide? I thought you didn’t find any connection between him and the girl who killed him.”

			“I haven’t—yet. But his brother’s paying me quite handsomely to keep looking.”

			Ash preferred to never think of the murder, the irrefutable evidence that what happened on the trips was real or could be, that she could have died. Plus there was the matter of Frank, who seemed to watch her more intently whenever the subject came up, like he could tell that she was holding something back. She rolled over and traced his cheekbones with her fingertips. “Speaking of handsome.”

			“Good, the liquor is working.”

			“You ever just stare at your face when you’re bored?”

			“Do I ever just stare at my own face?”

			His tone made Ash remember this was something that was much easier to do in the present, with a camera phone, and that men in the 1930s were likely not prone to obsessing over their own reflections.

			“In the mirror, maybe,” she said. “When you’re shaving.”

			“Men don’t really dwell on that sort of thing the way you women do,” he said.

			“Must be nice.”

			“You’ve got a pretty arresting face yourself.”

			“Is that why you almost had me arrested?”

			“I don’t stare at my face.”

			“Not ever?”

			“No. Do you?”

			She thought of all the hours of her life she’d lost to taking, deleting, and retaking thousands of selfies; zooming in on imperfections and idly wondering what she’d change about herself if she could afford cosmetic interventions; Googling inexpensive Botox worth it? and then Botox horror stories and then telling herself that it was actually better that she couldn’t afford Botox because an actor needed to be able to express herself fully and a semi-paralyzed face would surely inhibit this endeavor, and anyway she didn’t even want a technically “perfect” face; it was better to have character, because character was the thing that made you a real person instead of a walking cartoon. Her brain buzzed inside her skull.

			She said, “Only to check my lipstick.”

			He licked his thumb and ran it beneath her mouth. “You had a smudge there. But I fixed it for you.”
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			After the date, back in her apartment, Ash pulled the next record out of the row: a sleeve with wide Cheshire Cat pink and white stripes, a bubbly exclamation point at its center. She put the record on and let Hazel Scott’s voice float through the apartment as she got undressed. She was starting to feel at ease there, almost, which made her a little uneasy. Even here, at home all by herself, she knew she was playing a part—wearing the costumes from the closet, playacting with the provided props—which meant there was no sliver of her life that wasn’t a performance anymore. This is what you signed up for, she chastised herself. To lose yourself in a role.

			Then again, everything in the RetroLiving apartment actually was real, much more real than any other place she’d lived—and not in some philosophical or existential way, but literally. She had spent so much of her life making do with particleboard and peeling veneers, with fake furniture assembled using those tiny Allen keys that never tightened anything tightly enough, all the mystery plastic that was supposed to look like solid wood but emitted that from-the-factory formaldehyde odor that gave away its fraudulence. Every object she’d owned was posturing as something more valuable, more legitimate, than it was. Everything was a placeholder for some better thing she hoped to acquire one day, but when? Those objects—which were both so cheap as to fall apart within months yet were made of substances that would never, ever biodegrade and so would still litter the Earth long after Ash’s own body had been subsumed by the soil—had made her feel small and worthless.

			But now she came home to solid wood and brass fixtures, glass in place of plastic, silk lustrous against her skin. No wonder she had struggled to be a real person in her life before all this, when every surface she touched, every shelf and drawer and countertop, was counterfeit. Perhaps she’d been thinking about this, about Retro, all wrong. Maybe her life before was the performance, and her life now was the one that was real.

			Ash went to the bathroom and turned on the hot water. While she waited for the tub to fill, she checked her phone. Pebbles had texted while she was out: Did you ghost me for Halloween? Where (when?) have you been? I miss you, call me!

			When Nighthawk came out, the waitress was that year’s Thinking Hot Girl Halloween costume, the perfect choice for someone who wanted to be attractive in a clever, self-aware way: I’m not a “sexy waitress”; I’m the waitress from Nighthawk. This meant Ash spent a very unsettling Halloween weekend running into her best friend everywhere she went, only it wasn’t her best friend, and also every not-Pebbles was doused in fake blood. As Ash got drunker and drunker, the pretend Pebbleses seemed to multiply until there was no one on the streets of New York that night who was not Pebbles, smiling maniacally through slashes of red. Meanwhile, the real Pebbles was in Vancouver on-set, shooting the first installment of the fantasy epic. Ash and Pebbles’s efforts to stay close despite this distance frayed under embarrassingly on-the-nose conditions: their connection was always breaking up.

			Since then, Ash regularly saw a handful of crimson-streaked waitresses out and about on Halloween, a holiday she and Pebbles used to spend together, in typically raucous early-twenties fashion: getting drunk and vomiting behind trash cans while wearing coordinating costumes based on deep-cut pop culture references that nobody else understood. But they hadn’t done that in years. The annual tradition that replaced it, scouring the streets for all the not-Pebbleses in bloodstained waitress uniforms, salted Ash’s wounded heart. She was glad she’d been out of town. Out of time, she corrected herself as she sank into the tub, and her brain went swirly in her skull.
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			A Very Imperfect Science

			Of all the Retro department heads, Wyatt was, at twenty-four, the youngest by far, and he looked even younger. He had a chubby, cherubic face, round as a paper plate, and long eyelashes that fluttered behind his glasses when he couldn’t focus. He had the highest-pressure job and, unlike his coworkers, rarely got out of the office. Most of his days were spent operating on Conveyors, tending to the Chronoconverters, checking for malfunctions, and keeping the routes in order. When he actually could take a break, all he wanted was to feel the sun on his skin. It was at his request, during a rare spare Saturday for him, that Ash, Luca, and Jane found themselves passing a glorious afternoon playing croquet in 1906 at Wood Island Park in East Boston: a sprawling complex of tennis courts, bathhouses, beaches, and baseball diamonds.

			Ash had never been—had never even heard of the park—until Wyatt brought them there.

			“It just goes on forever,” she marveled.

			“Fifty acres,” Wyatt corrected her. “Fifty acres of magnificent green space, all for public use. Designed by Frederick Law Olmsted! It was a gem. And they razed it in the ’60s to expand Logan Airport.” He pointed toward the green expanse where their croquet wickets were scattered. “I think this is Terminal B.”

			They’d finished the game and were lying on the grass staring up at the sky, basking in the late-autumn sunshine. Everyone rested their head on somebody else’s stomach so they made a little zigzag in the field. Ash was between Wyatt and Jane, whose blond hair was styled in a high nest-like pile that tickled Ash even through the fabric of her dress.

			“Maybe we should talk about something less depressing,” said Ash.

			“It’s not depressing. It’s progress,” said Luca.

			“Do you know how much pollution Logan Airport spews into the air over East Boston every day in the present?” Jane asked, indignant. “Tens of thousands of pounds.”

			Luca flicked her earlobe. “Calm down, Silent Spring. You work at a time-travel agency. If you’re worried about keeping emissions low, you’re in the wrong career.”

			Was time travel bad for the climate? Ash added this concern to the ever-growing list of things about Retro to which she had not given one iota of thought. “I’m enjoying your bickering,” she said. “Reminds me of my parents. It’s very soothing.”

			“I wouldn’t mind a change of subject,” said Wyatt.

			“Tell us why we don’t have a Tomorrow Train yet,” said Jane.

			Wyatt groaned. “It’s a Conveyor. And I’ve explained this to you a dozen times.”

			“But you’ve never explained it to Ash.”

			Ash could feel Wyatt’s sigh starting from his diaphragm, underneath the back of her head. In her limited interactions with him she had discovered that he could be prickly and condescending. Generally, Ash detested men who talked to her that way, but Wyatt was a special case: He was the only person at Retro who really understood how time travel worked. He was one of those supergenius college dropouts; he’d been a part of Retro since its founding. His knowledge was second only to Ro’s, and possibly exceeded it. While Ro was the public face of all things Retro, it was Wyatt whose days were devoted to the actual engineering of their operation.

			“None of you even understand how complicated it is for us to travel to the Before,” Wyatt said. “You think: I get on at the main station, I hop off at my Destination. Poof.”

			“You make it look easy,” said Jane.

			“But there’s more to it than that,” he said. “Imagine trying to throw a dart at a spinning globe and hit an exact set of coordinates. Imagine trying to do that in the dark. That’s what it’s like, getting the Conveyors to the right spots in the past.”

			“It’s not the same, going to the future?” Ash asked.

			“The one thing we have going for us, when we travel back in time, is that we already know where and when everything is,” he said. “They’re difficult points to hit. I’m not saying they aren’t. But they’re right where they’re supposed to be, right where we left them. They don’t go anywhere. And when they move, Preservation can fix them.”

			No one at Retro ever referred to department heads by name. Like summer camps where counselors’ last names were usurped by their specialty—Stacey Soccer, Evan Arts and Crafts—Retro was a place where your name got swallowed by your job. In the parlance of the office, it wasn’t “Miles” who would be dispatched to the past to attend to these repairs but rather “Preservation,” the magical, anthropomorphic department. For Ash, it added to Miles’s mystique, that his name was rarely casually invoked. Anytime she said his actual name out loud, she felt as if she’d shouted it through a megaphone.

			“It’s complex navigation,” Wyatt said. “But it’s navigation to a relatively fixed point, a point we can locate again and again.”

			“The Timeline is resilient,” Ash murmured. Her scar was hidden in a thicket of grass.

			“Yes, the Timeline in the past. Not the Timeline up ahead. The Timeline in the future is volatile and unstable. Very hard to predict.”

			“Sounds like somebody Jane would like,” said Luca. Jane flung her arm out to smack him in the shoulder.

			Wyatt ignored them. “The farther ahead we go, the more dangerous it is. Anything could happen between now and then—a building going up, a bridge coming down—that could turn a stop into a death trap. And it’s much harder to get repeat visits, to confirm that we’re going where and when we think we’re going to go. We’ve put in the same coordinates, fine-tuned the trajectory, and attempted to land in the same Destination more than once. But the future never stays still. It’s like what they say about stepping into a river: same spot, different water.”

			“Perpetual flux,” Ash said, the words coming to her from some far-off part of her mind.

			“So it’ll never happen,” said Luca.

			Clearly offended at the implication that his abilities had limits, Wyatt replied, “I didn’t say that. It’s a very imperfect science, is all. This technology is in its infancy.”

			Ash watched a rabbit-tail pouf of a cloud pass over the sun. Sometimes in her old, real life, she would get overwhelmed just thinking about how much future there was ahead of her, how much of it would surely be spent in pain, misery, boredom, fear. A gray, bleak dread would seep into her bones, weighing on her like a lead apron shielding her from the radiation of the X-ray. But she never felt that way on Retro trips. When she traveled with Retro, her future was in the rearview, and she was unencumbered and light. “I like it here. The future is overrated.”

			“If you like it here,” Jane said, “you know where you’d love it?”

			“Jane,” Luca said, a warning.

			Jane sat up. “I know what you think. But I say it’s Wyatt’s call. He’s the one who has to schedule the tr—the Conveyor.”

			The sun emerged from behind the cloud cover. Ash draped her forearm over her eyes and pretended to barely be listening.

			“We can’t run them all the time,” said Luca. “The more often we do it, the more likely Ro finds out. And then we won’t have them at all. And who’s to say she won’t tell Ro about it?”

			Despite not knowing exactly what they were talking about, Ash smarted at the accusation. “Why would I tell Ro anything?”

			“He’s very interested in you, haven’t you noticed?” said Luca. He sounded bored and a little bitter, as if he’d seen the Ro–Ash dynamic, whatever it was, play out a hundred times before.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Okay, Ashley,” he said, in Ro’s half-British lilt.

			“Wyatt,” said Jane. “Isn’t it time we took Ash to a secret stop?”

			Luca, exasperated: “Jane.”

			Wyatt, gently: “Soon.”
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			I Could Do Nothing but This

			By Ash’s count there were two dozen beds in the Clinic. But just like on her first day, there were no patients in there except for her. The room was filled with Retro nurses in their tight white uniforms, folding the bedding into hospital corners and checking the inventory in the medicine cabinets, pleasantly but assertively striding around the space, though there did not seem to be anything all that pressing for them to do.

			The nurses reminded Ash of a woman, Vivian, who’d worked at the office where Ash had been an assistant. Vivian was infamous for doing very little while carrying herself like someone who was doing more than everybody else: Laptop clutched in the crook of her elbow, pencil theatrically stuck in her braid (at least Ash assumed it was theatrical, since Vivian never had any paper with her, and Ash never saw her write anything down), Vivian would pop into meetings just late enough for everyone to note her arrival only to duck out with ten minutes left to go, as if she were desperately needed elsewhere in the building. Everyone hated Vivian, just like everyone hated the burnt instant coffee and the friendly reminder! notes that women—it was always women—taped above the sink regarding the dirty dishes piled beneath. These shared points of discontent were one of the few things Ash had liked about her shitty office job. It had fueled her, the way she and her coworkers could aim their disdain at some agreed-upon source of outrage as if with actual destructive intent, like angling a magnifying glass over an ant until it sizzled in the sun.

			But inwardly, Ash’s feelings toward Vivian were complicated. She disliked her, but she envied her for being so certain of her own importance that she could proudly perform it for others, even when there was no importance to perform. As a coworker, Vivian was insufferable, but as an actor she was formidable, and Ash had to respect her commitment to the act and the results it produced. In the three years Ash had loitered in her contractual purgatory—not an intern, not yet an employee—Vivian had been promoted four times, attaining titles that made even less sense than the nonsense work with which she was allegedly preoccupied each day. Was this the secret to success: just acting like you deserved what you hadn’t yet earned, behaving as if you mattered when you obviously did not? And if it was all a matter of performance, why couldn’t Ash, an actual actor, seem to do anything but fail?

			“Welcome back,” said Gabrielle, who had arrived at Ash’s side through silent and possibly invisible means. Ash had not seen or heard her approach, though to be fair, she wasn’t paying attention. Ash felt like the Retro department heads had a sneaky, almost magical way of bursting forth from the ether whenever they liked.

			“Hi again,” Ash said.

			“How have your travels been treating you?” Gabrielle asked, leaning over to retrieve the shiny electrodes from the drawer beneath Ash’s cot. Ash looked down at Gabrielle’s head. Her dark bun was a perfect snail curl.

			“Really well, actually,” Ash said.

			Gabrielle nodded, smiling with her lips closed as if at a private joke. She stuck the electrodes across Ash’s forehead, the three gold points making a slightly bent line, like Orion’s belt. She pressed the switch on the side of the medicine cabinet, turning its doors into a screen. Neon zigzags crossed its blank, black face. Ash searched the screen for something recognizable—it was, after all, supposedly an image generated from her inner life. But she felt totally removed from it, as if it were somebody else’s kid’s artwork stuck to a refrigerator door.

			“Tell me your name,” Gabrielle said.

			“Ashley Eckels.”

			“And your age.”

			Ash, without protest: “I’m thirty.”

			“Do you remember the first time you felt like you knew what you wanted to be when you grew up?”

			Ash felt a warmth rise in her. Sans prompting from Gabrielle, she closed her eyes, the better to be back in the fifth grade. The drama club production was The Wizard of Oz and Ash was sure she’d be Dorothy. Then she saw the cast list; her name was right next to “Wicked Witch.” She cried hot, furious tears right there in the hallway. The casting felt to Ash like a referendum on her beauty, or burgeoning lack thereof, and Ash was old enough by then to know that it mattered if she was beautiful or not, that she was going to need to be beautiful in a way that other people could appreciate. She stormed into the first rehearsal prepared to tank the whole thing out of spite.

			But at the read-through, Ash found that she could not commit to the plan, phone it in, and be terrible on purpose. She could not do anything but fling herself fully into this part. This role that wasn’t the role she thought she wanted turned out to be so much more fun than what she’d set her heart on. It was juicier and weirder and funnier. It turned her brain all electric with ideas. She made her laugh a maniacal cackle; she twisted in her seat, contorting her body so it looked bent and wretched. Before she even got onstage, before she slathered green tempera paint on her face and picked up a pointy hat from the dollar store, she could tell, right in that room, that she was already transforming. That it was actually easier to become someone else than it was to be herself. As Ash cried out, Who would have thought a good little girl like you could destroy my beautiful wickedness? relief and joy crashed over her like a wave. She could hear a voice inside her say, with total clarity: I could do this all the time. I could do nothing but this.

			“I didn’t feel like I knew,” Ash said. “I knew.”

			Gabrielle murmured a noncommittal assent. “And do you remember when you decided that you wouldn’t be that after all?”

			The question an ice cube sliding down Ash’s back. “What?”

			“Do you remember when you gave up?”

			“That’s not, I mean, I wouldn’t put it like that.” Ash opened her eyes, blinking against the brightness of the room.

			“You did. In your interview.”

			“Oh. I don’t remember saying that, exactly.”

			“Let’s not get hung up on semantics.”

			“Right, better not.” Ash gnawed a cuticle. “I don’t think I can recall.”

			“Try,” said Gabrielle.

			Like a child, Ash heard herself ask, “Do I have to?”

			Gabrielle said nothing. All humor vanished from her face. Ash closed her eyes again.

			Her buzz had been building, that’s what her agent told her. Though Ash’s part had been cut from the thinky action movie, word had gotten out about her from that director, and people had been impressed by her guest arc on a popular legal drama, where she’d played an alcoholic single mom in a losing custody battle. Reportedly, this minter of movie stars knew all about her, not to mention he’d spotted her at some young Hollywood party she’d attended with Pebbles, and now he wanted to meet her. Ash had a thousand questions about this but was afraid to ask even one. He had her in mind for a few different things, her agent told her, not bothering to get into the details—as if the specifics were irrelevant, and maybe she already knew that they were.

			The worst part about it wasn’t even what he did. Ash knew it wasn’t the worst thing someone like that could do. The worst part was that she had allowed herself to believe that she was walking into a room for one reason. And when she got there, it was so obviously not the reason. It was stunning how obvious that had been to everyone but her. Everyone being not just him but all the other men in all the other rooms she’d walked into before, and all the rooms she’d once thought she would walk into one day, with her sides memorized and her hope and desperation screaming through her skin, with her résumé and headshot printed on the glossy, expensive paper, like it mattered. Like she actually mattered. The first thing she did when her hands stopped shaking was send a text to Pebbles that read, without context or explanation, I am the dumbest bitch who ever lived.

			After it happened, Ash felt like she didn’t even know how to act anymore. Like a door had slammed shut in her brain. She couldn’t shake this sense that every facial expression had already been made, that every word had already been said in every way it could be said, that everything was just a Xerox of a Xerox and she was the last grainy, illegible copy. She was just some weak facsimile of the real thing. And sure, all acting was a facsimile of the real thing. But when she’d been better at it, she thought, she’d approached the real thing with a ferocity and purpose, and she got close, so close, asymptotically close. And now the gap between her performance of the thing and the thing itself was a gaping wound, wider than it had ever been.

			It had been hard to get auditions, after. She felt even stupider about what happened, cursing herself for having chosen the least fruitful of all paths, some insipid middle ground between total submission and outright refusal. Enough for her to hate herself, not enough for him to like her. She played the scenario on repeat in her head, imagining other outcomes, torturing herself. Enraging, that she was still thinking so much about someone to whom she meant so little. She never heard from him again.

			The auditions she did get did not go well. The feedback came in, softened somewhat through her agent, who would report back to Ash in harried phone calls between in-person appointments with more important clients. Ash was too in her head. She was thinking, not feeling. She was anticipating instead of being present. All the cardinal sins of her profession—of her craft. Ash had always been like this: too cerebral, too removed. Acting was the one thing that liberated her from herself, until it wasn’t.

			She’d had this half-buried hope that if she went on enough auditions, she’d find her way back there again. But instead she kept doing worse and worse. Days passed without a call. Then weeks. She felt her impending obsolescence like a cold coming on, a scraping at the back of her throat, portending fire with every swallow.

			“So you do remember,” said Gabrielle.
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			I Feel Everything

			The guests were entitled, exacting, exhausting—but every now and then, they surprised her. Ash and Jane were assigned a bachelor party, which Ash was expecting to hate, given that men were, in her experience, bad enough alone and even worse in groups. The groom went by Big B. The rest were called Tyler and Mikey and Spence and Trav and, for reasons that were never made clear, Cheese. They were young tech millionaires, adults who were still spending their money on a child’s idea of grown-up indulgences—limited-edition sneakers, outrageous cars—with the carefree bravado of men who were certain their next million was coming right up, that their fortunes would never run out. The guys had been in the same fraternity (this is where Cheese was so christened); it was there the group found its architecture, each member their role, where Spence became the Idea Guy. Spence’s girlfriend had gone on a Retro trip with her parents to 1858, for her dad’s seventieth birthday, to watch the Lincoln–Douglas debates. This had planted a seed of inspiration. Spence wasn’t interested in politics, but he was interested in blowing all the other bachelor parties fully out of the water. Big B asked, So where should we go? And there was only one answer: Woodstock.

			Ash packed hand sanitizer and deodorant and a duffel bag of toilet paper. She readied herself for wall-to-wall debauchery. She and Jane and Big B and Tyler and Mikey and Spence and Trav and Cheese rode the New York De Luxe out to 1969 and arrived on the Friday morning of the festival, among the thousands upon thousands of revelers assembling as the sun scaled the sky above Yasgur’s barn. They took psychedelics from strangers, drank water out of glass milk bottles, wove flowers into Big B’s beard. The boys kept making up ridiculous reasons to hug—spontaneously tackling one another, wrestling to settle some exaggerated argument—intimacy with plausible deniability, a straight-guy special. They said bro a lot, with what seemed to Ash like a tremendous surge of feeling. As the drugs took hold Ash felt like she could interpret the secret language of bro, hear within that bellowed syllable the truer message that was actually being expressed: Bro like what a gift it is to be here together and broooo like the bond we have is sacred beyond words and BRO!!! like I hope you know my love for you is deep and holy and eternal. At one point Trav needed Ash’s attention, and he called out to her, tentatively: Bro? And she returned the call, with unguarded affection, Bro! like she’d known him all her life, and the chorus answered her cry—BRO!—with their fists high in the air, and Trav bent down and scooped her up like a new bride to carry her across a muddy stretch of field, and they all chanted as the group marched on: Bro, bro, bro!

			It was nearly one in the morning, drizzling, when Joan Baez came onstage: her dark hair cropped short like Peter Pan, her belly rounded by her sixth month of pregnancy, her husband just fine, she assured the crowd, though he’d been shipped from county jail to federal prison in Texas, with his head shaved and feet shackled, for refusing to fight in Vietnam. Ash felt like Joan’s voice was being transmitted to her through mystical means, like she could feel the melody in her bloodstream, flowing in and out of her heart. When Joan started to sing “Sweet Sir Galahad,” Cheese began to weep. By her final song the rain had really picked up and through it all Cheese cried freely, but then they were all crying, even Ash.

			How do you feel, man? Mikey asked the groom, throwing his arm around Big B’s shoulders. Joan was done and the night was quieting and no one could say for sure whether the damp on their cheeks was from the skies or their eyes. They lurched through the mud toward their tents and the muck suctioned their feet to the earth as if the ground couldn’t bear to let them go. Big B’s beard was caked with dirt, like his hair was the soil from which the flowers were springing, and daisies had grown right out of his face. He took Mikey’s face in his hands and kissed him, loudly, on the cheek. I feel everything, he said. I feel everything.
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			Cease and Desist

			“So if we’re ‘traveling along strips of spacetime that are neither earth nor air,’ ” Jane recited in her best impression of the safety stewardess. “That leaves water.”

			Ash, Luca, and Jane were sitting in a row on the edge of Luca’s desk, Jane’s toes floating just off the floor, waiting for Christopher to start the Agents meeting. He was sorting through his notes and muttering to himself in the middle of their desk clusters, rehearsing as if he were in private, which he kind of was, in that everyone was ignoring him.

			“Then they’d just say ‘water,’ ” said Luca.

			“It leaves a mystery substance,” Ash agreed.

			“Something viscous,” said Jane.

			“Gross,” said Luca.

			“Or more gelatinous,” Ash said.

			“Like primordial ooze,” said Jane.

			“Please stop,” said Luca.

			Christopher loudly cleared his throat. “Yes, thank you, Luca. Everybody settle down.”

			Since Ro addressed his employees in the round, Christopher liked to do the same. But when Ro presided over all-staffs in the Commissary, the setup had a sense of grandeur about it. Ro was a commanding, captivating speaker; his presence was magnetic. He had a way of seeming like he was always looking at you, even when you were staring at his broad back, the lion’s mane of his hair. But Ash felt like Christopher was always looking at somebody else, aiming his voice in the wrong direction, even when he was addressing her by name.

			Accepting that the room was as quiet as it was going to get, Christopher began. “First order of business: the cease-and-desist from the Walt Disney Company.”

			One of Retro’s newer offerings was the Once Upon a Time Tour, which took guests on the Southeast Limited to Disney World—not today’s Disney, but the Disney World they remembered, the one from their childhoods. Retro research found that modern travelers were exhausted by trips to present-day Disney, where even with a FastPass there were queues for the queue to the queue, where every restaurant was swarming with class trips and loud, rude families and mobs of screaming cheerleaders popping by the Magic Kingdom while they were in Orlando for competitions. Retro guests remembered a different Disney, one that was quaint and charming and noticeably less humid, where Mickey Mouse wasn’t hidden away in a house, the snaking line to which could swallow half a vacation day, but instead was free to walk unmolested down the middle of Main Street USA, waving his four-fingered hands at passersby.

			“Apparently,” Christopher said, eyes rolling all the way to the ceiling, “the Disney corporation believes that they alone have a Walt-given right to orchestrate all travel to their theme parks at all points on the Timeline.”

			“Antisemite,” Ash said under her breath. This was pretty much all she knew about Walt Disney.

			“Oh, that’s a dealbreaker?” Luca whispered back. “I’d love to know your PI’s take on the Jews. Where is he again, 1937? Unimpeachable politics, I’m sure.”

			“He’s not like that,” Ash said.

			“Really?” Luca asked.

			The truth was that Frank frequently told Ash stories about his days in which he would identify characters by their nationality or ethnicity when no such descriptor was relevant, deploying slurs for each with an astonishing ease. Women were generally described by their most striking physical attribute. The retort You sound like my grandfather was always hot on Ash’s tongue. Then she would remember Frank was old enough to be her grandfather; he sounded like himself. He hadn’t said anything dicey about the Jews yet. But it was probably only a matter of time.

			“He’s different,” said Ash.

			Luca arched an eyebrow. “Different how?”

			Ash thought, Because I’ve never met Walt Disney, and he’s never made me come. “It’s complicated.”

			“A partnership is being discussed,” Christopher was saying. “Until then, Retro policy is to go ahead with the trips we’ve already scheduled, but avoid booking further Once Upon a Time Tours until the situation is resolved.”

			“Guess we won’t M-I-C you real soon.” Jane giggled.

			“Next up: We’ve gotten a number of questions about Destination medical practices. I understand some of our explorers are interested in obtaining treatments that are no longer offered at reputable hospitals.”

			“Treatments?” Ash had a very strong memory of reading The Bell Jar in the tenth grade. The vivid descriptions of lobotomies haunted her for months. “Who would be interested in that?”

			Luca rattled a list off on his fingers: “Far-left freaks, right-wing lunatics, antivaxxers.”

			“A lot of Goop subscribers,” added Jane. “They’re very suggestible.”

			“To review,” Christopher said. “We do permit our explorers to undergo leeching and bloodletting, provided they’ve signed all their waivers. However, we’ve been getting some inquiries about exorcisms—”

			Ash whispered into Jane’s ear, “How many do you think is ‘some’?”

			Jane leaned back against Luca’s computer monitor. “Definitely more than three. At least five.”

			“Freaky,” said Ash.

			“And while religious ceremonies and rituals are not strictly banned by Retro,” Christopher went on, “we prefer to keep visits to pre-Colonial stops, where area resources are limited and populations are small, as low-profile as possible. Without discretion, your trips will be unnecessarily arduous. So again we just ask all our Agents to exercise—not to be confused with exorcise, ha!—your best judgment.”

			“Aren’t you clever,” said Luca.

			“Ah, Luca,” Christopher said. “You’ll want to pay attention to this. As will your comrades. One of your guests has been trying to submit a complaint.”

			“What do you mean, ‘trying’?” Ash asked.

			“It’s a bit of a process,” Luca said.

			“He means it’s impossible to get a person on the phone if you’re having any problems,” said Jane. “Have you ever noticed there’s no phone number on the Retro site? You can only send your questions through a portal.”

			“We would be inundated with calls if we ran this operation any other way,” Christopher said. “The Exchange is busy enough as it is managing communication between Destinations and headquarters. But that’s neither here nor there. This guest has sent ten messages, so I felt it was time to pass them along to you.” He handed Ash a folder. “One of the bridesmaids from your rodeo, I believe. See if you can figure out what would make her happy. Quickly. And quietly.”

			Ash flipped the folder open. The messages were from the influencer. Since she’d returned from the tour—allegedly—her social media follower counts had been dropping, and several long-term partnerships had evaporated. I’m not even in the pictures anymore, one paragraph began.

			“Should we be worried about this?” Ash asked.

			Luca shrugged. “I don’t really see how her subpar professional performance could have anything to do with us. Bit of a reach, wouldn’t you say?”

			Ash leafed through the pages, skimming the complaint. As the influencer’s rage escalated, she’d resorted to capital letters, screaming through the screen. “She seems pretty worked up about it.”

			“I’ll take care of it.” Luca held his hand out for the folder, and Ash passed it over.

			“Now, Ro wanted me to mention that there is a lot of interest from Grim Peepers.” Christopher’s face was very pink. “So if anyone has thoughts on how to expand on our offerings in that arena, I’m sure he would be excited to hear them.”

			Ash had been warned about Grim Peepers—guests who were crazy about death; Luca described them as “the most unhinged true-crime nuts you will ever meet”—but was still unprepared for the brazenness with which explorers booked trips with blood-drenched itineraries, mapping out routes that maximized exposure to high-profile body counts. Middle-aged men wanted to crouch from a safe distance at Antietam and the Battle of Bunker Hill to see the slaughter in real time, which the guests called “bearing witness to history.” Guys in their twenties with extensive vinyl collections craned their necks for better views of beloved musicians overdosing, which they called “the ultimate fan experience.” Iconic assassinations were also hot spots, for Grim Peepers of all ages, genders, and political persuasions. (Christopher, irritation barely suppressed, had waved away Ash’s discomfort with selling tickets to the most eventful production of Our American Cousin: “I thought you loved theatre.”) An unsettling number of older men fantasized about perching in those cherry trees outside 10050 Cielo Drive and watching the Manson murders through binoculars, as if they were at the opera. “Which you won’t have to do,” Luca had assured Ash. “Because we’re not allowed to let Jane anywhere near Charles again.” (Asked about this lifetime ban, Jane told Ash, “All I said was that he has soulful eyes, and I only said it once.”)

			“Do we have to?” Jane asked. “It’s so morbid.”

			“Grim Peepers make up seventeen percent of our client base and nine percent of our repeat travelers,” Christopher insisted. “That’s a big business opportunity. So let’s not rule anything out. Remember: Our guests are entitled to their tastes and preferences.” He added, emphatically, “As are we all.”

			Someone—Ash wasn’t sure who—had broken into Christopher’s office over the weekend and rearranged the dolls in his closet so they looked like they were all having sex with each other: Barbies scissoring; Chatty Cathy’s hand up Raggedy Ann’s skirt; Kirsten’s face buried in Samantha’s lap. Christopher said nothing as photos of this doll-orgy spread through the office. He just put a lock on the closet door.
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			Do You Want to Get Out of Here?

			Meanwhile, Miles: He communicated with Ash exclusively through analog technology, somehow able to intuit when she had lulls in her schedule, an evening to kill. He was a paper airplane crash-landing onto her desk, its tip wedging itself between the g and h of her keyboard. He was a tin-can telephone that materialized on her chair one morning, connected by twine to its twin in Preservation. He was a telegram waiting for her at her apartment, delivered by hand from Eugene with the rest of the day’s mail, its enticements punctuated with all-caps STOPs. The message was always the same: Do you want to get out of here?

			Miles took Ash on the New York De Luxe, by way of Jersey Junction, to 1890 to see the Statue of Liberty before it oxidized, when the broad planes of her face and points of her crown gleamed copper in the harbor. Then he took her back toward the present, to 1915, to visit the old Penn Station. “You took me on a train just to see another train station?” Ash asked, as if she were annoyed, as if she did not feel some pang in a deep, dusty recess of her heart as she stood there surrounded by marble Corinthian columns, their granite the soft gray-pink of eraser dust, the sunlight pouring in through arched windows, baptizing her in gold as it shone down from the iron-and-glass canopy above. Could you be homesick for a place you never lived? The New York she remembered from her real life was relentless and exacting, hard and grim all over. She had never cared for it the way she cared for this New York, the one that had vanished before she arrived.

			Next, Miles led her on trips to follow the Leonid showers across centuries—on the Southeast Limited to Alabama one November night in 1833; on the Wild West Express to Kitt Peak, Arizona, that same midnight 133 years later—to see meteors that dazzled like flaming confetti overhead, as if there were more stars than sky to hold them, and the atmosphere itself were ablaze. He took her on the California Classic to twilights in 1957 where they’d climb into a red-and-white Ford Skyliner, cruise to the Starlite Drive-In, and watch 3:10 to Yuma and Jailhouse Rock while sipping on five-cent sodas. They charmed each other with their wittiest banter; they revealed the not-so-personal personal details you share when you care more about getting someone to like you than you do about letting them know you; they bonded over ordinary shared points in their biographies—having divorced parents, being only children—as if these unremarkable coincidences were stunning rarities.

			On all these trips, Ash waited for Miles to kiss her, which he often seemed very, very close to doing, except for then he wouldn’t, he would just be engaging in some misleading action that made a kiss seem imminent: reaching for a quarter that had fallen beneath her seat, brushing a kernel of popcorn out of her hair, tilting her chin up and over to guide her gaze toward a spectacularly sparkly stretch of sky. This even after Ash attempted, under the guise of irony, to seduce Miles using the tools of her female forebears, dressing for a night at the drive-in in a tight angora sweater over a bullet bra. If he’d noticed, he didn’t say. It was chaste and hot and extremely confusing.

			Ash had discussed the matter with Pebbles, but Pebbles’s romantic counsel was always infuriatingly straightforward and socially suicidal, e.g., Why don’t you ask him how he feels about you? If you like him, just tell him! Things like that worked for Pebbles, who was charming and peppy and made best friends in every bathroom line. When Pebbles went after what she wanted, she was direct and honest, a breath of fresh air. The same techniques, applied by Ash, inevitably scanned as awkward and desperate. Or so it felt to Ash.

			It was easier with Frank, but then that made sense: Ash was playing a character with him, and it was always easier for her to be acting than to just be. With Miles, stripped of the filter of her fiction, Ash felt unimpressive, insecure. Frank couldn’t get to know her, really. But Miles could, and what if he did? She imagined Miles studying all her unlovable traits and flaws with the same devoted attention he applied to his Preservation projects. She pictured her body sprawled out on his workshop table, as if for an autopsy, his emerald eyes narrowing at the pathetic parts of her, seeing all her defects like a black light revealing the smut on a motel bedspread. Though she complained about Miles being hard to read, Ash knew that she, too, was doing her part to keep things nebulous between them: leaning in, pulling away.

			But this private acknowledgment of her complicity did not absolve him. She knew why she was being cagey; what was his excuse?

			One Monday morning over coffee, Ash reported her latest ambiguous Miles encounter to Luca and Jane. That weekend, Miles had taken her on the Battlefield Special, a voyage that Ash had feared would require her to shoot something or be shot at but instead entailed ice-skating on the frozen Occoquan River outside Manassas in 1861. She’d returned to the present with tingling toes, flushed cheeks, and absolutely zero clarity about what was going on in her new, immensely frustrating non-relationship.

			“So there was no kissing,” said Jane.

			“There was hand-holding,” Ash said.

			“Oh!” said Jane.

			“But we were wearing gloves.”

			“Oh,” said Jane.

			“It felt like…” Ash had not done this much psychoanalyzing of barely-intimate activity since her middle school days of negotiating under-the-shirt-but-over-the-bra access with clumsy seventh-grade boys. She felt dotty and romantic and a little bit stupid. “Like, warm. Does that make sense?”

			“Well,” Luca said without looking up. “You were wearing gloves, so. Warm does make sense.”

			“She means warm warm,” said Jane. “Warm in an emotional way. You’d have to have emotions to understand, which is probably why you don’t.”

			Ash, in an effort to ignite Luca’s interest: “Maybe Miles just isn’t into women, and I’m completely misreading this whole thing.”

			Luca, unconvinced: “He’s never been into me.”

			“Of course, the two sexual orientations,” said Jane. “Attraction to women, and attraction to you.”

			“I’m not trying to figure out if he’s interested in women in general. I’m trying to figure out if he’s interested in me,” said Ash.

			“I don’t typically traipse through time and space with people who don’t interest me,” said Luca. Then he added, as if Ash was getting her hopes up, “Unless it’s work-mandated travel. My interest in you is strictly professional.”

			Ash pouted at him. “Brutal.”

			“The question is not if he’s interested in you,” Jane said with unexpected gravity. “The question is why.”
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			Obsessions

			Every Time Travel Agent had an obsession, some particular point in spacetime they felt destined to find.

			For Luca, it was the last great day: the day that seemed ordinary in real time but was actually anything but; the day that nobody realized was great because they had no idea what their tomorrow would do to them, how sideways everything would go. He tried different dates, the ones you’d expect. September tenth, April third, December sixth. He staked out the day before they poured the pavement for the first two-lane interstate highway and the day before the first track of the Transcontinental Railroad was placed on the dusty earth. He stalked the grocery store aisles before plastics and Styrofoam; neighborhoods before Levittowns, before zoning laws, before prefab housing. Before the Trinity test, before the Drake well, before Eli Whitney’s cotton gin. Before fentanyl, before oxy, before crack. Before Columbine, before Kent State, before the 16th Street Baptist Church. Before email, before internet, before cellphones, before the Walkman, before he could leave his house with his headphones in and tune out the sounds of the world around him, before everyone could bring their own bubble everywhere they went. He was sure the last great day was somewhere in the Before. But so far he’d always snagged on some compromise—the draft, polio—that clanged out a discordant note, souring everything. So his search continued.

			Jane was on a quest to find the first completely un-referential moment. Everything in the present, she theorized, was just referring to something that came before; every article of clothing, every scrap of slang, every joke, every lighting cue, every chord progression—if she pressed hard enough on their solid-seeming surfaces, they would give way and reveal that their foundation was some other thing, some earlier creation, that this supposedly new idea or invention was only riffing on. All the movies were remakes and sequels and “origin” stories that overexplained what had once been beautifully left open to interpretation; all the songs were covers, or may as well have been; everybody sounded like everyone else. All the art and architecture were neo-something-or-other, all the literature post-this-or-that. Jane believed there had, at one point, been something like a truly original culture, where she could get through an entire day without coming across something that was just some callback to something else, that was being what it was for the first time. It wasn’t an echo, it wasn’t an homage, it wasn’t a parody. It just was what it was. She felt like if she could find that day, she would know something that was unknowable to her in the present, blocked as she was by layers and layers of copies-of-copies, of almost-but-not-quites.

			“Say that’s true,” Ash said to her once as they sat at their desks, angling origami swans at their central trash can. “That there’s some totally original day. What makes you so sure it’s in America? Aren’t we just a bunch of other people from a bunch of other places?”

			“Ash raises an excellent point,” said Luca. “Our whole country is basically a rerun. Of a reboot.”

			Jane aimed a swan directly at Luca’s head. “Don’t be unpatriotic.”

			Ash didn’t know what her obsession was, at first. She had texted Pebbles one night, to see if one of their meandering conversations might bring her some clarity. Pebbles texted back: Ahhh busy all day! Shooting this magazine makeup video thing. Pretending I know how to do my own eyeliner. Wish me luck!

			In this latest, high-wattage stage of her life, Pebbles had adopted the incredibly irritating habit of tossing “thing” as a suffix onto all of her most exceptional engagements. The more exclusive or expensive the experience, the more Pebbles would underplay it, and so as her star rose her life became an endless parade of things: dinner things, event things, awards things. As if that non-descriptor in any way obfuscated what was really going on. As if Ash did not know, for instance, which magazine Pebbles was referring to or what video series she was shooting. Pebbles was the face of a luxury cosmetics company—her highest-paying gig to date, far more lucrative than any of her acting work had been—and would be, per her contractual obligations, gushing about products she rarely used and didn’t need in a faux-homemade video as part of her Vogue profile. The brand’s advertisements were all over New York, and Ash used to see them every day on her commute to the shitty office job: Pebbles’s head thrown back, as if in orgasm, her legs straddling an oversized bottle of their perfume; her pout, plump with fresh filler, shilling for their lip gloss; her airbrushed skin proffered up as proof of their foundation’s anti-aging properties—never mind that Pebbles, having not yet aged, could hardly attest to its efficacy.

			Back in college, Ash and Pebbles would talk for hours about how they would never, ever sell out, how humiliated they felt on behalf of the actresses they adored when they saw them evangelizing about the life-changing properties of some eighty-dollar moisturizer. This is why we should have come up in the ’90s, Ash would say. And Pebbles would always agree. When Pebbles landed this beauty contract, she’d sent Ash the announcement with a text about how she was in the big leagues now. Ash had wanted to scream, You don’t even need the money! Instead she’d responded, Always knew you were model material with a row of heart emojis.

			Ash wondered what their alternate, Gen-X selves would have to say about Pebbles’s funding her rise with payments from the subsidiary of a multinational cosmetics company. Was it better like this, this modern way, where everyone was always selling something and so there was no shame in the sale? Or was it better before? Was it Retro that was making Ash feel more and more estranged from the present and the near-future she was hurtling toward, with its insistent compromises and endless disappointments? Or was Retro just affirming what she’d already believed: that she was born too late, and that the only time where she would have flourished was vanishing behind her?

			Ash decided, finally, that this was her obsession. She was looking for the place where she was not out of place—where she did not feel, as she had felt all her life, like she had missed her window. That time had to be out there, had to be findable, had to be accessible by Retro Metro. It couldn’t be that she was supposed to be here and now, feeling as she did: so unmoored in her own life, so adrift in her home dimension. And so Retro presented itself as the solution to a problem Ash had been subconsciously puzzling over all her life, which her failure to address had left her treading the waters of despair: the way to where she was meant to be.
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			Power Lunch

			One morning, Ash arrived at her desk to find, just beside her sleek, modern keyboard, an enormous brick phone. It was a creamy beige color with square rubber buttons and a rectangular screen above the keypad. Ash punched in a few numbers and they glowed red on the seven-segment display, reminding her of the clock radio she’d had in high school, and of the calculators they’d used back then, how the funniest joke anybody could imagine was typing in 5,318,008 and flipping the calculator upside-down.

			As she picked up the object to examine it more closely, it rang. The sudden trill was such a shock that she dropped the phone onto the desk and leapt back, as if from a bomb. On the second ring she approached it, tentatively, and on the third, she answered.

			“Ashley!” Ro’s booming, master-of-ceremonies voice, barely dimmed by the static of their connection. “So glad I caught you. Have you eaten? You haven’t, have you? It’s still early there. Fantastic. I’d love to take you to lunch.”

			“Oh, tha—”

			“You can meet me at noon. Take the New York De Luxe to 1986. I’m just across the street from the stop. Best table in the place, right by the window. Have you been? It’s sensational.”

			Ash kept opening her mouth to speak but he barged ahead, like her half of the conversation would have been little more than a time-wasting formality.

			“Make sure you leave enough time to stop at Wares. I know, the ’80s—doesn’t sound like so long ago, does it? But it’s a very different look. I think it will really suit you. I have a theory that all of us are most inclined to thrive in the year in which we were born. Our native time, our first and truest home. You’ll love it. Okay? Terrific. See you then.”

			Ash started to say, “Se—” but couldn’t get the words out before Ro hung up. She studied the phone again, an artifact that had briefly taken on the totemic power of some mystical object, connecting her to a man who was calling her from thirty-one years ago. As soon as the call was over the phone looked again like a ridiculous hunk of plastic, more toy than tech.

			She looked over at Luca, who was flipping through a guest dossier at his desk. “Has Ro ever asked you to have a meal with him before?”

			“Not that I can recall,” he said. She could hear the effort he was expending not to sound impressed or jealous. She was used to being the one on his end of these conversations, watching other people get the things she’d hoped were hers. It was a little bewildering, finding herself on this side of the dialogue.

			“Weird” was all she said.

			“Where’s he taking you?”

			“New York, late ’80s.”

			“Power lunch.” He rolled a pen between his palms. “How decadent.”

			

			—

			“I wanted to see how you were settling in.” Ro sat back in the deep-burgundy banquette, which squelched pleasantly against the pressure, and rested his elbow on the top of the seat as if putting his arm around someone beside him. His clothes—a pale-blue starched shirt with white collar and cuffs, striped suspenders, a wide tie like a wagging tongue that split him straight down his center—strained against his muscles. As if responding to Ash’s silent observation that his clothes were struggling to contain him, Ro reached up and loosened the knot of his tie with a few rough side-to-side jerks.

			Ash felt like an inverse caricature seated across from him, trapped in such over-the-top proportions—massive earrings, enormous shoulder pads, hair feathered and sprayed higher than she had known hair could be convinced to soar—that she felt almost as if her body were under attack from her attire and styling, which sought to submerge her completely.

			“It’s hard to say,” she said. “I don’t really have anything to compare this to.”

			“So you’re saying it’s incomparable.”

			“Literally, yes.”

			“But only literally.” Ro tugged one corner of his cloth napkin and snapped the fabric open like a matador flapping his cape before draping it across his lap. “So perhaps not spiritually.”

			“I didn’t expect you to be so invested in my spirit.”

			“Ashley,” he said. Broad salesman smile, gleam in his eye, forearms planted on the white tablecloth. “I’m extremely invested in you.”

			“Right.” She wasn’t sure how to make sense of the fact that her billionaire CEO uber-boss had taken such a singular, animated interest in her. As an actor she had struggled to win the favor of casting directors who were comparing her with a hundred other contenders. Given Ro’s access to people from virtually every point in American history going back to Columbus’s arrival, she was technically competing for Ro’s attention with every human being who’d walked the Lower Forty-Eight in the past half-millennium. “Because…”

			“You are a very important investment.”

			It had been so long since Ash had thought of herself that way. She tried to recall the last time someone else had suggested as much to her, someone besides Pebbles, who had to say it, so it didn’t count. She knew better than to get too excited. Maybe she should be worried, actually? She scanned Ro’s face for some sign of an ulterior motive, some private malice, but he was looking at her as he always had, with joy and pride and something like reverence, and she could make out nothing behind it. Maybe, she said to herself, you could try taking a fucking compliment for once in your life.

			“Is that why we’re here?” she asked. “I mean, is that why we’re…” Ash was still figuring out the language—the way to express that she was existing in a certain place and time, rather than just a location, with the time implied and mutually understood. It wasn’t just about being here but being now, though really the accurate way to put it would be then. But that always felt awkward to say. Or maybe always wasn’t the right word. It felt awkward to say for the time being. Maybe in a few months it would be awkward to remember that she’d ever felt awkward speaking like this: in a manner that did not take for granted any temporal uniformity, the way she had in her life before. Which was actually after where and when she was just then.

			“Your living situation. Before you came to Retro. Those people who shared your apartment.” Was that a question? His tone was declarative, but maybe he was just one of those men who never conceded that he didn’t know something, the male inverse of a woman whose every sentence ends in a high rising terminal, as if all her periods are really question marks.

			“Oh, my roommates?” Of course Ro had been too rich for too long to have a word like roommates in his lexicon. “They were just, like, random people. From the internet.”

			“You don’t have any siblings,” he said.

			“Ah, no. Just me.” Ash waited to be told, as she usually was in response to this data point, that this was the first and most important way in which her parents had critically failed her.

			Ro said, “Spectacular.”

			“You think?”

			His eyes sparkled. “You have something powerful. Something most people never get—and when they do get it, when it is within their grasp, they deny themselves. You have freedom. Total independence. No pesky anchors keeping your ship down. You can go anywhere. You can go anytime. You’ve kept yourself pure. Unburdened. And that is why we’re here. And now.”

			Ro signaled to a waiter. “We’ll have two dry martinis—very dry. And the usual, steak and potatoes. Rare. Let’s see some blood on the plate.”

			One of Ash’s serving jobs had been in a restaurant as nice as this. She’d waited tables both out of necessity and what she had decided was destiny. This was what actors did: They started out waiting tables. It would be romantic in the retelling, Ash told herself, as she used the memory she’d once applied to Sophocles and Shakespeare to file away sauce ingredients and backstories of all the food, so elaborate as to border on parody. These animals have nicer lives than I do, Ash would think, describing the idyllic living conditions of the pigs who’d ended up on the plates she served. She got fired from one job after another for coming to work hungover; for not keeping her uniform clean. She ached everywhere, from the tendons in her arms to the balls of her feet. Months swelled into years. Waiting tables was supposed to be a rite of passage, but she wasn’t passing through it. By the sixth firing she felt like she was just another delusional waitress, clinging to a job that left her time to audition, as if she were still auditioning. She went to a temp agency the next day, landed in the soul-sucking office job not too long after that. It wore her out, too, in a different way. But by then she was too tired to care.

			Remembering this while she sat across from Ro, Ash could feel the insistent throb of a déjà-encore headache forming. She rubbed the spot between her eyebrows where the soreness was taking root. Their drinks and dishes arrived with unsettling swiftness; Ash could practically hear someone in the kitchen being screamed at over the need to get them out right away.

			“Marvelous,” Ro said, reaching for his silverware.

			Since starting at Retro, Ash had not only confirmed what she’d read about Ro’s diet of sand-colored shakes but had learned that, according to office lore, Ro’s perfect, sugar-cube teeth were all fake, were made from some impossibly valuable, inaccessible-to-the-average-mortal substance—the ivory of an elephant tusk, or possibly a woolly mammoth—and, in order to maintain his pristine smile, Ro could not actually bite into any food.

			Ro sliced a chunk of steak and slid it to the edge of his plate. Ash realized, too late, that she was staring, and he could tell.

			“You don’t approve?” he asked. “Didn’t take you for an animal lover.”

			Ash toyed with her knife. “I didn’t know you could chew.”

			He wrapped his mouth around his fork, pulled the dripping morsel off with his shining incisors, and chomped on the meat with exaggerated vigor. After he swallowed, he gave Ash the sheepish—or was it wolfish?—grin of a man who knows he is gossiped about. “Don’t tell anybody,” he said. “But 1986 is my cheat year.”
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			Lost in the Malls

			Going back to your childhood is like jaywalking or flushing your tampons down the toilet: Even though you know you shouldn’t do it, it is kind of easy to forget why you shouldn’t do it, plus, you’re pretty sure that everybody else is doing it, so what difference does it make if you do it too? Why do you always have to be the one following the rules? Where has being a rule-follower ever got you?

			Ash had heard plenty of Retro cautionary tales about what happened to people who became obsessed with their own histories. It started out all innocent and nostalgic: bunk beds, stuffed animals, talcum powder. But they got lost there, lurking in their own backyards, peering through their own blinds, faces pressed up against the windows of the past. They spent so much time there that they couldn’t bear to be here any longer. But they couldn’t really be there either—because they already were there, and there couldn’t be two of them, then. So they just got trapped in the in-between: not belonging in now or then, adrift in any dimension, tethered to nothing and no one. Sometimes they learned things about themselves and their families that they’d been better off not knowing. How their parents fought after the kids went to sleep. The sounds she made. The names he called her.

			“We’re not going to my childhood,” Jane clarified before taking Ash out to her favorite lunch spot. “We’re going to my adolescence.”

			Though Jane had become, in her nascent adulthood, someone who preferred to dress entirely in thrifted clothes and blamed capitalism for much of society’s ills, when she was feeling like her inner metronome had lost its steady rhythm, the only place she really wanted to go was a mall in 2002.

			Some of these malls were still open in the present, but to say they were “alive” would be an overstatement; they persisted in a near-vegetative state, with more vacancies than functioning stores, windows covered with clearance signs. In 2002, the malls were thriving, and Jane was energized by their vitality.

			Jane wanted to crisscross America by way of its malls. She wanted to slurp an Orange Julius and slowly chew her way through an Auntie Anne’s pretzel. She wanted to make wishes on the dimes she tossed over her shoulder into the big central fountains. She wanted to slide into the photo booth at the Limited Too and press her cheek right up against Ash’s and leave with sticker sheets of pictures of their faces smushed together in frames of fluorescent flowers. She wanted to get third piercings in her ears at Claire’s and flip through rows of CDs at Sam Goody and experience that pleasant dulling of the brain that comes with total immersion in climate-controlled commerce, the full giving over of the self to the superficial, as if in sacrifice.

			For every trip, Jane chose a different mall, and though the malls were almost identical, she could always tell them apart. Ash was already losing track of which malls she’d been to in her real life and which malls she was visiting for the first time, which Jane thought was hilarious. (“You’re literally lost in the malls. Like, you’re lost in the malls. The experiment is coming true!”)

			When they weren’t guiding trips or otherwise occupied at the office, Time Travel Agents could go anytime they wanted. But Ash was finding that, more often than she would have expected, Retro staffers opted not to throw themselves into a high-octane adventure but instead returned to places they’d already been dozens of times in the lives they’d always wanted to escape, retracing their steps as if looking for their lost keys. The Destinations hardly seemed like destinations at all: backyards, parking lots, the bleachers behind the middle school, the playground after dark. Once Ash heard about Luca passing an uneventful Friday night loitering in a video store in 1996, fingers grazing the clamshell cases of the then-new releases. Strange, but then again, she recognized this instinct in herself, in the way she whiled away rainy afternoons rewatching her favorite television shows, how rarely she sought out new music when listening with the privacy of her own headphones. She wondered if she, too, would start to feel the tug of some invisible twine toward her own sepia-toned places.

			One Tuesday afternoon, Ash and Jane dressed in their turn-of-the-millennium finest—aquamarine velour tracksuits and platform flip-flops that slapped pleasantly against the tile—and hopped on the Heartland Star to spend their lunch break at a mall in Minnesota. They bought Mrs. Field’s cookies the size of diner flapjacks and snagged a table in the food court. Elbows resting on the Formica tabletop, they tore their chocolate chip cookies into gooey bits and ate with ravenous abandon.

			“I would never eat like this back home,” said Ash. Though she wasn’t exactly a paragon of health, she had made certain concessions to age and vanity; at least she avoided food that tended to leave a trail of grease in its wake when you lifted it from a paper plate. “I don’t know why it feels like it’s kosher here.”

			“Vacation rules,” Jane agreed. “Same reason you can run around with that PI of yours.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Oh, like you’d ever date him in your real life?” Jane laughed. “He’s practically a cop.”

			“I don’t know if it matters much anymore, what I’d do in my real life,” Ash said. “I’m hardly ever there.”

			“What about Miles?” Jane asked, licking melted chocolate from her fingers.

			Ash crumpled the empty bag into a ball and tried to sound casual. “What about him?”

			“Uh-huh.” Jane pointed with her chin toward the table behind Ash. “I used to be just like that.”

			Ash twisted in her chair to eye the group behind her: a cluster of girls in low-rise jeans with hot-pink thongs whale-tailing out the back, baby T-shirts with rhinestoned slogans stretching across the chests, spaghetti-strap tank tops in bright pastels. An Avril Lavigne song was bopping in the background, pumped through the mall sound system, and two of the girls belted along with the chorus, exaggerating the ay-ay-ay of complicay-ay-ay-ted. Ash turned back around. “Do you miss it?”

			“Miss being a teenager? In the suburbs? God, no.” Jane mimed retching, then almost choked on her cookie bite.

			If you don’t miss it, then why are we here? Ash thought, but she didn’t bother asking, because she kind of understood. Visiting a place was different from living there. It was bittersweet and oddly vindicating, observing youth from the safe vantage point of adulthood.

			“Every time I see a teenager, I think, We’re practically the same age,” said Ash. “And then I remember, actually, I’m twice as old as they are.” It would not be long before she was closer in age to their parents; maybe she already was. Which felt impossible and also, for some reason she couldn’t articulate, illegal.

			“Oh, same,” said Jane. “Very tricky, the whole passage-of-time thing. Trips like this make it trickier, but I can’t help myself. Sometimes you just get homesick, you know? I swore I never would, but here you find me. All that time I spent talking about how I had to get out of there.”

			“Is that why you applied to Retro? To escape?”

			“Well, I was going to be a poet. I am a poet. But I grew up in Arizona, and I just knew I was supposed to be a poet in California. I had very romantic ideas about living in San Francisco. I thought it would be this phantasmagoric wonderland full of bohemians and artists.”

			“And?”

			“There was a Gap at the corner of Haight and Ashbury.”

			Ash had gone with Jane to that storied corner in 1965, to trip on LSD and eat at the Drogstore Cafe before catching a show at the Avalon, or to just get stoned on the stoops of the Queen Anne houses and watch the hippies amble by. When they visited again just a couple years later—what they’d assumed would feel like the peak of everything, the Summer of Love—the streets could barely withstand the thousands of people who’d looked so young to Ash’s eyes, who’d trekked there to be a part of something only to find that something was already ending. Everybody there was nostalgic for the ’60s, even though the ’60s weren’t over yet. Ash and Jane watched in quiet sorrow as disenchanted mourners marched an open coffin stuffed with beads and fading flowers down the center of the street, pronouncing the Death of the Hippie.

			“How underwhelming,” Ash said.

			Jane washed down the last of her cookie with a sip of Pepsi Blue. “I thought I’d meet all these writers out there. Instead I just met these self-identified ‘creatives’ who were, without fail, the least creative people I have ever known.”

			“New York was kind of like that too,” Ash said. “Theoretically full of artists, practically packed with finance guys.”

			“So I got this gig ‘coaching’ high school students on their college applications, which meant writing their essays for them. And I applied to be a Space Cadet—you know, at Space RACE—but I bombed the interview. Couldn’t figure out if humans should colonize Mars or not. Like, colonize? I thought we’d come around to being anti-colonizing, just, morally, as a society. But then I met that psychic who told me about my double lifeline, and did those mushrooms out at Big Sur, and when I got back to the city, I saw an ad for Retro on a bus shelter. Fate, right?”

			They abandoned the food court for Victoria’s Secret. Ash pawed through piles of lacy polyester thongs, the possession of which had once seemed like a mission-critical step on the path to losing her virginity. “You really believe in fate?” she asked.

			“I believe I was meant to go there because, this whole time, I was supposed to come here.” Jane paused to inhale the slutty-sugar-plum-fairy scent of a body mist called Very Sexy Now. “Because the Timeline is resilient.”

			“I don’t know how to feel about that,” said Ash.

			“You don’t have to know how to feel about something. Just feel it.”

			Ash felt chastened by this directive, which was so obvious it was embarrassing that she struggled to follow it. “Do you still write poetry?”

			“I keep meaning to. It was one of the things that excited me about this job. All this inspiring travel. But we’re so busy. And everything we do back here feels hazy when we’re at home, doesn’t it? Like it’s so far away.”

			“Well,” Ash said. “It is so far away.”

			Jane spritzed the air in front of her and stepped lightly through the droplets. “I can’t believe they discontinued this.”
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			Just Wait Until I Get You Home

			The All-American line covered Retro’s Philadelphia, D.C., and Virginia stops. “Might sound a bit pedestrian, given the other offerings,” Christopher told Ash as he dropped off a stack of guest dossiers. “But it’s very popular.”

			“With who?” Ash asked.

			Christopher strode away without acknowledging Ash’s question. Luca retrieved the pile of golden leather folios and set them next to his computer. “Rich conservatives who want to slobber all over the Founding Fathers. Rich liberals who crave a bigger brag than ‘I saw Hamilton at the Public.’ Horse girls. I’ll explain it all when I get back and we’ll go through these together.”

			“I can’t believe you’re cheating on us,” said Jane.

			“They’ll need more than three Agents to manage,” he said. “It’s a destination wedding.”

			Ash picked up the open dossier from Luca’s desk. “Who wants to get married in 1855?” As she flipped through the pages, the color drained from her face. “In…Georgia?”

			Luca snatched the file out of her hands. “Yes, it’s on a plantation.”

			“Like, a working plantation?” Ash, who considered herself a master of compartmentalization, could only marvel at Dom, who was apparently able to outfit guests for such an excursion without strangling the tourists during their fittings. By this point, Ash knew plenty of explorers had, to be generous about it, unsavory political views. But was Retro really going along with this? Ash looked over at Jane for support, but Jane was preoccupied, leafing through an issue of Ms. magazine she’d picked up on her last trip to the ’70s. On the cover, an eight-armed, blue-skinned pregnant woman wept as she attended to a battery of tasks, one with each hand—answering a blaring telephone, frying a sunny-side-up egg, ironing the air—while balanced on a high-heeled foot.

			“The land has been in the bride’s family for generations,” Luca said, sounding a bit bored by the whole back-and-forth. “It’s tradition.”

			“It’s deranged,” Jane said without looking up from the magazine.

			“People still get married on plantations,” said Luca.

			“Right,” said Ash. “Although, I mean, it’s weird that people do that. Don’t you think it’s weird that people do that?”

			“You sound just like my ex,” said Luca.

			Given the context, Ash wasn’t sure if she ought to be offended or not. “He didn’t approve of plantation weddings either?”

			“He was older than I was. He had a lot of…opinions. About Retro and how things used to be and how I”—and here Luca put on an exaggerated, hysterical voice—“don’t know what it was like back then, and if I did know, I’d never treat it as some tourist destination. I’d never want to go back there for a fucking minute.” He cleared his throat and resumed, in his ordinary way, “As if any of that was my fault. He knew how old I was when he met me.”

			“He did want to get married, though,” said Jane, perking up.

			“What happened?” Ash asked. Then, sheepish: “Oh, that’s right, you couldn’t.”

			“No, we could’ve in Jersey,” said Luca. “But he wanted to wait until it was the law of the land.” He said the law of the land with a put-on stump-speech grandeur.

			“So you waited until…” Ash knew the date. She knew she knew the date. But she could not seem to unearth that information from her mind and bring it to her mouth.

			“The day of Obergefell, we drove down to D.C. to celebrate,” he said.

			“Remember how they lit the White House up like a rainbow?” Jane said dreamily.

			Ash had seen the display all over social media, how this staid government building was made multicolored as a carnival float as flag-waving revelers gathered beyond its gates. She recalled that night, and the historic day that preceded it, as one of the last moments from an intermittently galvanizing stretch when it felt like the country’s momentum was accumulating in a direction she would actually want to travel, that the future might be someplace worth going. Which was nice, while it lasted.

			“I should have seen it coming,” Luca said.

			“The ruling?” asked Ash.

			Jane dipped the magazine down and raised her eyebrows over its cover. “The proposal.”

			“Oh God,” Ash said. “In public?”

			“It was—” Luca paused. “He’d given it a lot of thought.”

			“Wow,” Ash said.

			“I know,” said Jane.

			“He meant well,” said Luca.

			Jane bowed her head in reverence, as if for a fallen soldier. “One of the good ones.”

			Ash would not have expected Luca to be someone who rejected what was right in front of him just because, in the squishy-romantic terms Ash couldn’t imagine him uttering aloud, something didn’t feel right. She looked at Luca again as if she’d be able to spot a change in his physical appearance, given this new information, but he was as before: the coin-slot crease between his eyebrows, the brown Byronic curls falling into his face.

			He stuffed the dossiers into his backpack. “Have fun babysitting.”

			Ash and Jane’s next assignment was a ’20s for Your Twenties birthday trip for a soon-to-be-twenty-one-year-old named Isla. According to her dossier, Isla was a good old-fashioned oil heiress who was taking a “gap year” (it had stretched into three) while doing “a little modeling” (sure!) for a swimwear line designed by “a friend of the family” (talentless daughter of an aging rock star; the bikinis, made of satin, couldn’t get wet). She would be ringing in her new year with an entourage of celebrity-adjacent climbers whom Ash saw often on Instagram, where they were always clamoring for more fame and fortune in depressing, late-capitalist ways: shilling medically-dubious appetite-suppressing lollipops; announcing their pregnancies with sponsored posts.

			Jane swapped the magazine for Isla’s dossier, which was splayed open on Ash’s desk. “Who even are these people?”

			Ash didn’t want Jane to think less of her for recognizing them. “No idea,” she said.

			“She wants something ‘edgy,’ ” Jane read. “Bucket of Blood?”

			Bucket of Blood was in Detroit, about a century back on the Heartland Star, and though it didn’t look like much from the outside—a nondescript building a block from city hall, with striped awnings over its windows—inside was a madhouse, a rollicking spot for hard drinkers, reckless gamblers, and adventurous prostitutes. At Bucket of Blood, the night was as likely as not to end in a knife fight. Probably not the sort of “edgy” Isla had in mind, and besides, Ash wasn’t really in the mood for yet another brush with death, or worse.

			“Something tells me Isla is not going to be impressed with Detroit, no matter what decade we’re in,” said Ash. “Krazy Kat?”

			This was Jane’s favorite, in D.C. in 1921. The atmosphere was bohemian, the crowd mostly musicians, artists and poets. The sign above the door read, in chalk: All Soap Abandon Ye Who Enter Here. Inside was a dance floor and outside was a courtyard with a tree house where Jane liked to set up shop so she could observe the whole scene from above.

			“I’d love it,” said Jane. “But she wants a classic. Better stick with New York.”

			“Agreed,” said Ash, since she liked the Red Head best anyway, at its original location in Greenwich Village where the liquor was poured into teacups and cost a buck an ounce. If the cops came through, the bartenders had hidden handles to tip the shelves and drop all the liquor bottles down a chute and into the sewer beneath them. It felt fancy and dangerous but not unmanageably so, and sometimes they ran into Dorothy Parker, who could always be counted on to charm the guests with some tossed-off quip they’d all be quoting forever.

			“Maybe we’ll get a raid,” Jane said. “I know how much you’d like that.”

			When Ash started at Retro, she’d thought the speakeasy trips were overrated. But she’d come around to enjoying their illicit thrills—especially once she discovered that when the speakeasies got raided and everyone got arrested, Miles would have to bail them out, just like Christopher said he would. As Jane or Luca corralled the guests out of their cells, Miles would linger at the back, waiting for Ash. He’d lead her out the door with his hand wrapped around the scruff of her neck, feigning annoyance at her criminal ways. What am I going to do with you? he’d say, just loud enough for the cops and drunks to hear. Just wait until I get you home. An energy would pulse behind Ash’s rib cage and she felt like if he reached inside her he could grab it and snap it and she’d go neon like a glowstick. Ash buried the thought that to feel as she did in those moments—that the danger was real and so, too, was her deliverance—was to be no better than Brianna, yowling for her savior from the train tracks.

			“I mean, that could be fun,” Ash said.

			“So things are getting serious?” Jane asked.

			“I wouldn’t go that far.” Ash had concluded that life at Retro was fun precisely because nothing was ever all that serious. The Timeline was resilient; whatever went wrong could be righted or redone. She could go back in time, watch every assassination, and then go back a little further and see those men live again. Here, violent ends were the stuff of old Looney Tunes cartoons where characters sprang back to life after being flattened by a falling anvil. Ash could finally see the fourth dimension as clearly as the other three. Time was a neighborhood, so even death was stakesless; it was just a place to go. How could anyone be serious about anything, working here, knowing this?

			“Whatever you say,” Jane said. “I’m going to go see Sheila. Want to join?”

			Ash saw, in her peripheral vision, a file that Luca had left behind on his desk: the influencer-bridesmaid’s dossier. “I’ll catch up with you,” she said.

			Legal letterhead, Celeste’s firm.

			
				Dear Ro Temple and RETRO Industries,

				I have tried to reach you a dozen times via your agency’s online contact form (see attached for copies of those messages with timestamps) and have received no satisfactory reply.

				Since returning from her most recent trip with RETRO—her eighth with your company—my client has been experiencing multiple serious psychological and health issues, including short-term memory loss and sleep paralysis. As a result of these debilitating problems, she has been unable to fulfill her contractual obligations with multiple companies, including luxury fashion brands and a Michelin-starred restaurant, losing substantial income and irreparably damaging professional relationships.

				My client has seen several psychologists and neurologists, spending untold hours and thousands of dollars in an attempt to discover the source of and cure for her ailments. I have requested the copies of my client’s scans taken in the Retro Clinic during her trip Orientation, but you have refused to provide them.

				Brain scans taken at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center in Los Angeles show alarming patterns in both her hippocampus and amygdala: strange bursts of activity where none should be, but a lack of activity where regular function is expected. Doctors have found similar health issues only in patients with long-term drug addictions.

				A peer-reviewed study just published in the New England Journal of Medicine, “Spacetime Travels and Disruption in Memory Consolidation,” (attached) argues quite persuasively that repeated instances of “déjà encore,” which can only be experienced while traveling through time, can cause sev

			

			“Someone’s been sitting in my chair.” A shadow over the page in the shape of Luca’s silhouette, blocking out the golden Retro light.

			Ash slammed the folder shut, as if that would hide the fact that she’d been reading it. “It was already open,” she lied.

			Luca reached around her and snatched the dossier off the desk. “If Christopher wanted you to handle it, he would have told you to handle it.”

			“Is everything okay? Not that I was the influencer’s biggest fan or anything, but this sounds…I don’t know. Is it serious?”

			“Don’t worry about it,” he said. He looked at Ash again and added, with more compassion, “She’s just shaking us down. Her metrics took a hit because she went on some bender in Ibiza when she was supposed to be posting daily. Got sued by the luxury hotel she should have been promoting, had falling-outs with the wrong people. It doesn’t have anything to do with us.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“If you had any idea how much coke that girl’s been doing.” He rolled his eyes as he unzipped his backpack and shoved the dossier inside. “And you know she’s been promoting these cleanses where all she eats for weeks at a time are limes? Limes. Because every other food was ‘clogging her system’ and ‘blinding her third eye.’ ”

			Ash remembered seeing the influencer’s posts about this during one late-night scroll shortly after the rodeo. Day five of my lime-squeeze and I am feeling INCREDIBLE. Limes are LOADED with Vitamin C and are PACKED with antioxidants! Fuck oxidants, am I right? “That does sound familiar,” she said.

			Luca slung his backpack over his shoulder. “Let’s just say I don’t think her brain function was all that top-notch to begin with.”

			“I could talk to Celeste,” Ash offered. “I felt like we sort of got along.”

			“Better not,” he said. “Now that she’s gone legal. There’s a whole procedure in place.”
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			You’re a Natural

			Ash would not condone smoking, obviously. Obviously! She was an adolescent of the aughts who spent her teenage years finding full-page orange-and-gray anti-tobacco Truth advertisements in the pages of all her CosmoGIRL! and Seventeen magazines, whose regular viewings of MTV were punctuated with haunting commercials where body bags were piled up outside tobacco company offices, where the egg went splat on the frying pan: This is your brain on drugs. Not to say she’d never smoked before Retro; only that it would be fair to say she wasn’t a smoker before Retro, that she had indulged in the occasional cigarette while drinking or after a stressful shift waiting tables. Nowhere near an addiction. She could easily go without it. It was just something to do.

			And yet. If she were keeping track, she would have to admit that since starting at Retro, she’d been smoking almost every day, in perhaps a less-than-casual fashion. There was just something extremely useful and satisfying and even, maybe, romantic about cigarettes. Ash adored the physicality of smoking: How the choreography of lighting and smoking a cigarette gave her something pleasing and practical to do with her hands, providing her otherwise aimless body with some organizing principle, a purpose around which to orient its shape and movement. How gratifying it felt to punctuate her cutting observations and pointed questions with a well-timed drag, to use those pulls to hold or release tension in a conversation as she liked. How the mere presence of smoke in the air gave drama to the otherwise ordinary event of breathing in and out, how the pale rising fog of it acted like a filter for real life, softening the harsher edges, blurring imperfections.

			And then there was the intimacy it invited—demanded, really: of sharing a light, bending a hand against the breeze to keep the embers alive; of passing a cigarette back and forth, mouths taking turns wrapped around the same curl of paper, kissing by the transitive power. Everyone was more attractive when they smoked. Ash was sure of it. The idea that she had ever in her life leaned against a bar’s outer wall or riveted her friends with an anecdote from her workday or rested her chin on a man’s chest after sex without a cigarette nestled between her first and second fingers or insouciantly drooping from her lips felt outrageous to her. It was impossible to imagine. Even though she wasn’t imagining; she was remembering. But that was also getting harder to do. She was spending so much time in the past that what was actually her present and technically the future was starting to feel distant and ancient to her.

			At the nightclub where Frank had taken her that night, cigarette girls sauntered around the room with trays slung around their necks. Ash knew the practice was objectionable on the usual grounds (sexism, cancer) but she wasn’t going to let this knowledge, which belonged to another era altogether, stop her from having a good time. Anyway, she reasoned, there would be a war soon. All these men would get drafted and shipped out to kill or be killed and the women would wind up in factories building airplane parts and scanning the papers for names of the dead, and nobody would be having any fun. In the meantime this good time was hardly a capital offense.

			Frank struck a match as she put her cigarette to her lips. “I’m starting to think you like these more than I do,” he said, leaning over to light it for her.

			“I wasn’t always a smoker, believe it or not.”

			“Didn’t come out of the womb that way?”

			“I waited for nursery school.”

			He brushed her hair behind her shoulder. “You’d never know you got such a late start from watching you now. You’re a natural.”

			She warmed at this but soon was sinking back in her seat. Though she was trying to ignore it, the matter of the influencer letter was not entirely settled for her. A counter to Luca’s dismissal kept flickering in her mind. Why is there a whole procedure in place? It worried her, although she also worried that her lingering unease around the issue wasn’t a bad sign about Retro but was a bad sign about her: about her habit for self-sabotage, her constitutional inability to let a good thing lie.

			Frank reached under the table for her chair and pulled her seat closer to his. “Something on your mind?”

			Now that he mentioned it: Wouldn’t it be a waste to be dating a private investigator and not solicit his assistance in a private investigation of her own?

			“I’m curious about something,” she said.

			He raised her hand to his mouth and kissed her lightly on the knuckles. “I’m listening.”

			“When you’re on a case, and two different people give you two different stories, how do you figure out which one’s telling you the truth?”

			“I start by assuming that everyone’s lying all the time, and I work my way back from there.”

			“Pretty bleak view of humanity,” she said, not that she—with fake papers in her purse and a Pastport in her coat pocket—was in a position to dispute it.

			“Oh, I wouldn’t go that far. Sure, sometimes people are giving you the run-around because they’ve got a grift going. Sometimes they’re just in a jam and think a lie is the quickest way out of it. Maybe the night in question they were blotto, hopped up, don’t even remember what they aren’t telling you.”

			Luca’s description of the influencer popped back into Ash’s mind: If you had any idea how much coke that girl’s been doing.

			“Of course, there’s the usual motives to consider,” Frank went on. “Money, sex, shame. You ask yourself who’s got something to lose—and what lengths they’d go to, to keep it.”

			Ash considered the nature of the guests with whom she’d traveled: affluent, careless, litigious. Power brokers who kept lawyers on retainer, who demanded compensation to right every perceived injustice and threatened to sue over every slight. For whom reputation maintenance was a full-time job, whose brands needed to be bulletproof. That Retro had a standard operating procedure for these scenarios was hardly suspicious. Presumably the same legal department that handled the Disney cease-and-desist was the one at work making this influencer problem go away.

			“You just have to be patient,” Frank was saying. “Spend enough time with somebody, ask enough questions. Eventually they’ll drop the veil. Even the worst of them. You see, everyone’s a liar—but the truth is tenacious. It wants to get out, and it almost always does.”

			“And in the meantime, you do what? Never trust anybody?”

			He laughed. “It’s not that dire. I trust myself.”

			Ash did not want to admit that this option had not occurred to her.

			“And you trust me,” she said without thinking, and for a moment she froze.

			His grin was wide as ever. “Sure I do, baby. Why shouldn’t I?”
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			The Only Month of Cannonball Falls

			Ash, raised alongside her peers by helicopter moms and paranoid dads who barely let their kids walk around the block by themselves, was always amazed by parenting norms in the past. Whenever Ash went to the ’80s or before, she found children roaming the world as if they ruled it, aided and abetted in their freedom by the most hands-off parenting she’d ever seen in her life.

			As far as she could tell, parenting in the present was all-consuming and relentless. Her acquaintances with kids were constantly lamenting how they never had any time for themselves; they could barely swing a dinner out without checking their phone ten thousand times for updates on their offspring’s well-being. Parenting in the past, however: That was a very different story. Ash visited decades where parents seemed to frequently forget their children existed, where moms and dads dropped off their grade-school charges at the library or the movie theater or the skate park or the curb outside the grocery store, told them to be home by dark, and went on with their lives. Unattended, these kids biked down the middle of the road with their hair billowing in the wind, unharnessed by helmets; they slid around station wagon backseats with no seatbelts on. They went where they pleased, they did what they liked, while their parents were off running errands or taking aerobics classes or having affairs or whatever else adults used to do all day before the internet.

			The more Ash traveled with Retro, the more she started to get the feeling that the parents she knew in the present suffered from a self-inflicted malady: the imposition of relentless surveillance over children who probably craved privacy, the constant entertaining of young people who would be totally fine if left to their own devices. If Ash ever saw the people she knew who had kids, she would have told them about this, but she never saw them anymore. They were so busy! She wouldn’t understand. But someday you will! Maybe it was better that she didn’t see them; if she did, she’d want to punch them. Just once, but really hard.

			Nowhere was this distinction starker than at Luca’s favorite Destination: Action Park, New Jersey, 1983.

			Action Park was a grungy, psychotic waterpark that eventually shut down amid a cavalcade of lawsuits over death-inducing negligence. Virtually every ride on the property seemed designed to maim or kill some critical mass of visitors. Amusements were manned by vacant lifeguard chairs or the occasional distracted attendant, who put more effort into twirling their whistle around their fingers than in making sure everybody boarded the Super Speed Slide—a near-vertical plummet from a skyscraping height—feet-first. Elsewhere at the park, swimmers drowned in the Wave Pool, whose deepest end was the purview of a lifeguard whose seat was christened the “Death Chair,” while young, fearless riders hurtled down the Alpine Slide, a 2,700-foot track built of fiberglass, concrete, and (for some extra flavor) asbestos, on sleds operated by joysticks. Riders should have been able to brake or accelerate at will, but the sleds were usually broken, and the only two speeds on offer were exceptionally slow or what a park employee reportedly described as “death awaits.” Ash, who had not been permitted to enter the big-kid end of the pool without mortifying arm floaties until she passed her deep-water test, was shocked to discover that Alpine Slide riders wore no safety gear at all.

			Luca assured Ash that he could show her how to shift her weight on the Alpine Slide sled so she wouldn’t jump the track, bash her head against the hillside rocks, and die, as an Action Park employee had in 1980. (“It’s really simple physics,” he explained to her, apparently unaware that she’d only passed physics by copying all her homework from some genius who’d had a crush on her.) Wyatt swore he’d never send the Conveyor to the day that she would be electrocuted to death via a malfunctioning underwater fan in the Kayak Experience. But even with this intel, every ride at Action Park brought with it the nonzero chance of bone fracture or head trauma, and this risk was inextricable from the park’s appeal.

			In her real life, Ash would never dream of shooting through Cannonball Falls, an enormous, enclosed loop of a slide that shot the rider’s body out at the end with a savage, blinding ferocity, as if they were food lodged in its throat getting Heimliched out into the air. Cannonball Falls was only open for one month before it got shut down, so this was the time to which Ash and her fellow Time Travel Agents returned. Ash rode Cannonball Falls over and over and over, her arms an X across her chest as she held her breath in the thunderous dark of the tube, her every muscle clenched in anticipation of her violent expulsion.

			Action Park wasn’t popular with the guests. The only reason Ash had it in her regular rotation was Luca. Luca was born in New Jersey, and raised in New Jersey, and went to college in New Jersey, and had long feared he would grow old and feeble and one day die having never called anyplace home other than New Jersey. Luca talked constantly about getting out of Jersey, so much so that Ash assumed he had been raised in some backwater shithole, when in fact, as Ash learned from Jane, Luca grew up in a perfectly lovely if unremarkable suburb—an extremely easy place to leave. He could have walked out his parents’ front door, gotten on the bus, and been in New York in under an hour. When Ash confronted Luca about what to her seemed like an awfully inaccurate representation of how trapped he’d been, he explained, as if it were obvious, that what he meant was that New Jersey was a difficult place to leave “spiritually” and that “it isn’t even about the geography really” and “it’s more of a state-of-mind situation.” (Ash: “So, like, Stockholm syndrome?” Luca: “Okay, so you’re not even listening to me.”)

			When it was Luca’s turn to pick a weekend day trip, the Agents always wound up at Action Park. And after Ash was done doing loop-de-loops through an attraction that, legend had it, beheaded the test dummy park owners sent through it before it opened, she and her co-Agents would celebrate their miraculous survival at one of a handful of strip-mall red-sauce joints. There she would devour a slice of pizza with a just-so crispy crust that she’d fold in half with one hand so a river of grease pooled down its center and drizzled into her mouth. Some of these restaurants were actually still in business in the present, so it seemed kind of over-the-top to time travel there, but Luca insisted. “They don’t make it like they used to,” he’d swear, though asked to pinpoint when exactly “used to” ended or what had made the food lose its particular flavor, he could only wave his hands in the air.

			For a fairly recent stop, this Destination was kind of inconvenient to get to, because it was the only line that couldn’t be reached directly from Retro HQ. Riders had to take the New York De Luxe to Jersey Junction and hop on a shuttle. Once Ash had asked Wyatt why the Jersey stops couldn’t be combined with the New York train. “They’re not exactly far apart,” she’d said. Wyatt, eyes bloodshot from some all-nighter spent pawing through the guts of a Conveyor to find a malfunctioning wire, had clasped her hands in mock gratitude. “Why didn’t I think of that?” he’d said. “Going forward, I will be sure to run all of our logistical and mechanical decisions by you, a theatre major.”

			It was during one such Luca lunch that Ash found herself in a damp swimsuit, sweat-stuck to a plastic seat, pulling too-hot gooey cheese off the tip of a pizza slice with her front teeth, trying to figure out when she wanted to go for her birthday.

			“I think it’s time,” Miles said. Everyone startled because, in groups, Miles rarely spoke, and he was rarely with the group at all—though his attendance, Jane had assured Ash, had climbed considerably since Ash’s arrival. “We should take her to a secret stop.”

			Jane speared a crouton with her fork and held it aloft, swaying it as she spoke, as if their conversation were a symphony she was conducting. “I have been saying this. Even Wyatt agrees.” She pointed her crouton at Luca. “You are the only holdout.”

			“If everyone knows about a secret stop, it’s not a secret stop anymore,” said Luca. A fleck of red sauce was stuck in the corner of his mouth.

			“Ash isn’t everyone,” said Jane, and Ash’s heart glowed all over. She didn’t want to look too eager, but she was kind of dying to go to a secret stop—a time and place even the richest Retro guests could never visit. Something money couldn’t buy that she could actually have.

			Miles gave Ash a knowing glance. “She won’t tell.”

			“Very brave of you to put so much trust in Ro’s new favorite,” said Luca. “You know he took her on a lunch date, right? In ’86?”

			“Okay, it wasn’t a date,” Ash said.

			“That is unusual,” Jane conceded.

			“Highly,” Luca said.

			Ash heard the insult in his remark, but privately Luca’s confirmation of this fact made her feel a burst of genuine delight. She almost wished she had her phone with her, so she could report this back to her mom. I’m doing really well here, Ash imagined herself saying, something she’d never been able to tell her parents before. Even the CEO thinks so.

			“However,” Luca continued, “a first Retro birthday is a major milestone. Perhaps an initiation of sorts is in order.”

			He paused for effect. Ash forced herself not to roll her eyes. Then again, the pause was effective. Tension built. Ash stared hard at the Formica table.

			Finally, Luca said, “I agree with Miles: It’s time.”

			Jane dropped her fork and clapped her hands. Ash didn’t say anything, feigning nonchalance.

			“We could go to…you know,” Luca went on. “A homecoming, if you will.”

			“We wouldn’t even need to go through Wares,” said Miles.

			Jane, frowning: “Going through Wares is the best part.”

			There was another loaded, thrilling silence, which Miles broke by saying, “So it’s settled then.”

			Jane turned to Luca, who nodded once in assent, then turned his attention to Ash. “Meet at the station at noon tomorrow.”

			In the bathroom, on their way out of the restaurant, Ash asked Jane, “What am I supposed to wear?”

			Jane freed a crumb from between her teeth with the edge of her pinky nail. “Something you can frolic in.”

			Ash could not remember a time in her entire adult life when she’d done anything that could be categorized as “frolicking.” She said, “Okay.”

			“You know how you feel on the first really warm day of spring? When the whole idea of being inside for whatever you were supposed to be inside for, like your job”—Jane spat out “job” like the name of a nemesis—“just feels completely absurd, like so obviously something you could not possibly focus on or even consider when the weather is that nice? Like some holy summons to spend your day communing with nature?”

			Ash felt a little catch in her throat. For some reason she was having a hard time remembering spring, from her real life. She felt a knot in her chest and exhaled slowly to relieve it. “Oh yeah,” she said. “When you put it that way. I know exactly what you mean.”

			Jane pushed open the bathroom door and smiled back at Ash over her shoulder. “Don’t worry. You can just borrow something of mine.”
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			You’re the Birthday Girl

			“I know you’re very busy with the show. But you could call your mother. It’s not some grand imposition.”

			“It’s not a show.” Ash had been lying on her velvet couch, gazing up at her gilded ceiling and anticipating this call. But it was already going off the rails, as calls with her mother were lately all too likely to do.

			Ash was born at 6:06 in the morning. Her mother’s tradition was to call at exactly that time to wake her up and be the first one to wish her a happy birthday. But today, the appointed hour had come and gone without word from her mom—a sign that, as Ash aged, her mother did too. Her mom’s memory was slipping, her mind fading. It had been nearly nine by the time Ash’s cellphone rang with Mother on the caller ID.

			By then, Ash had heard from Pebbles, whose text had come in the night before: You’re probably in the past right now. But hi from the future! In Croatia it’s already your birthday. When I can get to you I am taking you out to an outrageously decadent dinner do NOT fight with me over the check I am fucking serious!! Also remind me the next time we talk I have something THRILLING to tell you. LOVE YOU. Even her dad had remembered, texting in his usual fashion: If you’re feeling old today, take heart: This Galapagos tortoise could live to be 200! He’s only 68 years old now. I’d call him a spring chicken—but he’s a tortoise, you see.

			Ash had considered not taking her mom’s call; she’d been enjoying this unexpected window of solitude before her secret stop excursion. But she knew that it would be very bad, karmically, to screen her mother on her birthday.

			When Ash picked up, the first thing her mom did was criticize Ash for not calling—as if that were not the opposite of their tradition. And then she completely forgot what Ash was doing with her life.

			“That’s right,” her mom said. “It’s a play. I didn’t mean to insult you.”

			“Mom, what are you talking about? I’m at Retro.” What even was the point of trying to maintain a relationship with someone who never listened to anything you said, who could not keep track of you even when you were their only child and they had so little else to do, except scan the internet’s horizons for imaginary threats?

			“Why do you have to pick on me?”

			“I’m not picking on you,” said Ash. She tried to breathe slowly through her nose. “I’m just saying: I’m not in a play. I haven’t been in one in years.”

			“I still remember your Evil Queen. With that hat from the dollar store.”

			“Wicked Witch.”

			“What?”

			“I was the—never mind.”

			“You were so adorable.”

			“I wasn’t supposed to be adorable. I was wicked.”

			“You were eleven, mini muffin. Everything you did was adorable.”

			A good-bad feeling like hot wax spread through Ash’s bones. “Okay, fair.”

			“The day you were born, your father and I thought we had so much time to get to the hospital. You were a week early, first of all. ‘You’ll labor for hours,’ they told me. ‘It’s not like in the movies.’ Well, somebody wanted her life to be just like the movies from the very start. Nearly burst out of me in the backseat of the car.”

			Ash closed her eyes. “And then what happened?”

			“There wasn’t a red light we didn’t run. I kept trying to do those breathing exercises that they tell you about in the classes we took with all the other first-time parents. Useless. But you know, your father was very calm about the whole thing. Must’ve been all his time working with animals. You’re like an animal when you’re in labor. And we got a room just in time. Didn’t even have time for an epidural! Which, now that I know how those give babies autis—”

			“So it was all a blur,” Ash cut in. Can we please make it through one conversation without you saying something completely insane? Can you not make it so hard to want to talk to you? I swear we weren’t always like this.

			“You were like a rocket,” she said. “You were so ready to be in the world.”

			Ash had a hard time believing this was true, that some primal part of her had hungered for life that badly. It sounded so distant from the person she’d become, as if her mother had given birth to somebody else.

			“And I was perfect,” Ash recited.

			“For a minute there, you were.”
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			Ash tapped her Pastport on the sensor, watched the golden door disappear, and stepped through to the other side. The rest of her party—Luca and Jane, plus Dominique, Wyatt and Miles—were already there, and their outfits did not give Ash any clearer sense of when and where they were going. Maybe it was a music festival? Though they’d all been to Woodstock several times over by now. That was the closest Ash could guess, just from the aesthetic: cut-off jean shorts and T-shirts and sandals with straps so you could run or dance around without losing your footing. Luca had a backpack that looked pretty full, and Jane was lugging an enormous picnic basket. She’d lent Ash a pair of her original red-tab Levi’s 501s and a lacy top that seemed much more like a bra than a shirt (point: music festival) that Jane had insisted completed the look. “You’re the birthday girl,” she’d said, as if this explained everything.

			They hopped on the New York De Luxe, sped through the stops Ash was starting to learn by heart, and reached what she thought was the line’s earliest Destination: 1760. The Conveyor stopped for an unusual length of time, the sort that signified a mechanical failure. The car was drenched in darkness. But Wyatt was unbothered. When it started up again, Ash breathed in the sweet Daybreak air and squeezed her eyes shut against the light coruscating across the car, the swirling up-down-around movement of the train. Finally the Conveyor squalled into the real final station—the secret stop.

			There was no arrival announcement to tell her when they were. Ash wrapped her arms around her safety belt and pressed the buttons to free herself from its grasp. The doors of the Conveyor glided open, and she stepped into a station that looked nothing like any of the stations she’d seen before. It appeared to have been neglected for centuries, all its machinery overtaken by the earth. Trees burst through cracks in the walls, stretching toward the sky. Vines looped around the columns supporting the ceiling. At the end of the station, there was no ceiling at all, and no escalator. There was just this short, steep rock scramble, above which was a Liftoff Gold door so small Ash wasn’t sure her hips could fit through it.

			Luca bounded ahead. Ash hoped for an outstretched hand from him to help her out, but she needed both to keep her balance as she fumbled her way up the wall. She pushed herself up and over the last ledge and tapped her Pastport on the small scanner beside the door. The door didn’t disappear but instead swung open, creaking as its hinges turned against the rock. Ash hoisted herself through the opening and landed hard on the ground outside.

			Verdant green everywhere. Not a human soul in sight, save for the ones who’d arrived with her. It looked like a mirage. A prelapsarian paradise. The cover of a Lisa Frank Trapper Keeper. So Edenesque she wondered, briefly, if she’d died in transit.

			“Where are we?” Ash asked.

			“You don’t recognize it?” Luca said. “I thought you used to live here.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“On the Lower East Side?” he prompted.

			“This is Manhattan?”

			Ash tried to place herself at some familiar intersection, but she could not picture it, could not imagine this viridescent landscape riven into city blocks, this clear sky stenciled with cranes, punctured by skyscrapers, choked with smoke and exhaust. The landscape around her seemed to spurn these modern impositions, like a body rejecting an ill-fitting organ transplant.

			“Ash, haven’t you figured this out by now?” Dominique said in mock derision. “Stop asking where you are, and start asking when.”

			“Okay,” Ash said. “When are we?”

			Jane put her hands on both sides of Ash’s face and pressed their foreheads together. “The beginning.”

			“The beginning of…” Ash took a few steps forward. She felt like she couldn’t trust that the ground beneath her would support her.

			“We haven’t mapped the exact coordinates yet,” said Wyatt. “But it’s the farthest back we’ve ever been.”

			Miles slipped his fingers through the belt loops of her jeans, tugged her toward him, and said, softly, “The city primeval.”

			The group traipsed through a thicket of trees whose dense greenery kept them cool and shaded from the midday sun. Birdsong filled the air, a chorus of cheerful trills and chirps. Eventually they reached a clearing where the ground dipped toward a valley dotted with white flowers and filled with water.

			“So we’re in Chinatown,” said Jane. “Well, a few blocks to the west.”

			“Collect Pond,” Wyatt said. Pointing to the smaller pool beyond it, he said, “and Little Collect Pond. Some of the water flows through Lispenard Creek west into the Hudson, out there past the salt marsh, and the rest into the East River, out that way, down the Old Wreck Brook. At high tide you could paddle the whole thing. Or, the Locals can. We didn’t bring a canoe.”

			Ash slid her sandals off her feet and approached the water’s edge. Cattails bobbed in the breeze. A turtle made its leisurely passage along the mucky brim of the water toward a flotilla of water lilies whose pink petals yawned open toward the sun. Ash let her fingers graze the water as a flat, silvery fish flitted past, its body slippy against her skin. She felt as if she had entered a fairy tale, or the pages of some illustrated children’s classic where the animals talked to each other and went on little adventures. Perhaps she’d gone through a portal as she’d imagined she would when she was younger, searching for Narnia in the back of her closet. If, looking out at the shimmering expanse of water, Ash had seen a mermaid’s slender arm break the surface, amphibious tail thrashing behind, she would have accepted the sight without resistance.

			She closed her eyes and thought harder about what this intersection looked like in her real life, later. Pavement splattered with pigeon shit.

			“What happened to this place?” Ash asked.

			“What always happens?” said Jane.

			“They set up a tannery here in the early 1800s,” said Wyatt. “And dumped the chemicals in the pond. Poisoned the water. Beginning of the end. But that’s ages from now. Today you can still drink it.”

			Ash knelt down to scoop up the water in her hands. Some part of her hesitated at the pond’s surface, loath to disturb the tranquility before her. She sat back on her heels and looked at Wyatt. “Are you sure we should be here?”

			He stared into the water. “No. But it’s a little late for that.”

			“Don’t you mean early?” she said, but he seemed preoccupied with whatever in the water held his gaze, and didn’t respond. He dipped his hands into the pond and drank from the cup of his palms. Ash did the same.

			“We did bring other refreshments,” said Dominique, producing a bottle of Champagne from Jane’s wicker basket.

			Luca pulled a metal rake from his backpack. He squatted down next to Ash where the water was shallow, stretched the rake as far ahead of him as he could reach, and dragged it back to shore. To Ash’s quizzical look, he said, “We’re not animals, Ash. You think we’d serve Champagne without oysters?”

			Though she had not noticed them at first, now Ash spotted the black-pearl swirl of oyster shells clustered together in the shallows. Luca freed one from the first batch and pulled a knife and rag from his backpack. He wrapped a rag around the oyster with one hand, grunted as he twisted his knife to pry the shell open with the other, and handed it to her. “Get it while it’s still alive.”

			Ash opened her mouth and let the salty, slippery cool of the oyster slither down her throat. Jane passed her the bottle for a swig of Champagne as a chaser, fizzy and crisp on her tongue. Had anything ever tasted so good? Would anything ever be this delicious again? She knew it would not. Each bite and sip was laced with the bittersweet sense that this was rare and pure and perfect and would not survive the journey back to the present. She would have to leave this behind and go back to her real life, and nothing in her real life would ever be as real as this.

			Luca’s pile of oysters grew and grew. Ash settled into a pleasant rhythm, reaching into the stack, holding the rounder side of the shell in the rag in the curve of her palm, turning the knife until she felt the hinge pop, slipping the knife’s flat side into the sliver between the shells, then opening the treat as easily as a book and sucking down the body and juices within. Her fellow travelers plopped down on the grass around her, spread out on blankets they’d packed. Ash had never seen such splendor. She knew any photograph she took would fail to capture the surround-sound of it, the immersion in this distant elsewhere. She tried to memorize it all so she could tell Pebbles about it later.

			“Time for presents,” announced Jane.

			“Oh, you didn’t have to get me anything,” said Ash.

			“Good,” said Luca. “Because I didn’t.”

			“I’ll go first,” said Dominique. She handed Ash a box that wasn’t much bigger than a hotel Bible.

			“You really didn’t have to,” Ash said.

			“Sure, sure,” said Dominique.

			Ash peeled off the wrapping paper and tossed the lid in the air. Beneath a layer of tissue paper: the revolver she’d brought to Brianna’s bachelorette. She gasped, then felt embarrassed for gasping. She had not meant to become the sort of person who swooned at the sight of a gun. “I can keep it?”

			Dominique smiled. “You can keep it. It’s not loaded yet, but there’s a bullet box in there too. Save it for a special occasion, okay?”

			Ash gently placed the gun back in its tissue, tenderly as if she were tucking a child into bed. “Deal.”

			“My turn,” said Jane. “My gift is an action gift.”

			Ash’s face went hot. “Oh, uh, you’re not really my—”

			“It’s a tattoo,” Jane said, beaming.

			“A temporary one?” Ash asked, but Jane was already fishing through the picnic basket, pulling out a small bag of mystery implements.

			“Stick-and-poke,” she said. “I met this girl at a skate park in ’72 who showed me how to do it.”

			“Have you ever done it before?” Ash asked.

			“Yes,” said Jane.

			“How many times?”

			“Twice.”

			Ash tilted her chin toward the sun. She felt drunk and happy and fuzzy at her edges. “Good enough for me.”

			“It is?” asked Luca.

			“I told you she’d be down,” said Jane, sticking out her tongue.

			Ash pushed her hair out of the way and showed Jane her continuity-error scar. “Put something here,” she said.

			“Oooh.” Jane ran her finger down the raised line. “How did you get that?”

			Ash let her head loll back around toward her shoulder and looked down at the line. The cat scratch, the glass slice, whatever it was. What difference did it make, the story of the scar? Eugene was right: She was the story. “I don’t remember anymore. It was a long time ago.”

			Ash felt the stinging of the needle in her skin but soon the pain dulled, barely registering as an injury. The air was better here than it had been in the Conveyor, even better than Pristine. As Jane transformed her scar into some new shape, Ash felt herself let go of the worry she’d been clinging to, that something was wrong with her, that she wasn’t safe. That was the old Ash, the Ash from before all this, and that Ash had been wrong about so many things. There was nothing wrong with this, or with her. She was better than she’d ever been.

			“Ready?” Jane covered her design with her palm. Ash nodded and Jane dramatically pulled her hand away. It was a butterfly, the scar a stripe down its center, separating its wings.

			“It’s perfect,” said Ash. She rolled over on her stomach and held out her arm to Wyatt. “Isn’t it perfect?”

			He cleaned his glasses with his shirttail and obligingly inspected the butterfly. “Very symmetrical.”

			Ash finished her glass of Champagne and poured herself another. “So, what did you bring me?”

			Wyatt held out his empty hands in apology. “No time to shop.”

			“I want something you can’t buy,” Ash said.

			“Love?”

			“Better,” she said. “I want to know a secret.”

			“We brought you to a secret.”

			“How secret is the secret?”

			“We’re the only ones who know. And we only go when Ro is out of the office.”

			Ash was curious how Wyatt knew so much about Ro’s schedule. “How many secret stops are there?”

			“Only I know, and I’ll never tell.”

			“Are they all…” Ash didn’t want to squander her opening. Wyatt seemed to be in something of a benevolent mood. But it was hard to think clearly just now, between the Champagne and the mind-spinning feeling that accompanied all of Ash’s trips to the past, even when she was sober. Not that she was ever really sober. “Is it just about going as far back as you can?”

			“Sometimes,” said Wyatt. He was quiet as though that was the end of it, but Ash waited, confident he would fill the silence if she let him. He’d been drinking too. “Lately I’ve been working on secret stops at established ports.” He slurped an oyster. “Same time, different place.”

			Ash tried to picture this in the map in her mind. “Like a private entrance.”

			“Or an emergency exit.” A flash of urgency in his eyes as he said this, but it quickly went away.

			“Hey, birthday girl.” Miles was standing a short distance from the group, over on the pond’s east side in a pool of sunlight. “Don’t forget about me.”

			Ash, so as not to appear too electrified by his attention, took a long, slow sip of Champagne before rising, brushing the grass from her legs, and walking to where he stood.

			“How many times do I have to remind you that you’re not supposed to say girl anymore?”

			“Forgive me, dollface,” he said. “I’m drunk on the festivities. And drunk in the usual fashion. But I got you a present.”

			“You shouldn’t have.”

			“Don’t get too excited. I’m regifting. Very tacky of me. I’m almost embarrassed to give it to you at all.”

			He held out his hand, closed into a fist, and released his fingers one by one until Ash could see what his grasp contained: the compass. He’d removed it from the leather string. Now it hung from a delicate yellow chain. Liftoff Gold, Ash could tell. It had that supernatural radiance about it, like starlight in his palm. “I thought it might help you become someone who goes places.”

			She picked it up, letting the ornament dangle by the chain, watching it twirl in the air. “I don’t know how to read it,” she said.

			“It’s like a magic-eye picture. Once you see it, it’s impossible to not see it.”

			She studied its sparkly, explosive center, willing it to make sense, to point her in some clear direction. She let the ball fall into the bowl of her hands and rolled it around, watching its luminous insides twist and unfurl. “How long did it take you to see it?”

			“A while,” he said. “You’ll be a quicker study, I’m sure.”

			“You think so?”

			“It worries me, as a matter of fact. As soon as you figure it out, you won’t need me anymore.”

			Ash looped the chain over her head and around her neck. The compass rested against her sternum. It was hot from where she’d held it, or maybe from whatever strange energy pulsed at its center. “Who said I needed you now?”

			He reached toward her and hesitated, leaving his hand hovering in the air between them. Then slid his fingers underneath the shining strand of metal, adjusting it so the clasp sat at the nape of her neck. “That’s the spirit.”
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			Back in her apartment, Ash stripped off all her clothes while her bath filled with hot water. She liked how the compass felt against her skin, and so she kept it on as she sank into the tub. She brought her phone with her too, to scroll through well-wishes from people who’d sent her their happy-birthday messages while she was at Collect Pond. It was the usual mix: exes who were—oh so coincidentally—totally just thinking about her; stores where she had purchased exactly one item one time, trying to lure her back in with a birthday discount; the girls from the college group with whom Ash’s text threads now consisted solely of these annual it’s been forever! we should catch up sometime! volleys.

			As Ash scrolled through Instagram, she noticed she was being fed better advertisements now. The algorithm was attuned to how glamorous her life had become. Its offerings were more luxurious: other types of adventure travel, Space RACE and the like. Designer luggage. Guns.

			Ash followed a message from the college girls’ chat over to Heather’s profile. Her posts, Ash realized, were conspicuously single-seeming. It had been months since Heather had shared a photo of Nate—maybe more? Ash scrolled further and further back in time but her inquest was interrupted by a call from Pebbles. Ash took the call on speaker, letting Pebbles’s rich voice bounce around the tiled room.

			“Let me hear you say something. I want to see if you sound older.”

			“Do you know what’s going on with Heather?”

			“Yes, definitely older. I hear a new maturity in your tone.”

			“I was just looking through her posts, and Nate is nowhere,” Ash said. “It’s like she erased him. Stalin-style. Or maybe he’s just very offline?”

			“To tell you the truth, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			Of course Pebbles was too preoccupied to engage in the cyberstalking Ash succumbed to more often that she’d want to admit. Or used to succumb to. Now that she thought about it, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d lost an hour of her life to looking up the ages of everyone she envied who’d ever achieved anything of note so she could hold her life up to theirs and decide if she should hate them or not. Maybe she was getting more mature.

			“It doesn’t matter.” Ash let her phone slip from her hand to the floor and dunked her arm back into the bath. “How’s it going with you?”

			“Like I told you in my message: I have thrilling news. It’s your birthday gift, actually.”

			“That’s right, I almost forgot.”

			Pebbles made a wounded sound. “You don’t sound all that excited.”

			Ash’s head felt Champagne-light. She reached for the glass of water she’d put next to the tub and took a deep, cool sip. “I promise you I am very excited. I live to be thrilled. Please thrill me.”

			“You’ll never guess who I met at this dinner last weekend,” Pebbles said, and then she made a drumroll sound with her lips and announced, with carnival-barker flair, the name of the director with whom Ash was so obsessed that the thought of this person—whose movies had cast some magic on the firing synapses of her young, developing brain and forever changed the way she thought and felt and moved through the world—eating dinner in the same room as her best friend made her heart bang ferociously against her rib cage.

			“No fucking way,” she said.

			“Way,” said Pebbles. “But that’s not the best part.”

			“It’s not?”

			“The best part is: He asked about you.”

			“What?” A burst like joy, or maybe terror, in Ash’s gut. She felt some subterranean part of herself spark to life. “No, he didn’t. He doesn’t know I exist.”

			“He saw my lockscreen photo.” This was a picture of Ash and Pebbles from the Nighthawk premiere that Ash love-hated: Ash had splurged to have her makeup professionally done, then found herself crying uncontrollably halfway through the movie because the sight of Pebbles up there on the screen—her Pebbles, from their closet of a dorm room, becoming who they’d always dreamed she’d be—was too intense to bear, so by the end of the night when the photo was taken, streaks of mascara lined Ash’s face from her cheekbones to her chin.

			“So, me at my most glamorous,” Ash said.

			“And he asked: Who is that? I know her from somewhere.”

			“Uh-huh,” said Ash, already deflating. She wondered which actress the director was mistaking her for. She pictured them in her mind, one after the other, a blur of dark hair and downturned lips.

			“You know how he’s a total theatre freak? He saw you in that Romeo and Juliet. Remember? At the construction zone?”

			Ash did remember, vaguely. Something fogged the lens inside her mind.

			“He said: I could tell she made a real choice,” said Pebbles. “Something about your energy.”

			“My energy? Sounds more like something you would say.”

			“And I said you were working at Retro but I knew it was just a phase because you’re meant to be an actor.”

			“Meant to be,” Ash repeated, the words heavy on her tongue.

			“And I told him about True Believers.”

			“No, you didn’t.”

			“He wants to read it! I could send my copy, but I feel like you have the better one. Because my laptop was on the fritz, remember? So we did all the real work on yours.”

			Ash could see the file and all its iterations—TrueBelieversFinalDraft, TrueBelieversFinalDraftREALLY—sitting on her computer. She used to look at it all the time, futzing around with dialogue, polishing scenes.

			“He really wants to read it,” Pebbles said. “And to meet you.”

			It was hard for Ash to believe that anybody with the power to change her life could “really” want to meet her. Probably this was just a favor for Pebbles, a formality that would embarrass all involved parties, and Ash would be giving everyone what they secretly desired by gracefully declining in advance.

			“I don’t know,” she said.

			“You don’t know? This is—”

			“I know, I know who it is.”

			“Is this about…Look, don’t let that fucker win.”

			Is that who this was about? Ash wasn’t so sure anymore. He was always sort of there, looming: lounging in a front-row seat at every Oscars ceremony so he could easily bound to the podium, the telecast cutting to his face for his reaction to every punch line; lingering in her nightmares long after she’d tried to evict him, sticking around like a lush at last call. But she resented the implication that her entire life was about this, the worst thing that had happened to her. And it wasn’t even the worst thing that could have happened to her! Still, it was so unbelievably humiliating and disgusting that just thinking about it made her want to strip off all her skin, as if she were a tangerine tearing away her peel.

			And was it only that? Or did she just not have it in her, to subject herself yet again to the churn of the hope-despair-repeat cycle of her life as an actor? Since coming to Retro she was starting to feel, for the first time in ages, like her life was happening. But this new existence felt too tender to abandon. It only seemed secure while Ash stayed inside it. She feared if she left, even for a weekend, it would lose all its concreteness, it would dissolve into nothing.

			“Just think about it,” Pebbles said. “It could be both of us, you know? Like we always wanted.”

			This was the best and worst thing about Pebbles: How she could make something that felt impossible sound inevitable. How she could get Ash’s hopes up as if it cost nothing to hope that hard, like why wouldn’t she let herself believe, over and over again, in something that had yet to come true? Ash made a noncommittal hmm sound. She held the compass up in the air and gave its globe a spin, as if it could tell her where she should go from here.
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			If You Really Knew Me

			Though Ash had resisted Christopher’s “teammate” designation on her first day at Retro, she was surprised to discover that not only was he correct—she did virtually none of her work by herself—but that she didn’t even mind. The borderline incestuous togetherness of life at Retro brought her back to the genuine, if fleeting, kinship she’d felt with castmates back when she was working in theatre: spending all those hours together in rehearsal and learning before long the names of everybody’s roommates and crushes; getting overly invested in the petty, internecine dramas of everyone else’s lives; letting herself be so absorbed in their insular little world that the actual world outside their efforts felt hazy and irrelevant. Not that she would have ever admitted as much to anyone, but secretly she was delighted to have found that feeling of belonging again.

			Though she was rarely alone, Ash was alert to the occasion when the rest of her trio was otherwise engaged. In those rare unobserved moments, she could sneak away from her desk and slip down to Preservation. A week passed after her birthday trip before she had the chance to dip downstairs again. Jane was in the meadow grooming Sheila, and Luca was in the late nineteenth century with his strawberry-blond paramour who had, recently and reluctantly, consummated his marriage with Florence and needed more than ever the comforts only his true lover could provide. Once both her co-Agents departed, Ash stole away from her desk.

			Miles was back in the workshop, leaning over a blueprint, with his body arced like a crescent moon and a pencil balanced between his lips. He was too absorbed in his work to hear Ash approach. Before announcing her presence, she observed him from the doorway. His T-shirt was worn thin and she could see the outline of the muscles and bones in his back. She’d memorized the names of all these body parts years ago, to prepare for her stint on the barely-aired medical drama. These words felt outrageously erotic to her now as she attached them to Miles’s person. Scapula, especially. That tongue-flick on the l there, at the end.

			A cassette whirred in the boombox, beside which Miles kept an old mini fridge that he’d picked up on a Preservation trip to 1994. It was exactly like the one Ash and Pebbles had in their dorm room, except Miles’s was stocked with beer from the Before: bottles of Falstaff and Red, White & Blue beer; cans of Krueger’s Cream Ale and Brown Derby lager. Ash looped around to the fridge and pulled out a cold bottle, freeing the lid with the metal opener Miles had hung off a nail in the wall, and perched on the edge of the workbench.

			“Looks good on you,” Miles said, pointing his chin at the compass, which dangled from its Liftoff Gold chain around Ash’s neck.

			She rolled the violet ball between her palms. Her upper thigh was obstructing a corner of the page Miles was working on—maybe the corner he needed to see, but he said nothing about wanting her to move. He traced a horizontal line across the paper with a blue pencil, closer and closer to her, until his hand reached her leg.

			She sensed in his touch some silent encouragement and, before she could chicken out, heard herself ask, “Miles, what are we doing down here?” As soon as she asked this she regretted the asking, and then in a moment she retracted her regret. It was the kind of thing Pebbles would tell her to do, and now no matter how Miles replied, at least she would be able to tell Pebbles that she’d done it.

			“I’m just doing my job,” he said.

			She searched his expression for some sign—of sincerity or mockery or lust or literally any emotion she could decipher—but he was looking at her the way he always did, a serious stare with an impish half-smile, as if this was all a joke. And maybe it was, maybe it wasn’t. Miles used humor the same way that she did, as something to hide behind, the shiny shield deflecting. Between the two of them there seemed to her to be some impassable distance, no matter what they did to get closer. Even their trips together took place in this emotional DMZ between irony and romance, sincerity and kitsch. Like vulnerability was a language in which they were both barely conversational, and neither one of them wanted to risk the awkwardness or embarrassment of mispronouncing something, of getting a word wrong. Though in her life before Retro this was exactly the arrangement with men Ash had preferred, she felt all at once that she could no longer bear it: the strategic distance, the are-we-or-aren’t-we, the excruciating in-between.

			She said, “I honestly don’t know what you want from me.”

			Miles lifted the pencil from the page and drummed it against her thigh. For several minutes the only sound in the room was the gentle tap-tap-tap of this percussion. Then he said, quietly, “I think you do know.”

			The breath he took before he spoke again seemed to Ash to go on and on and on. Time stretched out and then stopped altogether. She knew that wasn’t what was really happening, unless it was, unless Retro was experimenting with time in all kinds of strange, unseen ways. Maybe they were manipulating this very minute, this exact moment, so Ash would be waiting centuries to hear what Miles was going to say next.

			Which was: “And it’s not that I don’t want to.”

			Something about this phrasing—the double negative in place of the eager affirmative, the useless excuse it foreshadowed—made Ash want to rewind to the endless minute that preceded it and stay forever in anticipation. She took a messy swig of her beer and wiped her mouth clean with the edge of her sleeve. “What a relief. Thank you for that.”

			Miles reached up as if to take her face in his hands but at the last second pulled back. “It’s just that I’ve messed this up before.”

			The cliché almost more embarrassing to Ash than the rejection it implied. “If you say something cute about this not being your first rodeo, I will punch you in the teeth.”

			“And I don’t want to hurt you,” he said, sounding, to Ash, a little frightened and almost desperate.

			“Is that the best you can do? You sound like you’re reading from a script.”

			“Oh, I got one during Orientation.” He smiled stupidly at the floor. “Didn’t you?”

			“I didn’t read most of the paperwork.”

			“Not to mention you’re seeing someone else.”

			“That’s a dead-end relationship,” Ash said. “Like, he dies in 1947.” Though as she said this now she felt a sharp pang of grief at the thought of the world without Frank. Then she reminded herself: You’re already in a world without Frank.

			Miles laughed darkly, the sound trapped in his throat. “You say that as if that makes things less complicated.”

			“And?”

			“I try to keep things simple, where I can.” He gestured toward his workshop: the hand tools, the boombox. The air with nothing in it that wasn’t supposed to be there. And Ash felt emboldened by this, by the way everything around her was actually real. It meant that her instincts must also be real. Her feeling that there was something going on, some invisible but palpable electricity between them, crackling—this was real, as real as the air they were breathing.

			“Really? Is that why you gave me a necklace?” She pulled the compass away from her chest and slid it back and forth across the chain with her thumb. “A necklace! Was that your way of clarifying the totally platonic nature of whatever the hell we’re doing here?”

			He would not, or could not, look her in the eye. “I gave you a compass. On a chain, so you wouldn’t lose it.”

			“Fuck you.” She let go of the compass and pressed her hands against the workbench to hoist herself off the ledge, onto the ground, and out of this workshop. But before she could move, Miles lunged forward and clasped his hands around both her knees, gripping her in place.

			“I wish—” he started, and then he seemed to hit some invisible cliff beyond which he lacked all language.

			Ash remembered how Dominique had talked about Miles at her new-hire happy hour. He likes to be left alone. But was that really true? Ash could easily imagine her former coworkers at the shitty office job describing her in exactly this manner: as the loner who begged to sit out of the mandatory social-sporting excursions and pouted through every team-building exercise, who seemed ensconced in some inclement weather pattern she carried with her everywhere, a storm cloud as buffer between her body and anyone who might try to approach her. Eventually everyone got the hint and basically left her alone. And she was, then. Very alone.

			Miles was so close to her still that she did not even need to fully outstretch her arm to reach the hem of his T-shirt with her hand, to take the fabric in her fingers and pull him toward her. She breathed in again, the ink, the paper, the sawdust, the just-clean laundry scent of his clothes. Already from here she could see things about him she had not seen before. A few graying patches in the stubble at his chin. Faint little lines at the corners of his eyes that would fold into asterisks when he smiled. When she kissed him her eyes were open, until he kissed her back.
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			The Great American Experiment

			Because Wyatt spent most of his time in the Conveyance workshop, the Agents liked to bring him gifts from their travels, like distant dads bribing their children with souvenirs from business trips. And as Wyatt was not the warmest of colleagues, showing up in Conveyance with an offering in hand was the only way to get him to give you anything: a fast-tracked repair, an early look at the next Conveyor schedule, office gossip.

			Wyatt had a soft spot for vintage toys: a View-Master from 1957 whose Reels were full of Kodachrome images of the national parks, the jagged edges of their mountains and canyons turning three-dimensional when seen through the toy’s thick lenses; a Simon memory game from 1978, with the red-blue-yellow-green lights that flashed in ever-changing succession; a Game Boy from 1989 that came preloaded with Tetris but didn’t have a backlight and so was impossible to play in anything but perfectly-lit conditions; a Tamagotchi from 1997 that Wyatt became obsessed with trying to potty-train, and whose subsequent death by neglect he grieved with surprising intensity.

			When Jane came over to Ash’s desk, she was wearing her gift for Wyatt on her wrist: a silver Casio calculator watch from 1979.

			“And what will you be trading that in for?” Ash asked.

			“I overheard Wyatt talking to Ro the other day, after I went to see Sheila. And it sounded kind of…heated. I told Luca”—here Jane dipped her head toward Luca’s empty desk; he was in the Commissary—“and he could not have been less interested. So I’m going straight to the source. Want to come with?”

			“Sure,” said Ash, and they made their way down the hall toward Conveyance.

			“You know, I came over to pick you up for this little field trip yesterday,” Jane said. “But you were MIA.”

			Ash twisted the Liftoff Gold chain of the compass around her finger. “Oh, I was in Preservation, actually.”

			Jane held up her hand to block Ash from moving forward. The wrist calculator knocked against Ash’s breastbone. “And?”

			Ash hid her reddening face in her hands. “We kissed.”

			“Again I say: and?”

			Ash said nothing but lifted her head from her hands so Jane could see how fiercely she was blushing.

			“I knew it. I knew it!”

			“It was one kiss.” She did not want to lie to Jane, and this was essentially true. It was one kiss. That went on for a very, very long time. At one point, Miles slid his hands down the backs of Ash’s thighs, grabbed her by the soft undersides of her knees, and pulled her legs around his waist, and she’d locked her ankles together behind his back and let out a guttural moaning sound directly into his open mouth.

			Jane, unconvinced: “Like you haven’t been thinking about that cot he keeps down there.”

			God, the things Ash had thought about doing on that cot. Hard for her to say what should be done about this feral feeling. Maybe she should go to jail? Surely there was somewhere safe she could be sent until she calmed down, like a drunk tank for people intoxicated with overwhelming lust.

			“I’ve thought about it a totally normal amount,” Ash said. “In a really normal way.”

			Jane pushed open the door to Conveyance. “Oh my God.”

			“Yeah, I know,” Ash said, fiddling again with the compass.

			“No, Ash, look.” Ash lifted her eyes from her necklace and gasped. In the middle of the cavernous space was a completely wrecked Conveyor.

			The front end was demolished, as if destroyed by an explosive. Through the blasted-out opening, chunks of metal stuck out at all angles, like bad teeth protruding from a gaping mouth. Snarls of thick wires with frayed ends sparked and pawed at the air as if sentient and enraged at their ravaged condition. From some angles it looked like a bomb had gone off; from others like some mammoth being had grabbed the Conveyor in its hands and ripped it into pieces. Plumes of smoke hovered around the ruins of the train car and it was impossible for Ash to tell what color the Conveyor had been, to which line it had once belonged. Maybe the white of the Texas Arrow? Or the cornflower blue of the New England Speedliner?

			Wyatt stuck his head and torso through the violent slash where the car had split in two. He was wearing his Liftoff Gold coveralls, work gloves, and safety goggles over his glasses. He signaled to the Agents to come closer, then held out his hand where they should stop. “I would stay right about there,” he said. He disappeared into the broken guts of the train and emerged through the opening at the front, stepping daintily as a cat burglar over the wires that spilled onto the floor.

			“Would a present cheer you up?” Jane asked, slipping the calculator off her wrist.

			“I don’t need to be cheered,” he said, but he accepted her gift, sliding it into the pocket of his coveralls. “I need a new job.”

			“Don’t say that,” said Jane.

			“Ro is a—” Wyatt closed his eyes and pulled off his goggles, gathering strength to dredge up his euphemism of choice. “He’s ambitious. He wants constant growth. We have to be scaling, we have to be expanding, we have to be relentless. Space RACE says they’re going to Mars next summer and they’ll be on Venus within the next three years. Ro wants something new to announce. He thinks we’re in some typical business competition, that he can run this like any other start-up. But he doesn’t appreciate the science.”

			“What happened?” Ash asked. She wanted to ask if anyone had been on the train but was afraid of what the answer would be.

			“Just another failed attempt to get where we’re all already going anyway.”

			“The Tomorrow Train?” Jane’s hopeful tone did not sound, to Ash, entirely appropriate given the scene before them.

			In a fit of annoyance and possibly rage, Wyatt flung his goggles at the demolished Tomorrow Train. They landed in the smoldering rubble. “This is an improvement, believe it or not. Even getting it back here in this condition. The others we’ve tried were blasted to absolute smithereens in transit. There weren’t even big enough pieces left to bring home.”

			Ash remembered what Wyatt had said that afternoon in Wood Island Park. The Timeline in the future is volatile and unstable. A filament of fear wound its way around her throat.

			Jane walked to Wyatt’s side and rubbed his back, small circles between his shoulder blades. “You’ll figure it out. You always figure it out.”

			“I don’t even know if I should.” For the first time, Ash thought, Wyatt looked older than his age. She saw in his affection for bygone technology not mere sentimentality but something closer to heartbreak. Here was a technical savant who feared technology could ruin everything, that perhaps it already had. Who grieved many of the simpler pleasures innovation had obliterated and seemed to take their destruction personally, as if he had been robbed at gunpoint of a better way of life.

			“You know what I can’t understand? Why Ro wants a Tomorrow Train so badly,” said Wyatt. “It’s sucking up so many resources. You wouldn’t believe how expensive it is. What is he getting at?”

			“He won’t tell you?” Ash asked.

			Wyatt smirked and pulled his new calculator watch out of his pocket. “Maybe he was waiting until he could tell everyone,” he said. “The all-staff starts in ten minutes.”

			

			—

			Ro stood in the glowing center of the Commissary, a beacon surrounded by his acolytes. His gray suit soft and luminous. “I can feel an energy building,” he said. “I trust you all feel it too.”

			As the Pristine feeling took over her senses, Ash brightened as she did upon waking after a nightmare on a clear, sunny morning. The annihilated Conveyor, crumpled as used-up aluminum foil; the waves of smoke engulfing the ravaged machine; Wyatt’s misgivings—it all felt less pressing than it had just minutes ago, like every bad thing that had ever happened to her could never happen again and maybe hadn’t happened quite like she remembered. Ash cradled her compass in her hand. Its inner arrow, gold and fine, turned in tiny revolutions. Jane sat beside her, shaking a box of candy cigarettes. Everyone else, high on the Pristine air, gazed upon Ro with looks of unguarded adulation. Theirs was the same blissed-out openness of superfans at pop concerts. Love, laced with mania.

			“As Thanksgiving approaches,” Ro said, “I find myself ruminating on our nation and its purpose. What is America? I have seen more of this country than anyone—not just from the Pacific to the Atlantic and our borders above and below, but from her birth to her bicentennial and beyond. I have had more time than most to ponder that question. Are we our Constitution, our laws and ordinances? Are we our vast and diverse terrain, our glorious mountains and torrents of rivers, our sweeping plains? Or are we what we’ve made here: our dams and highways, our suspension bridges and skyscrapers? Perhaps we are less a physical entity than a philosophical one; perhaps we are our ideas, our ideals. Our namesake dream.”

			He let all these possibilities sink in. Each sounded equally plausible to Ash, and in fact it seemed like whatever thing he’d said most recently supplanted the option that came before it and sounded even more correct. She felt herself nod along like a bobblehead toy.

			Ro clenched the microphone in both hands and brought it closer to his lips, to his perfect, opaque teeth. Ash had a flash memory of him biting into his steak in 1986, the white slicing into the red.

			“I believe what truly makes us who we are is this: Ours is a nation of experiments.” He lingered over the x and the s, a slow and deliberate pronunciation, as if he were casting a spell. “Isn’t that what we say, when we marvel at where we are, at where we’re going? When we are perplexed and captivated by the complex, arcane machinations of our democracy? That this is the great American experiment.

			“Of course this is the place where so much innovation springs forth. Of course we are the nation that ignites the lights of the world. Of course I had to build Retro here, not just in America but in America’s capital. For Retro, too, is a great experiment. Is the great experiment. And our greatest experiment is just ahead.”

			Jane wrapped her hand around Ash’s knee and squeezed it twice. Given what Ash had just seen, the notion that Ro could be insinuating that the Tomorrow Train would be opening soon—it was madness. Or was it? Hadn’t all of this seemed like madness, once, not so long ago? They told me I was delusional. They said I was a lunatic. They swore it couldn’t be done. With the Pristine air swirling through her body, with Ro’s sonorous voice in this golden space, Ash was no longer sure. She searched the room for Wyatt but could not find him anywhere.

			“I know we’re all here because we believe in pushing beyond the boundaries of the known, of the expected, of the way things have always been done,” said Ro. “Because we know that, here at Retro, what we’re capable of staggers the average imagination and stuns the ordinary intellect. So we must bring to bear on our work an exceptional imagination, our most formidable minds.

			“In the New Year,” Ro declared, his voice soaring, “we will be launching an initiative that will take the Retro experience to the next level. A greater experiment”—he paused, grinned, and winked—“than ever Before.”
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			The Tourists Can’t Get In

			Between her acting days and her waitressing days, Ash had met her share of hard partiers. But she’d never known anyone who committed to a good time quite like Dominique. The Wares Department head’s only rule was that she wouldn’t bother with parties in the present. Even before Ash knew this parameter, she’d intuited it; it was actually impossible for Ash to imagine the otherworldly, statuesque Dominique doing something as pedestrian as chugging beer from a red plastic cup, or jockeying for the aux cord, or fishing through a heap of discarded winter coats on some stranger’s bed to find her jacket at the bottom of the pile. Ash and Jane were always inviting Dominique on their weekend trips, only to find out that the Wares head already had cooler plans—lately: Paradise Garage in the ’80s, Limelight’s Rock and Roll Church in the ’90s—from which the Agents were usually excluded.

			Every now and then, though, she’d let Ash and Jane tag along. When Dominique was feeling generous and nostalgic, she’d take the Agents on the Southeast Limited to 2006 to a grimy Daytona Beach nightclub called Chasm, where she’d once been a bottle girl. They’d wear low-cut lamé leotards from American Apparel and skinny jeans as clingy as shrink wrap to drink shots out of test tubes and shout over the interminable instrumentals of “Sandstorm,” which seemed to be playing on repeat no matter what night they visited.

			And when Dominique found out Ash had never been to Studio 54, she announced she’d be escorting a “select number” of Retro staffers to 1978 so they could enjoy what she deemed “one of the only acceptable times and places to be seen in Midtown.”

			Ash was pleased to be invited but confused by the vision. By her understanding of how Agents spent their time, it seemed too mainstream, more like the sort of tourist trap that would lure in guests.

			“Oh honey,” Dominique told her. “The tourists can’t get in.”

			Outside the sky was darkening. Everyone was getting ready in Wares. Ash was sitting on her hands to stop herself from messing with the hot rollers in her hair, and Dominique was crouched over a makeup mirror, applying fake eyelashes one lash at a time. Her wig for the night, a magnificent ponytail the same white-blond as Sheila’s mane, waited on a stand by the mirror.

			“We’ve stopped trying,” she went on. “They spend hours behind that velvet rope, pissed at us because we can’t magically turn them into someone who makes it inside. Even we have our limits.” Her lashes complete, she turned her attention to Ash’s.

			Luca emerged from a dressing room in a violet double-breasted velvet jacket, open to his lowest rib, shirt collar so wide it nearly grazed his shoulders. “I wish you could ride in on a horse like Bianca,” he said to Dominique.

			“Sheila hates crowds,” said Jane. She was very protective of the office pony.

			“But I bet we can get you on the disco booth,” Luca added. “You look sensational.”

			Dominique’s dress was a pale periwinkle blue, simultaneously sliding to the floor and snug on every part of her, as if she were emerging from the sea: off-shoulder sleeves tight around her elbows, the neckline barely high enough to keep her decent. The top was unlined and the nubs of her nipples showed through the stretchy fabric. She’d put Ash in sheer black tights and satin high heels and some sequined slip of a thing that, like the whole trip, felt a little obvious to Ash, but Dominique swore it was the right choice.

			“You’re going to see what Retro is all about,” Dominique said, gluing her wig into place.

			“I know what Retro is all about,” Ash said, then she worried that maybe she didn’t. “I mean, it’s about time travel. Isn’t it?”

			Dominique shook her head, sending her ponytail flying. “It’s about transportation. And I mean real transportation. Leaving your body, leaving this plane. Leaving the boundaries of the self, baby.”

			A knock came from behind them and Miles leaned into the doorframe. “Got a second?” he asked Dominique.

			“Only a second,” she said. “We have places to go.” She met him in the doorway and he spoke quietly into her ear. His eyes traveled over her shoulder and held Ash’s while he listened. Ash felt her face warm under his appraisal and pretended to be preoccupied with reapplying her lipstick.

			Apparently satisfied with their exchange, Dominique turned back around and waved her hands toward the group. “Let’s go, let’s go. My party waits for no man.”

			Miles stepped to the side, leaving the doorway clear for the group to pass through. “Don’t have too much fun without me,” he said with a barely perceptible wink in Ash’s direction.

			She lingered in the doorway on her way out. “You aren’t coming?” she asked, and her eagerness was so pronounced to her own ears that she wished she could reach into the air and grab her words and shove them back down her throat.

			“It’s not really my scene,” Miles said. “But I think you’ll have a great time.”

			“Is that a compliment or an insult?”

			“It’s a value-neutral observation.”

			“There’s no such thing,” said Ash.

			“You look incredible,” he said. “As long as I’m making observations.”

			Then kiss me again, she thought, but Dominique had doubled back. “Ash, we have a train to catch.”

			“Write if you get work,” he said, and then Dominique’s hand was in hers, tugging her away from Miles, toward the station.
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			They danced and danced and danced and danced and snuck to the bathroom for just a little more coke and then went back out and danced some more. Meanwhile around them busboys passed by in sporty knee socks and tiny athletic shorts and nothing else, long, lean arms balancing gray plastic containers of dirty glasses atop their heads like Egyptian water-carriers. The hair at the nape of Ash’s neck was sticking to her skin, the sequins of her dress all glittery in the night like mermaid scales, the bass coming up through the floor and the soles of her feet and pulsing its way to the tips of her fingers, the crown of her head. And she felt every solid substance in her turn to air and float up, up, up, and she was so light, she was light itself, she was dazzling weightless particles, she was everywhere outside of herself, and in the thick of the sweaty, sparkling crush of bodies on hers she was untouchable and sacred and immortal.

			Dominique wrapped her arms around Ash’s neck and yelled directly into her ear: Do you feel transported? and Ash heard herself shout yes, yes, yes. And then, too soon, she was linking arms with Jane and stumbling with their pack toward the station, back to her body, to herself.

			

			—

			The Conveyor roared to life. Ash’s heart could have popped with pride at how accustomed she was becoming to these journeys: the rainbow rays streaking across the car, the churning up-down-around movement of the train, all the walls vibrating as they accelerated toward the present.

			Jane’s gin-and-tonic breath was warm in Ash’s ear. “Are you sad he didn’t come?” she asked.

			Ash’s bliss was too complete, her high too impeccable, for Miles’s absence to bring her spirits down. “I’m not sad. I’m just intrigued.”

			“Uh-huh. Does he give you butterflies?” She dissolved into drunk giggles which turned into hiccups.

			Ash shut her eyes against the polychromic blasts of light. “Something like that.”
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			Hangovers were a necessary touching of the hot stove of life, Ash knew this, and through her current state—catastrophically dehydrated, utterly incapacitated—she tried to focus on the way that having one made her gentler and more forgiving. Usually, she could barely contain her impatience with the incompetents standing flatfooted on the left side of the subway escalator or stymied by the commands at self-checkout. But on the morning after Dominique’s trip, Ash reminded herself that, should she ever return to health, she should be kinder to those who moved through the world at a more sedate pace. You never know what someone else is going through, she told herself, a font of empathy in her misery. For instance, they could be hungover.

			She poured herself a tall glass of water and a little glass of whiskey and lit a cigarette. She placed her elixirs on the coffee table and let her body sink into the couch. From behind her came a buzzing sound: her phone vibrating. She removed it from its hidden charger beneath her landline. It was a text from Pebbles.

			I’m sorry, I would call but reception here is absolute shit. You saw this, right?

			A link to a news story. In the headline: the man whose name was hot tar and dry sand in Ash’s mouth, bracketed by legalese. Allegations, accusers.

			The preview for the article Pebbles sent showed a photo of his face in a small rectangle. He was so tiny there on her screen. Ash could block him out completely with only her thumb.

			Ash wrote back. News to me.

			Seriously? It’s everywhere.

			More links, more headlines. His face again and again and again. His litany of accomplishments enumerated in dense paragraphs. His crimes, detailed by woman after woman after woman, shocking to them but apparently no surprise to anyone who knew anything about anything, except no one who knew anything said anything or did anything, so nothing happened, save for more of the same, to the next woman who knew nothing, and to the women after that. His denials, carefully worded, conceding nothing.

			Ash stared at the phone screen. It seemed like every time she read Pebbles’s messages, they evaporated from her brain and she had to start reading them again from the beginning. None of it registered as real. It seemed distant and preposterous and like it had nothing to do with her. She heard Ro’s voice objecting to this cavalcade of content: The hum is the twenty-four-hour news cycle.

			Ash wrote back: It was a long time ago. And she wished she were a long time ago too, where none of this had happened, none of this was happening, where she was outside of her body, transported.

			Okay but look how long he’d been doing this shit before he did it to you! Fucking DECADES.

			“It doesn’t matter,” Ash said, out loud, as if Pebbles and the articles and all the journalists who wrote them were in the room with her.

			Wow, Ash wrote.

			Ellipses appeared, vanished, appeared again, and then: You could talk to the reporter if you want.

			When it happened, Ash told no one but Pebbles. It was humiliating, and anyway, it hardly seemed like there was anything to tell. Ash felt in her bones that it was the worst kind of traumatic event: a totally ordinary one, unremarkable in every way; that it was as much a cautionary tale about her own idiocy as it was about his brutality. She could not imagine talking to a reporter about it, as if the information were even remotely meaningful—as if the worth of her experience had somehow increased in the intervening years, rather than diminished, as she was sure it had. As if anyone would be interested in the fragments she remembered most clearly. The cold, metallic glint of his wedding band. The gray-blue grid of the hotel carpet. His aftershave, his breath. The strand of spittle dangling from the corner of his mouth.

			She wrote back: Work is really busy right now.
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			I Could Be Persuaded

			“And for you, miss?”

			Having expressed some concern that he hadn’t seen her eat more than an olive in weeks, Frank had insisted on taking Ash out to a restaurant. She didn’t have much of an appetite but still was grateful to be in a public place with so many distractions, the better to hide how distracted she was.

			Ash did not want to think about what Pebbles’s texts had dug up, but what she suppressed by day slithered into her subconscious after dark. Menacing dreams she’d thought she’d banished for good had been torturing her each night: She shouted and no sound came out, she ran but could not move. They seemed almost giddy about it, the nightmares, as if they had never taken seriously Ash’s peace, like they knew her prior string of restful nights was but a brief intermission before the inevitable return to previously-scheduled programming. A small, shameful part of Ash resented Pebbles for sending her the articles at all, and for the blithe suggestion that Ash could tell a journalist—who in turn would tell the entire world—something Ash had not spoken of to a single other soul.

			To the waiter, Ash said, “Whatever he’s having.”

			“Good choice,” said Frank.

			They were seated side-by-side in a curved banquette and it gave Ash the feeling, almost, like they were in their own secret world, even though they were in public. Frank reached over and cradled the side of her face with his hand. She leaned her head against it, too tired to hold it upright herself.

			“Say, how’d you like the picture?” he asked.

			Earlier that night, they’d gone to the movies to see The Awful Truth. For Ash, the film’s slapstick delights were somewhat soured by the “News of the Day” reel that preceded it—ominous combat footage scored by patriotic marches, narrated by a prematurely triumphant-sounding reporter—and the movie’s message, which seemed to target her directly: In any situation, you could be suspicious or you could be happy, but you couldn’t be both.

			“It was wonderful,” she said. “Nobody falls out of a chair like Cary Grant.”

			“That’s vaudeville training for you.”

			“That’s right. We should bring that back.”

			“Has it left?”

			“Oh, who knows,” she said, as if exhausted by the thought. “It’s on the way out, isn’t it?”

			“I suppose so.” He bent his head closer to her, his dark eyes brightening. “You know, a film like that could give a guy some ideas. Never really saw myself as the marrying kind. But I could be persuaded. Think of how much fun you could have divorcing me.”

			Silly sparkling feeling for no real reason, like Pop Rocks in her mouth, and she didn’t even believe in marriage, wasn’t even in love, didn’t live here or now, but what did it matter? No one had ever suggested anything like this to her before. In the present, the guys she went out with spent half their dates issuing disclaimers about their unavailability for anything more than whatever they were doing at the moment, as if she’d even asked (she hadn’t). And here was Frank, looking at her with an honest-to-goodness twinkle in his eye, taking her wrist in his hand and using his thumb to draw a little loop around her ring finger.

			Important to remember that this was impossible. Very crucial not to get too caught up in anything, to not forestall future engagements with Frank by letting reality slip. “I didn’t realize you could get married, given your line of work,” Ash said. “I thought all you private eyes were the lonesome type.”

			“Is that all you know about detectives?”

			After Nighthawk, Pebbles had landed the lead in a prestige miniseries about a tormented detective solving—what else?—the murders of several sexually-precocious teenage girls. That’s copaganda, Ash had told her at the time. It was a word she’d learned recently, from a coworker at the restaurant who was always going to protests Ash theoretically supported but never attended, and she’d been excited for the opportunity to deploy it so soon after its acquisition. Cops don’t even solve murders, most of the time. They’re more likely to be murderers. That last part she had not fact-checked, but it had a pleasing symmetry to it, as if it were definitely true. It’s based on a real story, was Pebbles’s reply, and to this Ash had no good response.

			When Ash opened her mouth to speak to Frank again, she found that the table was spinning in front of her, that she was also spinning, the entire room as if on a runaway carousel. Like Strangers on a Train, she thought, and this connection made the spinning even worse. Everyone else was drinking and eating and smoking like nothing was the matter, as if they were not thrust into this sudden revolution: as if the silverware were not clattering hard against their plates and glasses, knives stabbing at the ceiling; as if their mouths were not being stretched into Munch screams, their bodies distorted and distended, their hair thrown back from their molting faces.

			Ash slid down the curved booth until her side was pressed against Frank’s. “Well now, you’re all right,” he said, throwing his arm around her. He felt solid, like he should, but she was scared to turn her head toward him and see him warped as the rest of the room. But when she glanced up at him, he was himself: dark hair slick and shining, shadows under his eyes from too many nights like this one, up late drinking when he should have been asleep.

			Ash dared to look back out at the restaurant. Everyone had returned to their proper proportions, their skin no longer melting beyond its edges, their utensils unmoving on the tables.

			“I am,” she said, though it came out more like a question than a confirmation.

			“Sure you are.” He tucked her hair behind her ear and kissed her on the temple. “I didn’t mean all that about the divorce. We can take it one step at a time.”
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A Weird Part of the Job

			“Did you hear about Zoe?” Jane asked. She and Luca and Ash were walking together to the Clinic. They had back-to-back-to-back appointments.

			Ash didn’t really know Zoe as anything other than the hoop-skirted attendee from her first all-staff who’d been the target of Ro’s almighty ire. “What about her?” she asked.

			Jane lowered her voice to a stage-whisper. “She got fired.”

			The word fired activated a recently-unemployed panic in Ash’s stomach. “What? Why?”

			“She skipped three Clinic appointments,” Jane said. “After the first one, she said it was just a scheduling mix-up, she’d been out of time. Then she missed one without an excuse. After the third, Christopher called her into his office, and she told him she wasn’t going to do them anymore. She brought in a doctor’s note, I think, to try to get out of it. And Christopher took her Pastport and sent her packing.”

			Ash had relaxed into her role at Retro, her sense of job security bolstered, somewhat, by the passive-aggressive reminders from Luca that Ro had taken a special liking to her. But now she chastised herself for forgetting that she, too, could lose her job here. If she wasn’t careful, she’d get booted from the only non-acting job she’d ever had that actually made her happy, and the best-paying job she’d ever had by an unbelievable margin, especially since she didn’t have to pay rent. As Ash watched the number she owed the credit card companies and the nameless, faceless entities that had purchased her student debt actually, steadily drop, she was flooded with a feeling she barely recognized: calm. Like maybe she was finally becoming the person she was supposed to be, the person she really was—the person she would have been this whole time had external circumstances not coerced her into other courses of action—and that person was not, as she had long feared, some unemployable, talentless fuckup. Maybe she was a reliable, responsible sort of woman, an adult who was really going places, and everything from before had been some silly mistake that her time at Retro was destined to correct.

			“What did she expect?” Luca said. “If you don’t do your job, you don’t keep your job.”

			Ash bit at a chapped corner of her bottom lip. “It is kind of a weird part of the job though, when you think about it.”

			Luca yawned and didn’t bother covering his mouth. “We work at a time-travel agency. Every part of the job is a weird part of the job.”

			

			—

			In the Clinic, Ash lay down on the cot as if she were in therapy in a New Yorker cartoon. As Gabrielle suctioned Liftoff Gold circles to her face, Ash closed her eyes and listened impatiently for the soft whirring of the mystery machine. She was always nervous at these appointments but now felt jitterier than usual. Would what happened on her date with Frank register on Gabrielle’s screen, revealing that beneath her brow she was damaged somehow and thus no longer employable?

			Since that night with Frank where—well, she was not sure what phrasing was best but for now she thought of it as “when the restaurant seemed to be melting,” she’d gone on a blissfully uneventful trip, at least as far as chimerical incidents were concerned. She and Luca had led a Punk’s Not Dead Tour for a record label executive who, despite Wares’s best efforts—piercing a safety pin through his eyebrow, dousing the little hair that remained on his head in fuchsia Manic Panic—had looked exceptionally out of place at CBGB in 1980. (“I can’t believe it’s a John Varvatos store now,” he’d lamented on the Conveyor ride home, his voice heavy with disdain. “Nothing is sacred.”)

			So Ash was torn. She was afraid that something was really wrong. She really didn’t want anything to be wrong. She wasn’t sure she could take it: another job falling apart, another failure in a never-ending list of them, another place she didn’t, or couldn’t, belong.

			Without waiting for Gabrielle’s prompts, Ash volunteered, from her supine position on the cot, “I’m Ashley Eckels, and I’m thirty-one years old.”

			“Good. Think about where you grew up.”

			Ash could see it clearly, but there wasn’t much to see. There was nothing there, anymore, that couldn’t have been anywhere else. All the streets were lined with interchangeable houses. Some chain restaurants, a couple of banks. A half-vacant strip mall where a downtown ought to be. Hers was a hollowed-out husk of a place it felt like everyone had forgotten completely, save for when somebody was running for president, at which point her hometown would be the centerpiece of stump speeches by strangers who would never deign to live there, spoken of as a signifier of all that was real in this country. As if where she grew up was more real than any other place. In any event, Ash felt that its best days were behind it, much like the nation for which, every four years, it served as synecdoche.

			“Take me on a tour,” Gabrielle said. “Picture your commute to high school.”

			Ash imagined pulling her mom’s car out of her driveway and driving down the street. In her memory, all the seasons piled on top of each other: one house’s front lawn blanketed with autumn leaves, the one beside it with snow, frosting-thick along the eaves. Around the corner, it was summer, sprinklers sending stripes of water arcing through the air. She couldn’t focus on the road, couldn’t even see where she was going. The end of the street where she thought she’d find the post office corkscrewed up and around like a roller coaster and she was in front of her own house again, and it was pitch-black and pouring and she could not even make out the red of her front door, which maybe wasn’t red, but hadn’t it been red all her life? The street inside her head was flooded and her tires couldn’t get any traction against the pavement and water was seeping in, the sunroof was open, the rain was torrential, and Ash opened her mouth to cry out but her throat was full of water and she couldn’t speak or breathe, she made some awful, strangled sound like she was choking—

			“That’s enough,” said Gabrielle.

			Ash opened her eyes to the Clinic and ran her hands along her body for any sign that what she’d felt had been real to anyone but her, but she was bone-dry and just fine. The nurses in their snug white uniforms were bustling about as if nothing were the matter. The configurations on Gabrielle’s machine’s screen were as inscrutable as ever.

			“What…” Ash started, but then she recalled Ro’s sunless warning to Zoe: I hear everything that happens here.

			Gabrielle peeled the circles off Ash’s face. “You’re making excellent progress.”

			“I am?”

			The circles disappeared into a drawer. The designs vanished from the screen. Gabrielle responded with a tight-lipped smile. “Just keep doing what you’re doing.”
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			Conscientious Objection

			On her last mall trip with Jane, Ash had insisted they go to 1995 and stop by F.A.O. Schwarz so she could pick up a Talkboy recorder. The store was all sold out of the original version so she had to get a Deluxe Talkgirl instead, which she hoped would be good enough. She’d been saving it for when she needed something from Wyatt, and now it appeared that she did.

			Ash had not been the world’s strongest math student, but she did remember one rule from geometry: It takes three to make a pattern. Two hallucinatory events was not a pattern. Two wasn’t even a trend. Two could be totally unrelated flukes. Or not! Not was also a definite possibility. Maybe she was coming undone from within. Maybe her visual cortex had been run through some psychological shredder and was flinging around off the back of her brain like mudflaps off a pickup truck. No reason to jump to conclusions, she decided, but also no reason not to consult an expert. With her plastic offering in hand, Ash went to Conveyance.

			She found Wyatt elbow-deep in an open Chronoconverter, its intricate, auriferous wiring twisting in curls toward the ceiling like a charmed snake rising from a basket.

			“Sorry it’s so…pink,” she said, handing over the Talkgirl.

			Wyatt pushed his safety goggles onto his head to examine her gift more closely.

			“It’s got the voice changer though,” he said into the microphone. He pressed Rewind and played it back at slow speed, his voice low as the far-left boom of the piano: thuh vooooy-suh chayn-jurrrrr thooooo. “Thanks.”

			She knew he could tell that she needed something, but she felt it impolite to lead with a request. “What are you working on?” she asked.

			“A glitch,” he said. “Our Battlefield Specials keep taking a detour.”

			“What kind of detour?”

			“They’re skipping Gettysburg.”

			“Conscientious objection?”

			“Unlikely.”

			The gears of the Conveyor sparkled against the dark depths of the machine. From above it looked almost like New York City at night, as seen through the window of a descending plane.

			“Wyatt, has anything…” She searched for the right word and couldn’t find one. “Unusual, I guess, ever happened to you in the Clinic? At the appointments we have after trips? Or while you’re on a trip?”

			“Nope. But I don’t get out much.”

			Ash wondered what it was like, being holed up in here while everybody else at Retro galivanted across time and space. The Conveyance engineers worked with the kind of futuristic technology Ash had never seen outside of a movie. But surely the shine of this shining laboratory wore off eventually and the space felt like what it was beneath its impressive surfaces: an office where Wyatt spent practically all of his waking hours, a workplace that would consume his twenties without him even realizing the decade had passed.

			“Do you ever feel left out?” she asked.

			He reached toward a wire with a pair of narrow pliers. “This is what I dreamed about when I was a kid,” he said. His face was kissing-close to the wiring and he seemed to be talking more to the machine than to Ash. “I always loved taking things apart. My parents didn’t know what to do with me. Everything they brought home would wind up eviscerated on my bedroom floor. Lamps. A toaster. The old tube television my mom had in college. The white fridge in the garage. The Atari they got me when—I must have told them ten thousand times—what I wanted was a Nintendo, so what difference does it make that I broke it? In high school, I cracked open my TI-83 calculator, and they took away my allowance until I paid them back. It was a hundred and twenty bucks.”

			He emerged, face flushed from being inverted for so long, and reached under the belly of the Chronoconverter to turn some hidden switch. The machine came to life again. The gold within it gleamed as the gears turned in their satisfying revolutions against one another, all the wires braided in their proper places. Wyatt stood back up, pressed his palms flat against his lower back, and studied the functioning metallic innards of the Chronoconverter with unabashed affection.

			“I guess if I worked at a time travel agency and I hardly ever got to time travel, I’d be sort of…I don’t know. Resentful.”

			“You might be the ones who go on all the trips. But I’m the only person here who really knows what we’re doing.”

			The wires in the Chronoconverter were as indecipherable to Ash as the loop-de-loops that appeared on the screen in the Clinic during Gabrielle’s check-ins. What did it feel like, to see this machine the way that Wyatt could, to be fluent in its multidimensional language?

			“The thing is, I’ve had a couple of these, I don’t know. Visions? Like a dream is oozing into my reality.” As she said it aloud she feared that she sounded delirious.

			But Wyatt didn’t laugh or even make a face that suggested he wasn’t taking her seriously. He just asked, “On trips?”

			“Sometimes. Well, only once. And once in the Clinic.”

			“Do you remember what you were doing when it happened? What might have set it off?”

			“I wasn’t doing anything. I mean, I was just…thinking, I guess. About my life. But my other trips have all been fine.” She regretted even bringing it up. “I’m making myself insane over nothing.”

			“Could be.” He was quiet for a minute. Then he said, “Have you noticed that people here aren’t especially interested in understanding what we do?”

			Guilt and embarrassment knotted in her gut. It was shameful, really, that not only did she not know how anything worked, she hadn’t even been curious enough to find out. “It’s all pretty distracting,” she said. “The trips, I mean.”

			“And why do you think that is?”

			“Well, isn’t it obvious?” said Ash. In fact, the obviousness of this made it difficult for her to articulate what she felt was so self-evident. It was like asking why people gazed up at skyscrapers or swiveled their heads to keep watching someone beautiful walk by.

			“Usually when something is distracting, there’s a reason.” He stepped back from the Chronoconverter and picked up the Talkgirl again, turning it over in his hands. “Someone wants you to be paying attention to one thing so you don’t pay attention to something else.”

		

	
		
			
				
				[image: ]

			Unfit

			Ash leaned over to the foot of the bed where Frank had tossed the morning papers. The murder from her new-hire happy hour was still making headlines, though the latest story was below the fold. Molly the Moll Declared Insane, Unfit for Trial.

			Frank sat up, snaked his arms around Ash’s waist, and read the story over her shoulder. “She’s a wild one. Not sure if they’ll throw her in the big house or the nuthouse.”

			The picture of the killer was smaller than a postage stamp. Molly’s eyes glowered. Her lips were pursed in fury, tight and tiny as a pencil eraser.

			“We ought to be celebrating,” said Frank.

			“Did you need an excuse for another drink? That’s new.”

			“Could’ve been you in those papers, baby.”

			Ash eyed the photo of Molly again. She looked a little older than Ash, but not much. Fair where Ash was dark. An inscrutable expression. “And instead I’m in your bed. Not a bad break for either of us.” Ash was drunk, but in what she’d come to think of as a very manageable and era-appropriate way: the exact amount of intoxication that made her fit right in among the Locals.

			Frank pressed his face into her hair and murmured, against her head, “Sometimes I think I dreamed you up.”

			She leaned into him. “That’s awfully romantic of you.”

			“You think so?” He released her from his arms and sat back against the headboard. “I didn’t tell you why.”

			“Oh. Well, I’ll bite. Why?”

			“It’s because you don’t exist, to anyone but me.” His voice had deepened a note or two, and when Ash turned around to look him in the face, she saw a startling lucidity in his eyes.

			She curled her knees up toward her chest and wrapped her arms around them. An icy panic tingled in her extremities.

			If any Locals discover my true identity, and/or become aware that the identity I have presented to them is a false one, I am to extricate myself as quickly as possible and never return to the Destination again.

			In her mind Ash traced the path from Frank’s front door to the station to the California Classic to her real life, across the country and a century and change away from here, from him. She could see herself sprinting down the street. But she couldn’t bring herself to move.

			To buy time, she asked, “What are you talking about?”

			“There’s no record of you anywhere. Can’t seem to get a handle on what you do when you’re not with me. I never see you around. You’re not at the bar. You’re not at the liquor store.”

			“So that’s what you think of me. You ever check the library?”

			“Never even spotted that arresting face of yours in the window of a passing cab.”

			An edge in his voice made her remember all of a sudden how defenseless she was, how relaxed she’d allowed herself to be. In what she hoped was an imperceptible way, she inched just a bit further away from him toward the edge of the bed. “It’s a big city.”

			“Not that big. And nobody here seems to have ever seen you before a few months ago, when we met. Doesn’t that strike you as curious?”

			“It strikes me as sort of offensive. Like maybe nobody noticed me.”

			He ran a hand along her calf. “Hard to imagine nobody noticing you.”

			They stayed like that for a minute, his hand grazing her leg, up and down, waiting to see who would fill the quiet first. He lit a fresh cigarette and passed it to her, and she smoked and stared off at the wall while she tried to think of something to say. The silence swelled and started to feel dangerous.

			“Sweetheart,” he said finally. “You don’t have to tell me.”

			She forced her gaze back to him and said, coolly as she could manage, “Tell you what?”

			“More than half the girls in L.A. are just like you. Women with a past pretending they were born yesterday.”

			“I’m not pretending,” Ash said, which felt sort of almost honest.

			“I know enough about the things men can do to be sure a woman like you has your reasons. It’s none of my business.”

			“That’s true.”

			“But you could tell me. Just seeing as we’re spending all this time together.”

			His face was so open and accepting she wanted to nestle her nose in the dip where his neck met his shoulder and live there forever. She felt the corporate chill of the office policy wrenching her out of her reverie, yanking her back to reality. In her helplessness, lofty language abandoned her and left her only with the petulant wail of a child, the urge to cry out: It’s not fair! What did Retro know about this, about extenuating circumstances and understanding paramours? How could they tell her she had to leave and never come back, that she could never again be the person she only was when she was here?

			She rested her head against her knees. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

			His fingers in her hair, stroking her head, her neck. “You could tell me where you’re from.”

			A laugh escaped her mouth at the thought of answering his question as fully as possible, and how swiftly such a response would land her in the psych ward, right next to Molly the Moll.

			“That bleak?” he asked.

			She picked her head up and thought: I’ll never see you again.

			“Ohio,” she said. “By way of New York.”

			She watched him watching her and tried to memorize his face. The lines across his brow, the shadows beneath his eyes. How different he looked from everyone she’d ever liked in her real life. This was what made attraction so compelling, so wonderful and strange: the way it could arrive in such an unexpected form, not at all like it ever had before. The way you were surprised at first by the other person but then by yourself. How when you opened up to someone else, the light could get in and illuminate some inner nook you’d left unexamined all your life. Ash thought about her sense of self growing and transforming, expanding in all directions, like the universe did, like how Christopher had promised her life would, at Retro. What else was in there, in her, that she didn’t know about yet? She’d been so certain that her life had reached its apex years ago, that everything about her was diminishing. She wondered now if she had been mistaken.

			Frank pressed his thumb to her chin and tilted it upward, bringing her eyes level with his. “And you don’t want to tell me how you got here?”

			She realized, with a terrible rush of mirth and sorrow, that she did. She wanted to start from the beginning and leave nothing out. She wanted to tell him about the ice pops from the community pool and the green tempera paint caked on her cheeks for the school play; about her impossible mother and her devoted Pebbles; her ridiculous hopes and outrageous dreams. Finally she wanted a man to know her, and he was the only one who never could.

			She pressed down her pain and replied, “I took the train.”
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			They Don’t Want Us to Know

			Ash and Luca’s guest said his name was Maverick. Ash knew from his dossier that his real name was Melvin, but he had managed to keep this hidden from the rest of the world. Melvin-cum-Maverick was a self-help guru with suspect credentials who’d amassed a following of aspiring alpha males with his cocktail of pseudoscience, bravado, and pithy nonsense; he was fond of telling fans to dominate your dominion. His dossier was full of photos of him posing proudly beside the fresh corpses of majestic, exotic animals he’d killed: regal tigers with red-streaked stripes. Bullet-riddled elephants, bodies big as continents sprawled upon the ground. Felled kudus with snake-spiral horns curling toward the clouds, noses in the dirt, as if only sleeping. That sort of thing.

			But this wasn’t a hunting trip. This was a sighting trip. As in, a UFO sighting.

			“They don’t want us to know what they know,” Maverick was saying—well, shouting, over the rattling of the Conveyor across spacetime. They were riding the All-American to D.C. in 1952 to see what would come to be known as the Washington Flap: a smattering of UFO sightings on back-to-back Saturday nights. Under Dominique’s eye, Maverick had been transformed into someone present-day Maverick would probably have bullied: a plaid-sport-coat-wearing softie with pomade in his hair and tortoiseshell-framed browline glasses on his face. “The Air Force, the CIA, the White House, they’re all in on it. It’s a cover-up at the highest level.”

			Ash nodded vigorously, hoping he could not tell she was struggling to stay awake. She still wasn’t sleeping well, and her waking hours exhausted her. She spent her days avoiding Jane—who believed talking healed all wounds and that Ash needed to “process” the abrupt ending of her relationship with Frank, as if Ash had given it no thought; as if she had not fallen into the occasional reverie at her desk remembering the way he smelled, like Brylcreem, whiskey, cigarettes, and some specific-to-him musk she’d never smell again, and wishing she could ask the lab rats in the Clinic to concoct and bottle it up for her so she wouldn’t have to miss it anymore—and screening Pebbles’s calls, since Pebbles seemed constitutionally incapable of talking to her without either pressing her on True Believers or bringing up the latest news on the man Ash never wanted to think about again.

			Contrary to Ash’s expectation, the story about him had not blown over. The story had sprouted a thousand other stories, a takeover of the headlines that could suggest, to a certain type of suggestible person, that somebody, somewhere might actually care about what this man had done to Ash. Or so Pebbles insisted. But Ash saw no benefit in indulging this particular fantasy and she was tired of arguing about it, tired of dancing around the obvious, of not saying the unsayable thing: that people cared about Pebbles and would be outraged if such a thing had happened to her, but instead it had happened to Ash, whose name nobody knew, and there would be no great wrath on Ash’s behalf. She would be as before, but exposed and ashamed and wanting, more than ever, to disappear altogether. Impossible to explain to someone for whom the world regularly opened its arms that Ash would get nothing but its cold shoulder, and Ash was sick of trying.

			As she withdrew from her friends, and as she could no longer visit Frank, Ash found herself, more often than not, making her way down to Preservation. Miles, blissfully, never asked her any questions she didn’t want to answer. Unsurprisingly, he had no interest in discussing Frank, and it was easy to avoid the gnarliest subject because Ash hadn’t even told him about Pebbles. In a petty, private part of her heart, Ash knew she’d neglected to mention her very famous friend for fear that Miles would react the way everyone else did: by being so enthralled with a celebrity that he lost all interest in Ash. She wanted to believe that Miles would like her more than her friend, but what if he didn’t? Everybody loved Pebbles. And Ash understood; she loved Pebbles more than anybody. But she did not want to invite a comparison.

			Mostly, they talked about Retro: the office gossip Zeroes delivered as regularly as the day’s messages; unverified, outrageous rumors about Ro’s upstairs lair; salacious, graphic theories about what Christopher did with his dolls. Sometimes the two of them said nothing at all, and Ash would sit on the workbench in soothing, companionable quiet while Miles attended to his Preservation projects to the sounds of his ’80s cassettes. And sometimes he would give her this electric look, drop whatever he was doing, and kiss her so hard she forgot about the audition and Pebbles and Frank, about her life outside of Retro, about everything.

			“I know I should pick something less touristy,” she was telling him the day before the Maverick trip. “But I think Woodstock is my favorite New York De Luxe stop. Actually—no, it’s my second-favorite stop. The Beginning is my number one.”

			“The Beginning is my second-favorite stop.” He took her beer from her hand and stole a sip.

			“There’s no way you’ve ever been to a New York that’s better than that.”

			“I have. I’ve been to a criminally underrated Destination: 2011.”

			Ash’s disbelieving laugh sounded more like a snort, but she chose to not be embarrassed by this. “To do what? Occupy Wall Street?”

			“To see Romeo and Juliet.” He pulled himself up onto the workbench next to her and held his hands out in front of them like a director framing the shot. “It was at a construction site.”

			For a moment Ash was speechless, picturing this, or trying to. If she closed her eyes now and remembered those performances, would she see Miles there, his jade eyes on her, gazing up at her balcony from below?

			“I’d read the play before, in school. Like everybody does. I didn’t think it could surprise me anymore. But this Juliet, she…what does Dom like to say about what we do here?” He dipped his head toward her, his nose against her temple, his lips at her ear. “Juliet transported me.”

			Ash thought: That is the most romantic thing anyone has ever done for me.

			“You never said,” he murmured.

			“Never said what?”

			“How good you are.”

			“Oh? How good am I?”

			She reached for her beer again but he held it away. With his other hand he smoothed her hair off her face, resting his fingers lightly on her skin.

			“You’re extraordinary,” he said.

			Ash wondered if one day she would look back and remember everything between them that came before as an extended dress rehearsal; that this, actually, was her first real kiss with Miles. She could practically hear her armor clatter to the floor.

			When they parted, she said, “I don’t remember telling you about that play.”

			“Well, you don’t tell me much. So I looked you up.”

			She shook her head, disbelieving.

			“I had to,” he said. “I had to see you for myself.”

			

			—

			It was still daylight when Ash, Luca, and Maverick arrived in 1952, so they stopped in at a lunch counter to grab a bite while they waited for darkness to come. The restaurant had checkerboard floors, red vinyl barstools with chrome backs, and signs advertising the air conditioning and the flavors on tap at the soda fountain. Ash studied the menu while Luca flagged down a server. The prices were so low she could have cried. When Ash looked up, a waitress was waiting, an expectant smile on her lips. With her auburn hair and her crisp, gingham-trimmed uniform, she looked just like Pebbles in Nighthawk.

			“What’ll it be, honey?”

			“I…” Ash started, but the words weren’t there.

			“What’s wrong with her?” Maverick asked Luca. Then he punched Ash in the shoulder. “Trying to find oat milk on the menu? You’re not one of those no-lactose leftists, are you?”

			The features on the waitress’s face refused to stay put. She was Pebbles, no she wasn’t, yes she was, no she wasn’t. The sounds of the restaurant felt muted, as if Ash’s ears needed to pop. The waitress was speaking—Ash could see her lips moving—but all Ash could hear was Pebbles’s voice, singing “Paper Doll” in her haunting, velvety way.

			Maverick clutched Luca’s knee. “The liberal media is trying to destroy dairy farming.”

			“I had no idea,” said Luca.

			“They’re coming for milk the way they came for red meat. They’re pushing the ‘plant-based lifestyle’ agenda because they want to completely eliminate traditional masculinity from society.”

			Luca, with impressive conviction: “You don’t say.”

			“And men—see, this is where we have to stand our ground. Real men are losing our status in the culture because we’ve given into this false narrative about red meat and high blood pressure. You need high blood pressure. It’s good for you! Keeps the adrenaline pumping. Sharpens the mind. Toughens the microbiome.” He smacked his right hand against the counter and the slap popped Ash’s ears, making the sounds of the lunch counter audible again.

			The waitress politely cleared her throat. “When I don’t know what to get, I just go straight for the pie. Check out the cherry, in the glass display over there? Always hits the spot.”

			Ash felt herself nod and soon the slice appeared before her, a thick triangle, gelatinous red seeping out the sides and puddling on the plate. She picked up her fork. As she brought its tines through the flaky crust, she felt a chainsaw grind down the center of her skull. Somewhere far away, and right beside her, Maverick was rambling on: The UFOs, see, they were afraid of the hysteria it would cause. Everything barely back on track since the big war, nobody wanted to rock the boat. Robertson Panel dismissed the whole thing out of hand.

			His voice faded out, and Pebbles’s replaced it. I’d rather have a paper doll to call my own. The squares on the floor were changing colors, the black squares to white and white to black and back again. The lights of the diner flickering on and off. Are you okay? But it wasn’t Pebbles talking, it was the waitress, and Ash’s body was getting hotter and tingling all over, and something was tearing her head away from her neck, and she felt herself sway and tried to cry out, and then everything went black.
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			Do You Struggle to Be Present?

			“There you are. Can you tell me your name?” A voice said this to Ash from some great distance. Something warm was pressing against her forehead.

			Ash felt like she was deep underwater, trying to kick her way back to the surface. She blinked her eyes open, and then she recognized the light, the voice, and the warmth: She was in the Clinic, listening to Gabrielle, who’d placed the golden circles on her head and was watching the inside of Ash’s brain make itself known in dashes and stripes across the screen of her machine.

			Ash heard herself say, quietly, “It’s Ash.”

			“Your full name?”

			For some reason everything beyond the first syllable she’d already said felt very far away, as if Ash had left them on the ocean floor when she swam back to the air.

			“It’s okay,” said Gabrielle. “We’ll try again later.”

			“It is?” Ash wished someone else were there with her, someone she could trust. She scanned the room for someone who made her feel safe. It was just the same nameless nurses making their rounds. Where was…where was…

			“Luca,” Ash said, and relief pulsed through her; at least she knew what name to say. “Where is Luca?”

			“He’s fine. We sent him home.”

			“Can he come back?”

			Gabrielle shook her head and smiled. “We take your privacy very seriously.”

			“Oh,” said Ash.

			“You had a bit of an episode following a major bout of déjà encore. Nothing we can’t address.”

			The word episode, with its clinical implication, sent waves of anxiety through Ash’s body. She gripped the edges of the bed and pulled herself upright. “Address how?”

			“Why don’t you tell me how you were feeling before you lost consciousness?” Gabrielle asked. As usual, she was looking at the screen and not at Ash when she spoke, as if she were in conversation only with far recesses of Ash’s mind and Ash herself was an extraneous interloper with whom Gabrielle did not need to be concerned.

			Ash searched her scrambled brain for language that would help explain, but the words she needed weren’t there, weren’t anywhere. “I felt pain,” she said, and she could feel how limp an offering it was, so obviously inadequate for what she intended to describe. Like my cerebellum was being pried apart by several sets of hands. Someone was twisting my brain stem around their finger as if it were an unruly lock of hair. “A weird pain.”

			“I see.”

			“That’s not how it’s supposed to feel, is it?”

			“Typically, déjà encore presents as a static-like feeling in your head,” Gabrielle said. “Reaching without touching. How does Ro describe it? When you wake up from a dream and you can’t remember what you dreamed, only that you dreamed.”

			“So mine…” Ash was afraid that if she were able to describe her déjà-encore headaches accurately they would reveal something weak and wrong with her that even Gabrielle could not fix. “Mine is more intense than it should be?”

			“It is, but that doesn’t surprise me.”

			“It doesn’t?”

			“Based on our experiences here, no. That doesn’t surprise me at all.”

			Ash thought: If you aren’t surprised, why am I surprised? Why are you only just telling me this now? “Does that mean there’s something we can do about them?”

			Gabrielle took Ash’s hands in hers. “Are you someone who struggles to be present?”

			“Why even ask me that?” Ash jerked back from Gabrielle’s grasp. “If you know everything about me. Can’t you see everything you need to see on whatever this machine is? Isn’t reading my mind your job?”

			“I didn’t mean to upset you.”

			“Right,” said Ash, self-conscious at how big her reaction sounded. “I’m not upset, so. Sure.”

			“You may find that your déjà-encore symptoms lessen when you commit fully to the time and place where you are.” Gabrielle’s voice had a cool, hypnotic quality, as if she were trying to put Ash to sleep. “Allow your mind to be totally present.”

			“So you want me to be present, in the past. You want me to forget the present so I can be more present.” A torquing force was gathering strength behind Ash’s eyes as she tried to make sense of this counsel. Another impossibility she was supposed to accept as natural, like the escalator to the main station going down and up at the same time. As if it weren’t psychologically confusing enough, time traveling all over the place, feeling nostalgic for tomorrows and anticipating yesterdays, trying to stay clear-eyed through the déjà-encore headaches—“episodes”—she kept having from trying to remember things that hadn’t happened yet.

			“I’m simply suggesting you try to leave your memories at the door when you travel with Retro. Think of it as packing light. See how it feels.”

			It felt unfair that the one thing Ash had been praised for all her life—her memory, her supposed superpower—was turning out to be a professional liability.

			“We take mental health very seriously here,” said Gabrielle. “Why do you think we encourage regular Clinic appointments?”

			Ash thought: You’re not encouraging them. They’re mandatory. She said, “I wouldn’t know.”

			“So few people prioritize their mental and emotional well-being. If Retro left that up to staff…” Gabrielle tossed up her hands.

			“I guess,” Ash said.

			“You want to do well here. Don’t you?”

			Ash recognized that clipped, threatening tone. She’d know it anywhere. It was the tone that foreshadowed the chat about your future here; the tone before the Bankers Box. It ignited her fight-or-flight, rang all her inner alarms. She could not get fired, not here, not now, not again.

			“That’s right,” Ash said. “I do.”
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			Back at the apartment, Ash toyed with her phone and weighed whether to tell Pebbles what had happened. Once, not too long ago, the thought of not telling Pebbles about something like this would have smacked of blasphemy, as if nothing in Ash’s life was really real until Pebbles had borne witness to it. But Ash knew if she told Pebbles about this Pebbles would say, as if it were the obvious and only solution, that Ash should leave Retro.

			Pebbles loved telling people to quit their jobs. It was her go-to response, even when the conditions of a person’s employment were only miserable in the mundane way—lousy hours, incompetent management—everyone tolerated in order to survive. Often Pebbles reacted to a person’s refusal to seek total fulfillment through their job as if they were committing a violent assault against their truest selves, rather than just doing what most people did: exchanging labor for money so as to lead a normal, possibly even dignified existence.

			Pebbles’s advice on this subject was baseless, Ash believed, because Pebbles was outrageously lucky. Pebbles was a unicorn. Pebbles didn’t have any debt, and neither did her parents. Pebbles’s parents were probably, technically, rich, though Pebbles would never have used that word and Ash had never forced the issue.

			Pebbles had elided her financial circumstances early in the friendship; somehow, it never came up. It was easy to camouflage comfort in the cosplay of college life, where everyone except the superrich kids lived under the same scuzzy circumstances: eating in dining halls, drinking from kegs. But in hindsight, it was clear: There was an ease about her, a lightness, that Ash had long attributed to some innate difference in their personalities, until she discovered that Pebbles was leaping into her life from a sprung floor, while Ash was trying, and usually failing, to rise from concrete. Pebbles would not understand that Ash could not go back to her life before Retro, all gray and flat and going-nowhere. Ash might not be an actor like she’d always dreamed she’d be, but maybe this was even better: She was living as if she were in a movie all the time.

			Ro was right about the hum. Ash could hear it now when she stayed too long in the present, intruding on her hard-won happiness. She could not lose her spot at Retro, the only means by which she could escape its grating, hostile sound. She could not get stuck in the present, in a reality that was even more unbearable to her now than it was at the time of her hire, before she even knew what she’d been missing.
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			Special Delivery

			Luca jogged over to Ash’s and Jane’s desks and made a happy, opening-day bugle sound with his hands against his lips. “Our long national nightmare is over. It’s ’80s week at the cereal bar.”

			For reasons unclear, the Commissary cereal bar had been stuck in the early twentieth century for almost a month, serving nothing but cornflakes, puffed rice, and something Ash had never heard of called Shredded Ralston, which, according to Jane, was named for the Ralstonism movement, whose followers believed that adherence to a proper diet and exercise regimen would reward its practitioners with the ability to control other people’s minds. (“Also, they were racist,” Jane informed her. “And very uptight.”)

			The Agents trooped to the Commissary together and joined an unusually long line for breakfast. Ash didn’t mind the wait. The Holiday air was flowing. It was like hands wrapped around a mug of hot cocoa made by someone who loved you, like the blue snap of the air just before the snow. For Ash it conjured the anticipatory glee of sliding down the banister to unwrap all her presents, the giddy sense of some bottomless bounty awaiting her that had arrived in her home through magical means—though she had never done this in her life, and the memory the scent awakened wasn’t hers.

			“Oooh, Smurf-Berry Crunch,” said Ash, approaching the row of dispensers.

			“It’ll make you shit blue,” Luca warned.

			Jane passed Ash a bowl. “Better stick with Ghostbusters. Fruity O’s, ghost-shaped marshmallows, no unpleasant side effects.”

			Tessa and a handful of Zeroes were skating across the room, doing spins and loops around the tables. As soon as the Agents sat down, Tessa swooped behind them, dropping three envelopes on the table. “Special delivery,” she sang, and then she skated away.

			Jane dove at the envelopes. “Holiday party season. I totally forgot.”

			“Where is it?” Ash asked. “I mean, when?”

			“It’s different every year,” Jane said. “Last year was kind of your classic midcentury situation. Ro wanted to go back to the original Christmas.”

			Not being a Christmas-observer herself, Ash didn’t want to speak out of turn. She asked, delicately, “But wasn’t the original Christmas in Bethlehem?”

			“Not that Christmas. Our Christmas, in 1950,” said Luca. He added, with a Ro-like British affect, “The ur-Christmas in the American imagination.”

			Jane, mouth full of cereal: “It’s the Christmas all the other Christmases are based on.”

			Ash had never really thought about when the Christmas with which she was annually bombarded had taken on its seemingly unassailable form. Now she felt silly; of course the Christmas she recognized, with the tinsel and twinkle lights and all the rest, was a postwar phenomenon. Still, it was strange to think that the holiday for which Americans had decided to collectively yearn for the rest of time—the prototypical old-fashioned Christmas—was actually quite young.

			Luca picked up the Liftoff Gold envelopes and dealt them around the table like playing cards. “Like I told you: It’s all marketing.”

			Ash opened her invitation:
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			You are cordially invited 
to the Retro holiday party

			Meet us in St. Louis: 

			This year’s festivities will be held at the 1904 World’s Fair!

			Overnight lodging will be provided at the Embassy for all staff.

			Please leave ample time to visit Wares before you travel. Our Destination station is located at the Fair’s final day—December 1—so don’t forget your coat and hat!

			Heartland Stars will depart from the Main Station at 5, 5:30, and 6:00 p.m. only.

			Return to the present on morning Conveyors, every hour on the hour from 9 until noon.

			Tessa skated back toward their table, another shining envelope in hand. “Is anybody heading to Preservation? I haven’t seen Miles, and I can’t skate down the stairs.”
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			Ash found Miles in the back as usual, steering a Hess Gasoline Tanker around his workbench. In the honeyed light, his face looked softer, younger. Ash could easily picture him as a child, playing in exactly this way. As he turned the truck around the edges of the table, he caught sight of Ash in his peripheral vision and jerked his hand back from the toy.

			“It’s for Wyatt,” he explained. “Christmas gift. From 1964.”

			“He’ll love it,” Ash said, relishing the feeling, for once, that she had caught Miles in a vulnerable moment, instead of the other way around.

			“I was just testing it out,” he said, and he was back: the Miles she knew, self-assured and relaxed. He rolled the toy back into its box.

			“Tessa asked me to deliver this,” she said, handing him the invitation.

			He picked up a knife from the workbench and sliced the envelope open. “Where to?”

			“The question isn’t where.”

			He chuckled as he skimmed the invitation. “Someone’s getting the hang of it.”

			“See you there,” she said, and turned to walk out of the workshop.

			“Hey, if you’re going, and I’m going,” Miles called out, darting around from behind the table and standing in her path, “we should go together.”

			“It’s the office holiday party. We’ll be there together whether you like it or not.”

			“I mean together, together.” He held the invitation at the corners between the pads of his fingers and gave it a little spin. “You and me.”

			“We go places together all the time.”

			“That’s true. But we don’t go…”

			“Together-together?” She’d meant it as a joke but when she said it aloud she could hear the hope in her voice.

			It had been a week since Ash had seen Miles, since he’d told her about his trip to watch her Juliet. After her ominous Clinic appointment, Ash had prioritized proving she was devoted to her job, sure to be busy at her desk at all hours so when Christopher made his rounds he’d see her diligently studying dossiers and would say to himself: I could never fire this model employee. But in those seven days she had received no paper airplanes or tin-can telephones from Miles, and she began to worry she had augmented in her memory what Miles had experienced as an average encounter.

			“I haven’t heard from you,” she said, and hated the sound, the needy-girl whinny, that accompanied this allegation.

			He returned this with a mystified look. “You’re the one who disappeared.”

			“Oh,” she said. “Fair point, I guess.”

			“I thought…” He laughed a little, as if he was nervous. Was he nervous? Did Ash make him nervous? She felt heady with the power this implied. “I thought maybe I scared you off. I can never really be sure if you want me around.”

			Ash recalled Pebbles’s insistence that Ash tell Miles how she felt. He already knows, Ash had argued then. It’s so obvious. And Pebbles had disputed this: Just because something feels obvious to you doesn’t mean it’s obvious. You’re actually very hard to read. The only person who can tell how you’re really feeling is me.

			She said, “You don’t scare me.”

			Miles placed the invitation down on the workbench and stepped close to her. His lips grazed the top of her head. “So you’ve thought about it?”

			Her heart lurched up to her throat, lodged itself there in her neck. Sure, she’d thought about it. Occasionally, she’d thought about it. Maybe more than occasionally. She could think about it again, right now. What it would be like, to be together-together. To keep a toothbrush in this workshop for the nights she’d surely spend here. To see him first thing in the morning, his green eyes bleary, the creases from his pillowcase stenciled on his cheek. To go around telling everyone the fantastic, otherworldly story of how they met: We were at a bar in 1937. To sit next to him at family dinner, to feel his hand squeezing her thigh whenever her mom steered the conversation into the latest in conspiratorial non-logic, to be assured he understood. To be asked all those anodyne questions about her days and nights: how she’d slept, how was work, had she eaten. To dream up some intertwined future, give her structureless tomorrows a shared scaffolding to build upon.

			Would they do any of these things? Was that really what this was? Was he picturing this too? All those quiet afternoons in this workshop—had he been waiting for her to think what he was thinking? Did he know that her feelings were like pool balls in their tight triangle, and his question was the cue that broke them apart, sending them spinning every which way?

			When she looked up at him again he had a triumphant smile on, as if he could tell the rest of this conversation would be mere courtesy.

			“I have no idea how to do this,” she said.

			He laughed and rubbed his hands up and down her arms. “Three months ago you didn’t know how to time travel. I’m sure you can figure this out.”

			“It’s so fucked-up of you to ask me to do that. I already have a really stressful job.”

			He kissed her forehead. “Please forgive me.”

			“I will not.”

			“But you’ll go to this party with me?”

			“I’m going anyway!”

			“But will you go with me?” He held her right up against him and she nodded, her face pressed against his chest. She felt the compass between their bodies, solid and warm, pointing in some impossible direction.
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			I See What This Is

			Retro staffers had off the day of the holiday party. It was Christmas Eve. Ash slept in and lounged around her apartment, feeling slinky and content in her silk pajamas, smoking cigarettes and listening to records.

			Her phone rang—her landline—and she picked up. It was Jane, calling from the office.

			“I wanted to get in early,” Jane said. “Wares is going to be a madhouse later. I should have told you so we could get ready together.”

			Ash was too pleased with her leisurely morning to wish she’d hustled to the office to beat the party crowds. “It’s fine. I’m meeting Miles later anyway.”

			Jane responded with a ’90s-sitcom-studio-audience oooOOO ooooo!

			Ash let out an involuntary groan. “Don’t make me wish I hadn’t told you.”

			“It’s very couple-like of you two.”

			“That’s what we’re going for.”

			“Already using the first-person plural. Someone’s becoming an optimist.”

			“I’ll find you at the fair.”

			“Good, because we have to make our New Year’s resolutions together.” Jane had explained to Ash her elaborate ritual around resolution-making—something about speaking your desires into the universe so the world could rise to meet your intention—and had given her the assignment of coming up with a resolution by the day of the party, a task Ash had yet to complete.

			“You have to have one,” Jane said, before Ash could argue. “If you don’t, it’s like you’re giving up on the year before it even starts.”

			“I never thought about it that way,” Ash said.

			“I’m going to write more. That’s mine. A poem a week.”

			“Ambitious.”

			“And you should make your movie! The one you wrote with your friend.”

			Ash had forgotten that she’d mentioned True Believers to Jane. She’d blurted it out in some fit of euphoria after a night out at Chasm. For the whole Conveyor ride back to the present, Ash had drunkenly rambled on about the late nights she and Pebbles had devoted to hammering out new drafts, and how the director Ash had worshiped all her life had heard all about it, had recognized her from a play and wanted to take a meeting.

			Now, humbled by daylight and sobriety, Ash said, “I didn’t mean to make it out like that was some sure thing.”

			“Well, it’s never a sure thing, is it?”

			“That’s the worst part. They give you almost nothing to go on, and you take their nothing, and in your mind, you turn it into a something, and then when it turns out to be nothing, you feel like…” She let her words hang in midair.

			“You don’t know, though,” Jane said. “It could be something.”

			“Usually it’s nothing.”

			“But sometimes it’s something.”

			“Not for me.”

			“Not yet.”

			“I just don’t know if I have it in me.”

			“Have what in you?”

			What could she say that would make it make sense? Even for Ash—someone whose entire livelihood, in theory, would require her to do exactly this: to build new characters with fully fleshed-out histories and futures—how totally exhausting it was, to keep imagining new lives for herself! To craft a detailed, elaborate fantasy around each opportunity, only to have these delicate visions dissolve like mist when she didn’t get the part, when there wasn’t even a part to get. And then to find herself in the embarrassing position of grieving a thing that never existed and that she felt so stupid for having believed in at all, even only within the clandestine walls of her own skull. No one seemed to understand how much it hurt to live like this: to repeatedly have her hopes dashed against reality’s rocks, to have to come up with some new thing to get invested in only to have that new thing be snatched away or never even arrive, over and over and over again. Ash threw what felt like a thousand funerals in her brain for all the futures she never had.

			Ash said, “Hope, I guess.” She felt a little pathetic, hearing it out loud.

			“Maybe you don’t,” said Jane. “But isn’t it worth finding out?”

			

			
				
				[image: ] [image: ] [image: ]

			Ash picked up the phone to call Pebbles, put it down, and smoked another cigarette. She repeated this choreography two more times. It was dark outside—nearly time for her to leave for the office so she could get through Wares and catch the last Conveyor to the party—when she tapped Pebbles’s name and let the call go through.

			Without preamble, she said, “I want my birthday present. You were right. I want to meet him.”

			“Want to meet who?”

			“You know who!” Ash said. She shouted the director’s name like she was a cheerleader at a pep rally.

			Pebbles laughed. “Of course you do.”

			“I know I said I’d think it over or that work was crazy. I don’t know why I said that. I mean, I do know why I said that.” Ash was pacing around her couch, fingers dancing across its plush velvet surface. “I felt like you were just making me this pity offer that I didn’t deserve. But you wouldn’t do that. I don’t know why I let myself believe that you would do that. I was just—it’s fucking stupid. I’ll send you the latest True Believers draft right now.”

			“Hang on,” said Pebbles.

			“Tell me where to be and when to be there. If you thought I was punctual before I became a Time Travel Agent, let me tell you. You could set your watch to me now.”

			“I—”

			“And I know it’s just a social meeting. I know it’s not anything that it’s not.”

			“Ash,” she said. “Slow down.”

			“I’m breathing, okay? Just like you told me to.”

			“Are you…okay?”

			“Pebbles, come on.”

			“Pebbles! Wow.”

			“Wow what?”

			“It’s just…” She trailed off, as if distracted by a daydream. “No one’s called me that in ages.”

			“I know,” Ash said. “No one calls you that but me.”

			“Right, and you haven’t called me in forever.”

			Ash thought of all the missed calls she’d meant to return, the texts she’d left unread, the twisted ego boost she got from being so unavailable. Ash’s only recent message to Pebbles had been a quick, ecstatic text after making things official with Miles—a text that, Ash winced to recall, did not even bother with a perfunctory question about how Pebbles was doing. “I know, I’m sorry. I miss you. You know I miss you, don’t you?”

			“Okay.” Pebbles’s voice went tight and formal. “I see what this is. I’m a little disappointed, but I guess I’m not surprised.”

			“Disappointed?”

			“I’d love to play catch-up some other time, but I have a pretty full day. I’m shooting the sequel to the—well, I don’t have to tell you. I’m sure you know all about it.”

			“Yeah, I know. You’re in Croatia still, until after the New Year. And then you’re going back to Vancouver, I think, or Alberta, or some Canadian tax-benefit place where the landscape looks sufficiently medieval-generic.”

			“You’ve really got those details down.”

			“Why wouldn’t I?”

			“You know, you’re not the first person from my past to pop back up in my life after Nighthawk. You are the first one to demand an introduction like that without even saying ‘hi’ or ‘how are you.’ And to practically admit to stalking me. Quite the one-two punch after all that radio silence.”

			“Stalking you? What are you talking about?”

			“Ash, I haven’t heard from you in years.”

			The space behind Ash’s knees went hollow. She didn’t realize she had fallen on the floor until she felt a soreness on her kneecaps. She rubbed the bruising place with her thumb.

			“That’s…that’s impossible.”

			“Not since graduation, in fact.”

			Ash’s fingers clawed uselessly at the floor, its smooth, hardwood surface. It was so clean. Ash had never cleaned it. Did someone come in here while she was at work? Without telling her? Who else had a key to her apartment? She’d never asked. “That can’t be true,” she said.

			“It would be a strange thing for me to lie about, now wouldn’t it?”

			“Look, I know I haven’t always been the best long-distance friend. And lately it’s been insane because of my weird job where I’m in another century a lot of the time.”

			“Another century? Last I heard, you were waiting tables.”

			“I work at—whatever, it’s not important. What matters is that we’re still close.” She felt her stomach seize like she was going to throw up. “I thought we were still really close.”

			“Well,” Pebbles said. “We were.”

			“You’re my best friend.”

			Ash could hear a small sniffle from the other end of the line. That Pebbles could cry so openly, whenever she felt like it, was something Ash had always envied about her. Ash bit down on her fist and pretzeled her body into a tight knot on the floor, waiting for Pebbles to come back to her.

			“I thought that for a long time. Like, a really long time.” Pebbles’s voice was raspy with almost-tears. “I don’t know what happened. I tried to keep in touch. It’s like you fell off the face of the earth.”

			Ash hugged herself as if to hold her sobs inside her chest, her hands clenching her arms. Beneath her palm she felt the ridge of her scar. The backbone of her butterfly. Her continuity error.

			She heard herself say: No no no no no no no no no no no.

			She was still pleading when Pebbles hung up the phone.
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			Whatever Became of Her

			Ash crawled to the closet where she’d stashed her suitcase and unearthed her laptop from its guts. She opened a tab and started to search but her hands froze above the keys. What could she even ask? She resorted to the Neanderthal diction that suited search engines best: Retro +memory loss +friend forgot me +help? The search results were incoherent. Every link she clicked went nowhere, to pages of nothing, the screen as blank as if someone had bleached it.

			She clutched her phone and looked through her own photos from Retro, scanning for a sign. Her eyes caught on an image from the first guest trip she’d led with Luca, from Brianna’s bachelorette. Ash felt something cold and hard settle in her stomach: The influencer maid. The letter from Celeste’s firm. Whatever became of her? Luca had taken care of it. Ash couldn’t even remember her real name. She’d been busy with—what, exactly? The next trip? Seeing Frank? Wyatt’s warning rang through her ears: Someone wants you to be paying attention to one thing so you don’t pay attention to something else.

			Still in her pajamas, Ash grabbed her Pastport and sprinted down the stairs. Everyone who could help her was already at the office, or in St. Louis, in 1904. Except there was Eugene: sturdy and stalwart at the desk, humming to himself. Eugene, who always had some reassuring thing to say that made her feel better. Eugene, who knew everything.

			“Good afternoon, sleeping beauty! Somebody knows how to make the most of a day off.”

			“Eugene. Something’s wrong.” Ash gasped the words out, nearly breathless. “I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

			“Is this about your continuity error?” Eugene gave her his warmest smile. “I thought we’d already settled that. It’s nothing to worry about.”

			“I’m not…my best friend…she says we haven’t talked but we have, we do, we talk all the time. It’s the trips, or it’s what the trips are doing to me, or something in the Clinic. It’s like I’m—”

			“The holidays are such a stressful time, aren’t they? But you’ll sort it out.” Eugene nodded as if he understood, deeply, what she was trying to say, though Ash had never felt less understood by anyone in her life.

			“No, you’re not hearing me.” Ash lunged across the desk to grab his hands. “You’re—”

			Static electricity sparked in her fingertips and shocked her all the way to her shoulders. She looked down at Eugene’s hands, clasped in hers, but his were fuzzy and rainbow and shaking hard, like the picture on a damaged VHS tape. “Eugene?” she said, her voice a whimper, and she reached up to touch his face, but it wasn’t his face anymore. His eyes kept changing color, his pupils dilating and dissolving, his nose elongating and widening and then shrinking back and vanishing altogether, revealing the gaping nasal aperture of his skull.

			She tried to hold him by the shoulders and his whole body seized and glitched, flashing in different colors, going out of focus, and through it all his voice came out, untroubled and full of joy but too high, far too high, like a cartoon, a cassette on rewind: “You’d better get a move on or you’ll miss the party!”
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			As Soon as This Ride Is Over

			“There you are, dollface.”

			Miles emerged from the crowd, in a suit and coat and felt derby hat, and gallantly looped Ash’s arm through his. “I was starting to think you’d stood me up.”

			As if in a fugue state, Ash had fled her apartment, rushed through Wares, and caught the last Heartland Star to the party. The Conveyor shuddered as though it were coming apart as it dragged her across a winding spacetime strip. Around her, party stragglers were giddy and gossipy en route to the festivities; meanwhile Ash felt like her déjà-encore headache had arrived before she’d even left the present, like her brain was being ripped, crumpled, and stomped on. She felt trapped by everything, by the safety restraint and the bleating lights; she wanted to tear off her Wares attire with her teeth. Ruffles of lace exploded in tiers from her sleeves and bodice, and everything was too constricting, too hot against her body, clenching her wrists, binding her waist, her collar high around her neck like a chokehold.

			She started to speak, trying to explain, but her voice was swallowed up by the noise of the fair as Miles pulled her by the hand through the line to the Ferris wheel. He darted forward and claimed the last open spots at the end of a row before the door swung shut behind them.

			The wheel was lit by three thousand Edison bulbs, the very same lights Ash knew would eventually grace the patios of every try-hard Brooklyn bar and the rafters at every barn-house wedding and would, one day, be so ordinary as to become cliché and time-stamp all the events illuminated by them. She felt a little crackling along her hairline, a warning that her déjà encore would only get worse.

			“Isn’t it something?” Miles asked, making a grand sweep of his arm at the view, and then he saw her face and sat down. “What’s wrong?”

			Now that she could finally be heard, she wasn’t sure where to begin, what she could say that would make the scale of her crisis clear. “It’s Pebbles. She doesn’t know me anymore.”

			“What pebbles?” he asked, and she could hear the lowercase p in his voice and cursed herself for not telling him about Pebbles sooner, before everything started coming apart. She wished she were somewhere else, somewhere private, so she could cry out as she had not wailed since childhood. She had no one to blame for his ignorance but herself and yet part of her hated him for it. She looked down at the fair from above, the ground getting farther and farther away from her, all its straight lines going wavy through the tears she did not bother trying to suppress.

			“Not what.” Her voice fought its way out of her mouth. She wiped her eyes dry with the back of her hand. “Who. Who is Pebbles.”

			“That’s right, of course,” he said, gentle and contrite, as if the mistake was all his. “Who is Pebbles?”

			How could Ash explain her? She met her and wanted to be her and her life from before she met her felt like it had all been rehearsal, a warm-up to their friendship. She could picture Pebbles so clearly in her mind. But for how long? Would Pebbles vanish from Ash’s memory as Ash was disappearing from hers? Ash concentrated hard on the image of her friend she knew as well as her own reflection. Her auburn curls in that pile on top of her head, loose strands squiggling down her back and into her eyes. Her hand over Ash’s heart and navel, her velvety voice saying, breathe in, breathe out. Radiant, indomitable Pebbles, who could sing, really sing, who sang all the time, and when they were roommates, this drove Ash insane, until Pebbles moved away, and then Ash hated the silence. Pebbles, who was as committed to Ash’s dreams as to her own. Pebbles, only Pebbles, who came over after the audition that wasn’t and didn’t ask any questions or make Ash do or say anything at all; she just sat on the bathroom floor while Ash lay there, ice-cold and dead inside like some knocked-over mannequin, moving only to trace the tile grout with her finger and choke on her rising sobs. Pebbles, the skeleton key who unlocked everything.

			“She’s my best friend,” was all Ash could say. The pain was suddenly immense, all-consuming. Like someone had poured lighter fluid through the ridges of her brain and dropped a lit match in her head.

			“And she doesn’t know who you are?”

			“No, she does.” Ash tried to steady her breath so she could get a real sentence out. She focused on the view. The city was a speck beneath her feet. “But she thinks we haven’t spoken since college. But that’s—I talk to her all the time. I mean, I did. Before I started working here. I talked to her more than anybody else. I told her things…” She swallowed hard. “I told her everything.”

			Miles leaned closer to her and lowered his voice. “Look. We can fix this, but you have to tell me everything. Can you do that?”

			“What do you mean, you can fix it?”

			“I’m the Preservation Department. This is what I do.”

			She thought: I still don’t really know what it is you do. But a twinge of hope pushed through.

			He held her face in both his hands. “Think for me. Has anything else been off? Anyone else you know forgetting things about you?”

			Ash felt the clouds of a déjà-encore episode gathering between her ears, behind her eyes. She bent all the way forward until her head was between her knees. She scoured through her past, into the future, for other glitches, but it was impossible for her to find them from here, to see beyond her panic about Pebbles. She was afraid that if she tried too hard to recall what Miles was asking her to remember, she would lose consciousness again, like she had in ’52. To pull herself back from that brink she tried, for a minute, to follow Gabrielle’s instructions and stay present.

			She was in St. Louis. She was in 1904. She was on the Ferris wheel. She was nearly three hundred feet in the air. She remembered—she must have already known—that this wheel wouldn’t be here for long. Two years after the fair closed, it would be dynamited to scrap, its axle buried somewhere on the grounds beneath her, or so the rumor went. How something so massive could be misplaced, its final home a mystery, was unfathomable to her, and yet it was the truth. She’d learned about it in school, a tidbit of trivia in one of those Did you know? boxes sprinkled throughout her history textbook. It would be slow, the demolition; the wheel would not topple to the side but instead crumple from above, like a man falling to his knees. All this iron and steel brought to heel as soon as people grew bored of its splendor.

			The passenger cars could hold up to forty people. Ash was surrounded now, as she often was on these trips, by people who would not survive to see the year of her birth, people whose paths she was never meant to cross. Presuming she was meant to do anything at all, surely she wasn’t meant to do this, to be here. Everything around her that felt permanent was fleeting; all that seemed resilient was fragile. This fair was a fantasy of the future built by people who would die before the future ever arrived. In fact, some would not survive the fair itself. Nine of the people who’d built this attraction had been killed by its construction.

			Ash staggered over to the window of the car and pressed her forehead against the glass. Miles came up behind her as the wheel turned and turned, bringing them closer to the earth, then up and away once more.

			“My mom,” she said with sudden clarity. “My mom forgot when I was born.” She breathed against the pane and her clear view of the fair became a haze. “Or maybe I’m not born then anymore. I don’t know how it works.”

			Miles rested his chin on her shoulder and spoke softly in her ear. “Let’s get out of here.”

			“That’s what you always say.”

			She wondered what the other riders thought they were talking about. If it looked to all these strangers like they were just some smitten couple, whispering sweet nothings back and forth, flirting as they rode in circles through the night air. Even with Miles touching her, Ash felt adrift, alone. How could she be so stupid? How could she ignore all the warnings? Everything about Retro was a bad sign. The whole operation, what were they thinking? Bounding through the past, careless as children, leaving footprints in its fresh snow.

			“As soon as this ride is over,” he said.

			She watched the fair recede as they scaled the sky again. “We’ll go back home.”

			He shook his head. “The next present-bound train doesn’t leave until the morning.”

			“Right, shit,” she said. “The Embassy?”

			“Everyone will be staying there tonight. Including Ro.”

			“So?” She no longer cared about losing her job. But it dawned on her that firing her was the least of what Ro might do if he found out her brain and body bore evidence that time travel wasn’t as harmless as he’d claimed, that she was a witness to what he must have gone to extraordinary lengths to keep hidden. “Where does that leave us?”

			Miles brought his hand to her cheek and turned her face to his. “We’ll catch the next past-bound train to whenever it goes.”

			“And then what?”

			“And then we’ll be somewhere safe where we can start solving this.”

			Their car on the wheel reached the apex again. “Are you sure?” she asked, but then he was kissing her, and she closed her eyes, and the screaming in her skull softened to a gentle hum.
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			The Circus

			At the next stop on the Heartland Star, it was 1845, and the circus was in town.

			Ash smelled it before she saw it: The hordes of sweaty, painted bodies; the burnt-sugar scent of the cotton candy, laced with a pungent animal odor; hot popcorn and manure. The performers were parading through the streets, perched atop horses and elephants. Contortionists bent in impossible shapes. Clowns made exaggerated faces of agony and ecstasy. The jangling music announcing the affair, rousing the already excitable crowds, sounded ominous to Ash, a haunted, minor-key melody. Though for all she knew, the streets could be empty and silent, these visions could be hers and hers alone; she had stopped asking herself what was real and what wasn’t. She wasn’t even sure if she existed anymore, or if she was real to anyone, even to herself.

			The Embassy was an unassuming hotel just off a main drag, with a small desk at the entrance and four rooms upstairs. The whole place was empty. Everyone from Retro was in 1904. Ash and Miles walked into the room at the end of the hall.

			Ash sat on the edge of the bed, relieved for the relative quiet of the room, away from the madness of the fair, the mania of the circus. She sensed that her anguish over Pebbles, her effort to keep her friend in her mind, was a strain her body could not endure. She tried to focus, instead, on what was right in front of her.

			“What did you do before Retro?” she asked. Somehow this had never come up. Incredible what never came up, what questions Ash didn’t ask, everything she avoided so she wouldn’t run the risk of stumbling on something she didn’t want to know.

			Miles took her coat from her shoulders and removed his own. He hung them inside the closet. “What do you think I did?”

			Her brain felt too big for her body. She wished she could reach inside her ears with her fingers and press it until it popped, like a throbbing pimple. “You want me to guess?”

			“I’m curious what kind of impression I make. It’s hard to tell how other people see you.”

			She thought about that night at the bar, in 1937. His eyes on her, then away from her—but away on purpose, an aversion so deliberate it felt even more like looking at her than if he’d actually been looking at her. “You make a strong impression. You made me think about you. When you weren’t around, I still thought about you.”

			“Is that so?” He was teasing her, but she was tired of being teased. She had never been so tired.

			“You were thinking about me too.” She had ignored this instinct for months but there was no need to deny it now. The way you could feel when someone was watching you from the other side of the room—she could feel him thinking about her from his workshop in the basement, from behind the cherrywood door, its arrowhead pointing down to the deep dark guts of Retro.

			He nodded, as if on trial. “That’s true. I’ve been thinking about you for a long time.”

			Her mind was writhing beneath the bone. The clear lines that connected each thought to the next were smudged, a fresh pencil line smeared under the heel of her hand. She let her chin fall against her chest.

			“It hurts,” she said, as if articulating this would make any difference at all. “It hurts so much.”

			When she looked up again Miles was standing over her. He said, “Show me where.”

			She put her fingers to her temples and said here, and he kissed her in both places, and then she pointed to the nooks beneath her ears and said here, and he kissed her there, too, and again, and again, and again, and finally she pointed to her mouth.

			A distant part of her remembered someone saying Retro is all about transportation, real transportation. She gave herself over to the feeling, warm lips against hers, the latticework he made of his hands in her hair, his graceful fingers weaving through the strands. He undid the buttons that ran along her spine like a long strand of pearls and she felt inordinate relief as he freed her from her dress, peeling the fabric from her body.

			Are you someone who struggles to be present?

			She couldn’t think, but there was nothing to think about. She let pleasure take over to make the pain recede. She let herself be carried away.
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			In the morning she woke up to Miles stroking his fingers across her forehead, cool water over the flames inside her mind. The pain had dulled somewhat, though she feared she could rouse it again with one wrong move, one stray thought.

			“Here’s what we’re going to do,” he said, and already she felt calmer: He had hatched a plan while she’d been sleeping. The Preservation Department at work. “You’re going to take a walk, get some air. It’ll help your body adjust to the Destination and make your déjà encore feel better. I’ll go downstairs and rustle up some coffee. And when you get back, we’ll figure this whole thing out.”

			

			—

			The detritus from the circus still littered the streets, shreds of tissue paper and ticket stubs and smushed, half-exploded popcorn kernels. The air was dense with clouds. Ash walked delicately, as if she were some fragile object who would crack if her steps were too swift. What started as a fine mist grew to a steady drizzle, then rain.

			Ash ducked into a shop. It was a general store. She slowly prowled the aisles, running her fingers along the goods, the shelves stocked with boxes of soap, spools of thread, twenty-five-cent cigars. Metal tins for the sugar, barrels of vinegar and molasses, hundred-pound bags of fine salt, drums of kerosene. Sacks of coffee beans sat beside a red mill with an oversize wheel like on a pirate ship.

			She heard a clattering sound and felt a gentle bump against her pinky toe. She knelt down to investigate. It was a small glass ball: purple, with a golden core.

			She looked down the aisle, where it must have rolled from, and up to the raised dais at the center of the store. On the counter was an enormous fishbowl full of spheres just like it, amethyst with sparkling centers.

			She pulled her compass away from her chest and held it in one hand, the marble from the floor in the other. They were identical.

			“You want to buy it?” The storekeeper, thumbs hooked around his suspenders, nodded at the bowl of marbles. He gestured toward the sign beside them: Five Cents. “Kids love them.”

			Ash’s heartbeat thudded in her ears. She dropped the loose marble from her hand. It hit the floor with a loud smack. Released from her grasp, her compass swung against her body. It felt hot against Ash’s chest, as if it could singe her skin.

			She yanked the chain from her neck, snapping the clasp in two, clenching the useless glass ball in her fist. She wanted to squeeze it so hard that it shattered. She wanted the shards to tear into her palm, to cut her open and bleed her dry. She backed out of the door and staggered into the street. It was a downpour now, sheets of rain pummeling the earth. She raced through the downtown, making a blur of her surroundings. The world went watercolor around her.

			When she got back to their room at the Embassy, she wrenched open the closet door, shoved her hands into her coat pockets, and pawed at their empty linings, grasping for what she already knew would no longer be there.

			Miles was gone. And so was her Pastport.
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			The Butterfly I Saw Today

			Ash bolted back down the stairs, the compass-that-wasn’t still heavy in her fist. Her clothes were soaked through, her sopping hair drenching her back.

			She climbed over the front desk and pushed aside papers and clutter until she found the Liftoff Gold mail slot. She grabbed one of the papers and flipped it to its blank side. A dip pen was waiting on the far side of the desk. She dove for it and the glass inkwell beside it. Her left hand was shaking so hard, she had to brace it by the wrist with her right to keep it steady enough to write.

			Dear Jane, she wrote. You wouldn’t believe the butterfly I saw today. She signed it so quickly her name was an indecipherable scribble, folded her letter, and shoved it through the mail slot, which glowed and chimed at its acceptance of the page. A small placard beside the slot read, in tiny letters: Things move pretty slow around here! Expect your letter to take at least a day to reach its Destination.

			Ash dropped her head into her hands and rested it against the desk, because maybe if she did that, when she lifted her head up again, she wouldn’t be here at all. Maybe the Time Travel Truthers were right and she had never left New York. Maybe she was in her godawful apartment, jamming her big toe against her Bankers Box, talking to Pebbles on the phone.

			When she lifted her head, she was still in the nineteenth century. But at least there was a bar across the street.
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			The Timeline Is Resilient

			The rain had stopped and the midday sun was so intense it felt like an affront to Ash’s sorrow. It took her eyes a minute to adjust to the dimness of the bar, and then another minute to register the man who was seated there, evidently awaiting her arrival.

			Ro rose as Ash approached. He was as finely dressed as she had ever seen him: in a tailored suit with a frock coat, trousers held at their proper height with suspenders, a cravat around his neck and a top hat in his hand. Dominique’s team had done up his teeth, and the result was so normal-looking—a radical departure from the smile Ash was used to seeing in Ro’s face—that it registered as bizarre. As she stepped closer to him, she saw he was wearing leather gloves, and in this Ash sensed some latent menacing quality, like he was trying to keep from getting his fingerprints on whatever was being done to her.

			He gestured toward a table at the back, away from the barkeep and the handful of patrons milling around. “Ashley,” he said. “Let me buy you a drink.”

			Her body fluttered with panic and outrage. She did not want to do what he wanted her to do. Then again, she had nowhere else to be, nothing else to do. She did not know another soul for miles, or decades, in any direction. Though it debased her to comply, she followed him to a corner table.

			Ro placed his hat on the table, then removed his gloves to run his fingers through his hair, shaking the life back into the flattened strands.

			“Miles sends his apologies,” he began.

			“Fuck him,” said Ash.

			The barkeep came by the table and Ro ordered whiskeys for the both of them. To Ash, Ro said, “I’m sure you want me to tell you what this is all about.”

			“I don’t want anything from you,” Ash said. “Except my Pastport.”

			“Now, that’s not fair. Don’t you want to know about the big announcement?” He paused as the barkeep set their glasses down. “Leave the bottle,” he said, then poured, filling both nearly to the brim. “I’ll be telling everybody at the all-staff next month, but I think you deserve a preview.”

			“Is this about the Tomorrow Train?” She could not imagine caring about anything less.

			“Oh no,” he said. “This is about you.”

			She wrapped her hands around her glass. “What about me?”

			“This is about the great experiment. And the experiment starts with you.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			He lifted his glass toward her in a toast. “You, Ashley, are proof of concept.”

			She found her eyes drifting down to the knot in his cravat, hiding where his Adam’s apple slid up and down his throat as he spoke and swallowed. He looked ridiculous, all wrong, in this absurd costume that was so clearly designed for someone else’s skin. How could no one else see this but her?

			“Proof of what concept?” she asked.

			“That the overwhelming majority of people could live anywhere, anytime. That the Timeline truly is resilient. That it doesn’t matter when we put you.” He smiled at her, the painted stains on his teeth the same honeyed brown as the whiskey in his glass. “It makes no difference at all.”

			“What do you mean, no difference?”

			“You’ve been working at Retro for months. You’ve been all over space and time. Look at the world! Anything seem all that different to you? All the lore around time travel would have you believe that our fates are fragile and intertwined. That all you need to do is step on a ladybug in 1776 and you’ll undo centuries of innovation, decimate an entire population. I always thought this myth was the height of human arrogance. ‘Every little thing we do affects every other thing.’ ” This last line he said in a nasal, whiny tone, apparently his best impression of an ordinary person.

			“It doesn’t?”

			“Most people’s lives are meaningless!” Ro said this with unbridled joy. “Yet most people are too self-absorbed, too proud, to accept this inviolable truth. But you and I aren’t like the others. We see things as they are.”

			Ash had not touched her whiskey but she felt drunk already, incapable of processing anything Ro was saying to her. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Ashley, do you know what our guests say to me when they get back from these transformative experiences Retro provides?”

			He waited for her to answer but she just shook her head.

			“They say: ‘I wish I could live there.’ ”

			Her mouth fell open. “Live there?”

			“Why should someone who had the unfortunate luck of being born too late be trapped in a place on the Timeline where they’re miserable, when we have the technology to deliver them from their woe and plant them somewhere they can thrive?”

			“You want to take people from the present,” Ash said, her words coming to her slowly, “and move them to the past? Like, indefinitely?”

			“The only thing stopping our guests from even attempting such a thing was the fear—this pedestrian, juvenile fear—that it would throw all the world into disarray and chaos.” Ro said this as if this were the silliest concern he could possibly think of. “But I knew that, with the right person, I could demonstrate that these anxieties were the stuff of fairy tales and nothing more. That humans vastly overestimate our capacity to effect change. As if mere mortals could grasp the Earth’s axis and tilt it in a new direction!”

			At the mention of the Earth and its axis Ash felt as if her own head had been stuck on a spike, that Ro had grabbed her by the ear and given her a violent spin. “Why are you telling me this?”

			“Don’t you see? You are that right person. You can show everyone what’s possible.”

			Dread spread through her body like black mold. “How?”

			“By staying here. Permanently.”

			By staying here. Here, in 1845. Here, nearly a century and a half before her own birth. Here, alone. He couldn’t mean it. She had misunderstood. She said, as if in a trance, “You can’t do that.”

			“Now, Ashley, you know how I feel about being told something can’t be done.” He was smiling, but mostly to himself, appraising her as if she were livestock.

			“But I don’t want to stay here,” she said, helpless as a child.

			“Ashley, this is a promotion. Anyone can be a Time Travel Agent. But you will be a Pioneer.”

			Ash edged her body closer to the wall, away from him. She stared at her hands. Flexed all her fingers. Maybe she was hallucinating. Maybe she’d been hallucinating for months. “Why are you doing this to me?”

			“Doing this to you? More like doing this for you! Ashley, this is what you wanted.”

			She pressed her spine into the wood behind her as if she could break through it and escape through the wall. Though of course on the other side of the wall it was still 1845. “I never wanted this.”

			“You said so yourself, right at the top of your Retro application: You wanted to go anytime before you were born, anywhere but where you were. When I read that, it was like a bolt of lightning to my brain. I knew you were the one I’d been waiting for.”

			Ash tried to remember what was going through her mind when she filled out her Retro questionnaire. It was so long ago, so long from now. That caving-in feeling in her head, the ache between her eyebrows, all the critical details escaping her. Her route to what she once knew—or had yet to learn?—slippery as slush, impassable.

			Ro plopped his chin in his hand, like a schoolgirl with a crush, and met her terror with a dreamy gaze. “You were a wonder. No preferences, no loyalties, no ties. No center of gravity. As if it would take nothing to pluck you from your life, because there was hardly any life from which to pluck you. You could have been carried away by a muscular gust of wind.”

			“I think that’s a bit of an exaggeration,” Ash said.

			“No job, of course.”

			“That’s not—I work here. I work for you!”

			“You don’t own a home, or even a car.”

			“There’s nothing wrong with renting,” she said. “And no one in New York owns a car.”

			“Unmarried, childless.”

			“There’s more to life than—”

			“You barely talk to your mother.”

			“Have you tried talking to my mother?”

			“And you haven’t spoken to your father in months.”

			“We’ve texted.”

			“Not even a pet.”

			“I have a plant. I have three plants.”

			“Your cacti? That you killed? Ashley, be serious.”

			“I think I was actually overwatering them,” she said. “Because I cared too much.”

			He nodded with mock solemnity. “Whatever you need to believe.”

			“You’re being very mean,” Ash said, though the word felt inadequate for the moment.

			“Mean?” He sat back, stung. “Ashley, I am here to help you realize your potential. To be a part of something greater than yourself. I’m only saying what you’ve already said.” As if reciting a psalm, he continued, “The universe is indifferent to your existence and has no investment in the outcome of your personal journey. You never happened to anyone and nothing ever happened to you.”

			Her throat tightened, cinched by an invisible hand. “I don’t remember saying that to anyone.”

			“You should know by now: I hear everything.”

			She felt a single drop of cold sweat slip from the nape of her neck to the small of her back. “If I could live anytime, why can’t I go home?”

			“Well, that’s the one place we can’t have you go,” he said, as if this were all an administrative hiccup that was stumping the both of them. “We have to put you somewhere else, to show our guests relocation can work.”

			“But I have a life.” She scrambled to explain what she’d always taken as self-evident and found she lacked any useful language for the task. “I have a real life and it’s not here, and I have to get back to it, and…and do all the things I was going to do.”

			“All the things? Name one thing.”

			“I’m…” Her mind went blank under the pressure of needing to produce unimpeachable evidence of her potential for influence. “I’m making a movie. I already wrote it. I mean, we wrote it, me and…anyway, someone who could make it wants to read it. They…” Her hope so humiliating to her own ears but she forged ahead. “They really believe in me.”

			Ro’s pupils were a shiny, depthless dark, like the glass eyes in a teddy bear. “I thought you closed the door on that part of your life. After—well, we don’t have to relive that, do we?”

			Ash wondered what was going to become of the man she hated. She hadn’t wanted to read about him before. Now she wished she’d followed his case more closely.

			With irritating prescience, Ro answered her unasked question. “What do you think happens to him? What always happens to men like him?”

			She stared hard at the table. “I don’t know.”

			“Don’t you? Really, Ashley. Don’t be naïve. Unless,” he said, and here he paused to sip his drink and when he spoke again his voice had lost its British affect entirely, and he sounded instead like an ordinary Midwesterner. Like Ash. “You really are the dumbest bitch who ever lived.”

			Ash stayed very still. As if she’d already seen it, like she had always known of its existence, she pictured in her mind a golden leather dossier with her name on it, filled with every text she’d ever sent. Everything she’d said to Pebbles and only Pebbles. She saw Ro leafing through its pages. Reading every line.

			“I changed my mind,” she said.

			“I will accept this outlandish premise for the sake of your argument,” he said. “Go on.”

			She struggled to regain her momentum. “Okay. So, what if I’m in this movie, and someone sees it, like, when they really need to. And then they’re different, in some way you’re not accounting for?”

			“Well, Ashley, that’s not exactly a Timeline-shifting incident, now is it?”

			“It could be.”

			“Your whole actor dream, Ashley, it’s beneath you! What were you doing before you came here—theatre? How many people even see plays anymore? Hardly seems like the medium to mold the minds of the masses.”

			Ash felt like she was back in college, arguing with engineers and econ majors and other assorted philistines over the merits of their respective, divergent academic paths. That they were all employed upon graduation, making more money in their entry-level jobs than Ash figured she’d ever earn in her life, was neither here nor there. There are more important things, she’d insisted at the time.

			“I wasn’t even talking about a play,” she said now. “I was talking about movies.”

			“Really? Film? That’s your big fantasy? To star in some straight-to-streaming drivel that’s designed to play in the background while your would-be audiences mindlessly scroll through their phones? Or do you want to be in a sequel of a remake, swallowed up by the machinery of some wrung-out intellectual property, your actual self barely visible beneath your prosthetics and whatever supersuit they slap on you? Are you yearning to go on some endless press tour where all you’ll do is answer vapid questions like whether your character or some other character would win in a fight? How absolutely riveting. How very crucial for us all.”

			Though Ash had once made similar arguments about the state of modern cinema, she resented Ro co-opting her case to wield it against her now. “Not all movies are like that,” she said.

			“Not yet,” he said. “Just wait.”

			“What if I were on a TV show?”

			He did not attempt to suppress his boredom. “And?”

			“That could matter, to someone.”

			“From a Timeline-preservation standpoint, it would be meaningless.”

			Ash felt some flare inside her flicker out and die. “I feel like it would mean something to me.”

			With neither warmth nor malice, he said, “You would think that.”

			Ash heard Pebbles’s voice inside her head: It’s like you fell off the face of the earth. “You’re wrong. You’re wrong about everything. Your mantra—the Timeline is resilient—it’s not. I know that it’s not.”

			“Do you?” He seemed invigorated by this new challenge.

			“I’m…I’m disappearing. From my life, I mean. My mom, my best friend. They’re forgetting things about me. Not just forgetting. Our time together, it’s…coming undone.”

			“Ashley, keep up! It’s the Timeline that’s resilient. Capital T. Nobody ever said anything about your timeline.” Ro gripped the edge of the table with his hands and shook it back and forth, making whiskey slosh over the rim of Ash’s untouched glass. “Think about an earthquake. A small one, low on the Richter. It rattles the shelves. The picture frames fall off the walls. Plants topple, their pots crack, soil spills everywhere. But the house stays standing. Every trip across spacetime is an earthquake. When we say ‘the Timeline is resilient,’ we’re talking about the house.”

			Her mind was being pulverized, all the tissue turning to pulp. “Okay, so what’s the house?”

			“The house is the Confederacy surrendering at Appomattox. The house is the second plane hitting the South Tower at 9:03 a.m. The house is FDR serving four terms, Apollo 11 landing on the moon, Washington crossing the Delaware on Christmas morning.”

			Ash imagined this strange, impossible home: a foundation made of presidents, walls of flame and gunpowder, a rooftop lined with lunar dust. “So that makes me…a door? A windowpane?”

			“In the grand scheme of spacetime? You are a trinket.”

			Ash remembered joking about her scar, down in Preservation, after her new-hire happy hour. So you’re saying I don’t matter? She reached for her whiskey. “On second thought, I do want to talk to Miles.”

			“Oh, you’ll never see Miles again,” said Ro. “Can’t risk another Molly the Moll incident.”

			Ash had brought the glass almost to her lips. Now she set it down. “What did you just say?”

			“I really thought enough time had passed for her memory to be wiped clean, but boy, did she remember Miles. And not fondly!” Ro chortled and rubbed his jaw with the L between his thumb and his index finger. “It was a gamble, going back there for your new-hire happy hour. But I’m a gambling man. To think she would’ve killed him if that lout hadn’t stumbled into the path of her bullet.”

			Ash could see the body falling in front of her as if he were in the bar now, all his limbs twitching, blood gurgling out his lips. “The man she killed. He was just…he wasn’t…he was a…”

			“Just some guy, Ashley. No one for you to worry about! You’ve got enough on your plate as it is.”

			“He was killed for nothing?” His mouth an open O like a baited fish. His blood a lake around his body.

			“He died for progress,” said Ro. “He was a completely ordinary man who would accomplish nothing of note. Now he has a legacy. He’s part of the grandest experiment America has ever known. And so are you.”

			Ash closed her eyes and pictured the front page of the newspaper from Frank’s, its headline sentencing the shooter to her fate. “They threw Molly in an institution. They’ll lobotomize her. She could’ve gotten the electric chair.”

			Ro clamped his hands down on Ash’s shoulders so hard she winced. “On our way to the world we want, we make sacrifices. Molly’s placement didn’t take the way we hoped it would. You can only imagine my disappointment. Miles was a wreck about it. And he feels just terrible today. But he believes in the work we’re doing, and I know deep down, you do too.”

			Ash studied Ro as if she were seeing him for the first time. Words took their time worming their way from her mind to her mouth. “How could you?”

			Ro clenched his hands into fists and pressed them into the tabletop as if he could knead its surface like dough. “I thought you understood me.”

			“What on earth would give you that idea?”

			He did not seem to hear her. “Do you know how rare that is? To meet some unrelated person and feel like they really get you?”

			Quickly Ash did the arithmetic in her head: Pebbles wouldn’t be born for more than a hundred years. Impossible for their paths to ever cross from here, for Ash to try to repair what her travels had undone. Uttering this aloud would do her in.

			“I thought you knew,” Ro said.

			“That you were launching a secret relocation program?”

			He beamed. “It’s called the Good Old Days Project.”

			Ash puzzled over that for a second. Then, with unveiled disdain: “You’re calling it the God Project?”

			“It felt appropriate, seeing as I am the Creator.”

			“Jesus Christ.”

			“Well, no,” said Ro. “He never did anything like this.”

			“You must be joking,” she said, more of a plea than an accusation.

			“It has a certain poetry to it.”

			Ash wished Jane were here. “Spoken like someone who doesn’t read poetry.”

			“What I thought you knew—that you’d known all along—was that nothing you do really matters. You’ve been living like someone who has known this for years! Filling your days with a job you knew was pointless. Abandoning your passion. Drifting away from your loved ones. Failing to invest in anything or anyone at all, including yourself. I didn’t think you’d take it this hard. I thought you’d be delighted. I was under the impression there was nothing in your life before Retro you had any desire to get back to. Isn’t that what you said?”

			“I don’t think…” Ash started. She could still hear how Pebbles sounded during their last call, the protective buffer around her voice, keeping Ash at arm’s length. “This isn’t what I meant.”

			“Now, now,” said Ro. “Let’s drink to your new, extraordinary adventure.”

			Ash nodded dully at the table and downed her drink in a single swallow. Galaxies of pain were exploding behind her eyeballs. “What am I supposed to do now?” She wasn’t really asking him, but there was no one else to ask.

			With a mischievous twist to his lips, he said, “A woman in your situation would probably think about settling down.”

			Ash dragged her eyes over the room and assessed her prospects. They all looked old, older than she was, though they surely looked older than they were, their mouths sour with rotting teeth. There was something animal and uneasy in the way they met her stare. Ash felt a yearning in her gut she hadn’t known since childhood, a sorrow swimming inside her. She searched for the word and felt winded when it arrived: homesick.

			“I’m not sure anyone here is really my type.” Her voice was hollow.

			“Settling down,” Ro repeated, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Starting a family.”

			Hard for Ash to remember, just now, the statistics on women dying in childbirth in the mid-nineteenth century; her best guess, under duress, was not particularly heartening. She hugged her elbows across her chest and tried to concentrate on breathing. She felt an objection rise up in her, from some future-past place. “I’m actually good with the family I already have.”

			“You know, I’m almost jealous of you, thinking about what awaits you here. A simple life. Romantic, isn’t it? So much more straightforward, so much purer, than what you had in the present.” Ro raked a hand through his hair. “Of course, it will be different from how you imagined your life would be, but that’s what is so fantastic about it. I know it’s hard for you to recall this now, but Ashley, you never liked any of the paths you saw for yourself in the future. They filled you with dread. And you were right. You don’t even know how right you were. I’ve been to the future. Let me tell you: It’s nothing like you want it to be. Not even a little bit.”

			A molten roiling inside her head, her skull doing a somersault. “I thought we weren’t allowed to go to the future.”

			He gave her a look that said, in essence, You moron. “You aren’t allowed to go to the future.”

			“Oh,” she said.

			“Trust me: The future is just a black hole, swallowing and crushing everything. You think the present is bad? You can’t fathom where the future is taking us. I can tell you think I’m being hyperbolic for effect. But believe me when I tell you, the future…” He drew his shoulders to his ears and shivered with disgust. “It’s a cesspool of violence and disease. It’s like something out of the Old Testament. Flood, sickness, fire, war. And it’s so loud there. And crowded. And hot.”

			Ash tried to speak again, but the words refused to assemble. The pain in her head was debilitating. She felt like a fistfight was taking place behind her forehead, her brain slamming up against the bone.

			“You’ll feel better once you let all of this go,” he said. “Don’t you see? It’s the holding on that hurts you.”

			“The holding on,” Ash repeated, very softly, because the sound of her voice inside her own ears was a siren wail.

			“You think déjà encore is an inevitable side effect of time travel? Why don’t all travelers experience it at the same rate? No, déjà encore is the toll of remembering. It is your mind fighting with your body. Your mind says, I remember 2003. And your body says, 2003 is one hundred and fifty-eight years in the future. Stop trying to be in two places at once. You can’t keep the present with you, here in the past.”

			He moved closer to her, his breath warm on her face. “Haven’t you noticed you feel better on these trips when you really give yourself over to the journey? When you release all that has yet to come—what your brain will insist has already happened—and live solely in the moment?”

			She could hear nothing, nothing, nothing over the klaxon blaring in her head.

			Quietly, she said, “If I do that, I’ll forget who I am.”

			“You’ll forget who you were,” Ro said, his voice booming. “You’ll get to start over. You’ll be a whole new you.”

			She pressed the heels of her hands into her eye sockets. “But what about the old me?”

			A stench hovered in the air, of whiskey and sweat and horse manure, that made it hard for her to swallow. The floor was rising up and the ceiling sinking down, she couldn’t get enough air in her lungs, she couldn’t move or breathe.

			“Oh, Ashley.” Ro placed his palm on her head, as if bestowing a blessing. “What about her?”
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			New in Town

			For a moment the next morning, while Ash still drowsily clung to sleep, the harrowing events of the previous day felt too preposterous to be real. Miles’s abandonment, Ro’s death sentence, Pebbles’s cold dismissal: surely all fiction spun by her subconscious, no more yielding than a dream. But then she woke up.

			She had never known terror like this. Panic struck her like a sucker punch, immobilizing her, making her feel like the walls of this dingy, dark room were inching ever closer to her bed. She was more alone than she had ever been—alone in a way she had not thought possible. She remembered Miles’s voice: I’d say the lion’s share of things that happen at Retro “shouldn’t be possible.” She wanted to puke and scream and sob, punch holes in the walls, yank the wood planks from the floors.

			Instead she forced herself to breathe steadily, to assemble her new reality piece by piece, asking herself straightforward questions as if she were a detective trying to get to the bottom of the mystery of her life: Where am I? How did I get here? The answers made her limbs go heavy with horror. Concrete in her bones where the marrow ought to be. She’d drunk herself to sleep the evening before and recalled now that part of her had been hoping to die in the night. The pain in her body and spirit assured her that she was very much alive. Another disappointment, on top of everything. This all before she’d gotten out of bed.

			She dragged herself downstairs and found a Liftoff Gold envelope on the desk. She tore open the flap and dumped out its contents. At the top of the pile was a pamphlet:

			Congratulations! You have been selected by Retro Creator and Founder Ro Temple to be a Pioneer in the Good Old Days Project. Welcome to your New Now™: 1845.

			You couldn’t have landed in a more thrilling time. America is on the verge of its glorious westward expansion. This year marks the birth of “manifest destiny” as a national ideology—a beautiful parallel with Retro’s advancement across the spacetime continuum. Florida just became a state and we’re about to annex Texas. Next year there’s going to be a war with Mexico!

			We’ve included some reading materials to help you get situated, including a map of the area and the latest issues of The Dial and Godey’s Magazine and Lady’s Book (see enclosed magazines). You’ll find some wonderful advice in Godey’s on the page we’ve earmarked for you: “One essential requisite to health is cheerfulness of spirit, which we consider a moral virtue and easy of attainment by anyone who will in truth and sincerity try to cultivate it.” Inspiring! In The Dial you’ll see a fascinating treatise on the need for women’s equality, planting those seeds for suffrage—which women will secure in just seventy-five years!

			This might seem overwhelming at first, but we’re sure you’ll find your way. Soon your New Now™ will be the only now you know!

			FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

			 

			Where do I live?

			You are welcome to remain in the Embassy for one week—until after the present-day New Year, which is December 9 here in your New Now™—when Retro reopens for business, at which point you’ll need to vacate to make room for our explorers.

			Do I have any money?

			We’ve given you a little nest egg to get you started (see enclosed envelope). Might not seem like much, but you’ll be amazed at how far a dollar can go in this day and age. We trust you can take it from here!

			How do I communicate with people in the present?

			Retro does not support contact between Pioneers and the present, as this can interfere with your smooth assimilation into your New Now™. However, we have supplied you with a diary (see enclosed). We encourage you to document all your thoughts and feelings on this magnificent journey. After the conclusion of your Pioneer experience, this diary will be transmitted to the individual you listed as your emergency contact when you first joined Retro (or, should this no longer be possible, their next of kin).

			What complications can I expect my absence from the present to cause?

			Though the Timeline is resilient, you may have noticed that your timeline is less so. Your trips to the past have altered your timeline, which is why you’ve experienced continuity errors and certain inconsistencies—what we call “temporal abnormalities”—with people from the present. While you may still remember things as they were before your travels, your travels retroactively changed the trajectory of your life. Isn’t that incredible?

			As you integrate into your New Now™, your former contemporaries will be adjusting to your removal from their timelines. Rest assured that you are not leaving your loved ones to a life of grief and torment. They’ve already started forgetting you. Soon they won’t remember you at all!

			When can I expect to feel at home in my New Now™?

			The sooner you commit fully to your New Now™, the sooner you will leave your present behind. You were selected for the GOD Project because of your stated eagerness to shed your old self and become someone new. Thanks to the brilliance and vision of Ro Temple, your dream can become a reality!

			What if I want to leave my New Now™?

			Currently, there are no plans to extradite Pioneers who have been placed in Destinations for the GOD Project.

			Ash folded the pamphlet, stuck it back inside the envelope, and took stock. She was utterly bereft, totally alone; she had no phone or Pastport. Very little in the way of money, plus she was almost out of cigarettes. Pebbles was already forgetting her—would soon forget her completely, and this amnesia would be mutual. In her mind, Ash scrolled through her phone screen, full of blue bubbles: all the texts from Pebbles she hadn’t bothered to return. That awful thrill she’d felt at finally being the one who was too busy to call back. She would give anything to speak to Pebbles again.

			Though it was early in the day to capitulate to the worst, a sinking feeling behind Ash’s navel told her she was trapped. She remembered the way her debt had made her feel, back in her old life: like she was stuck at the bottom of a pit she’d never crawl out of. If she’d only known. At least the pit had Wi-Fi. The pit had Pebbles. The pit had her, the real Ash, the one with memories and a personality, the one with all those stupid fucking dreams. She’d thought she had nothing, but she had forgotten to count herself. Now her self-pitying refrain—she never happened to anybody—was turning into prophecy.

			

			—

			“Saw you in here yesterday, didn’t I?” the barkeep asked.

			Ash was wearing the same dress as the day before. There were a few Destination-appropriate items in the Embassy closet, but she hadn’t had the strength to change. The dress was still damp in a few places, the hem darkened with dirt.

			She nodded. “I expect you’ll be seeing a lot of me.”

			He stared at her, his expression a blend of confusion and outrage. “A woman can’t be in here alone.”

			“I…I didn’t realize. I’m new in town.”

			“You and your husband.” His shoulders relaxed at this invocation of a male chaperone.

			“My what?”

			“Gentleman from the other day.”

			“Oh. No, he’s not—well. He was just here to see me off.”

			He tensed again. “Like I said: This is no place for a woman alone.”

			“I wasn’t supposed to be alone.” She heard Jane’s bright, confident voice: The truth is the best lie. “I came here with someone. I thought he would take care of me. But he left.”

			With a pitiful glance, he poured her a glass of whiskey. “Just a little tonic, then, to get you on your way.”

			She sipped it gratefully.

			“Textile mill down the road is hiring,” he added. “Wages aren’t too bad. And there’s a boardinghouse across the way. If you’re looking.”

			

			—

			Back at the Embassy, there was a piece of paper waiting for Ash on the desk: a telegram from Miles. So much for limiting contact between Pioneers and the present. Clearly those rules were only going to be applied in one direction.

			PLEASE FORGIVE ME STOP I’LL THINK ABOUT YOU EVERY DAY AND YOU WON’T EVEN REMEMBER ME STOP

			A curse disguised as a consolation. Ash folded the telegram into a paper airplane and sent it careening into the far wall. A stab of shame cut through her. In falling for Miles, she had violated one of her cardinal rules of the workplace: never trust a middle manager.

			She tried to picture Miles’s face and found, with a sort of dull despair, that she no longer could. Had it only been days ago she’d cradled it in her hands and inspected it at the closest range? It was difficult, already, to recall with any clarity the night they’d spent together; it had been more vivid to her when it was only in her imagination, before it was a memory. She couldn’t even conjure the sound of him saying her name. She combed through their time together and realized, at least in her presence, he had never said it.

			Why was she surprised? This was no surprise. It was always like this: You thought you were an exception, and then you smacked right into the sliding glass door of your intractable ordinariness. You thought he cared about you, but he was a company man and you were an employee, and when the time came to choose between the person above him and the person below, he would never side with you. You thought you were a person, but you were just a woman.

			She trudged up the stairs to her room. Her eyes caught on the map that came with her welcome pamphlet. A Tour of Your New Now™! A little red dot at the center: You Are Here! She wasn’t so far from where she grew up, if she were measuring only in space. The knowledge that she was both very close to home and that she would never be able to go home again gave her vertigo. She sat on the foot of the bed and shut her eyes against the ache. Then she reached for the blanket that, in another life, she and Miles had gleefully kicked to the floor, and pulled it onto her lap.

			Thinking about home made her déjà encore worse. And why should she bother? She may as well forget it. She never liked it there. It was all so ugly and uninspiring. The big brick box of the middle school where, in a linoleum hallway lined with prison-gray metal lockers, she was kissed for the first time. The small beige box of an elementary school where she had been the Wicked Witch, transformed by her paint and her cackle. The community pool where she would earn, as a treat for her courage in the deep end, a firecracker ice pop from the snack shack that purpled her teeth and her tongue. All these unmarked landmarks, these little shitkicker nothing places, whose meaning existed only in her memory: The machinery of Retro would bulldoze them from her brain entirely. After that, even if she were somehow transported back to her hometown in her own timeline, she would drive past all these places and feel nothing.

			And if she ever got back to the present and spotted Pebbles on the street, Pebbles would smile vacantly in return, a greeting devoid of meaning, just a star acknowledging a fan. The private language that they shared, the stories and secrets that belonged only to them, the intricate and sacred universe of their friendship that had, more than once, been the only thing keeping Ash alive, would evanesce into the void. Ash would be all alone with their memories, and then she would be all alone without them.
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			Something to Hold On To

			The textile mill was not up to code, except there were no codes yet for the building to be up to, so legally speaking the building was perfectly within bounds, although everything about it screamed fire hazard.

			When Ash had studied the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire in high school, her textbook had implored its young readers: Imagine being burned alive in that raging inferno, banging futilely on the doors that were locked from the outside. As a student, Ash had felt arrogant relief knowing she was secure in the present, where there were sprinklers in the ceilings, fire extinguishers in the hallways, and obnoxiously-sensitive smoke detectors on the walls that went off every time she used the stove.

			In her New Now, that famous fire, and the improved safety standards that rose from its ashes, were seventy years away. Ash knew this did not portend well for her welfare. But given her other immediate employment options—slaughterhouse, convent—the mill seemed like the best place to start. To soothe her panic, she reminded herself that she could live at the Embassy through the New Year. She just had to get past this workweek, and then she could regroup. This was not a commitment; this was merely a reconnaissance mission, to be conducted while she plotted her next move.

			On her first day, she casually mentioned her anticipation of the weekend to Grace, who worked beside her at the loom and had been tasked with training the new hire. Ash wasn’t sure, yet, what she could and couldn’t say in this place, but she figured “I can’t wait for the weekend” was the kind of universal idle office chatter that transcended time, space, and profession, and would play as well at the mill as it had at her cubicle.

			Grace scrunched up her freckled nose, dismayed. Her front two teeth were slightly too large for her face and this, combined with her propensity for nose-wrinkling, gave her a bunny-like look.

			“We don’t have off on the weekend,” Grace said.

			“We don’t?”

			“We only have Sundays, for church.”

			“That’s it?” It was sweltering inside the mill. Ash’s blouse was soaked with sweat. “How long do we have to be here today?”

			“Twelve hours.”

			“Twel—are you fucking serious? Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

			Grace was eleven years old. She shrugged as if she’d heard it all before. “It is what it is.”

			Many of Ash’s new coworkers were children. These young mill girls had a premature world-weariness about them, like they had seen everything they needed to see of this life and were simply biding their time until they were taken into the next. Despite the objectively horrendous conditions, they labored without complaint. Minnie, a thirteen-year-old who worked across from Ash, had lost her right ring and pinky fingers to the loom a few months before Ash’s arrival. The sight of Minnie’s mangled hand dangling from the end of her gangly, little-girl arm made Ash feel physically ill, but Minnie bore it with a strange magnanimity, as if she were frankly surprised to have kept ten fingers for as long as she did and was thankful to still have both thumbs.

			“It’s just, knowing there’s a weekend—I mean, that’s the only way to get through the week,” Ash said. “It gives you something to hold on to.”

			“Something to hold on to,” Grace repeated.

			In an effort to translate this apparently-incomprehensible concept into something Grace could understand, Ash said, “Like monkey bars.”

			Grace pursed her pale lips. “I’m afraid I don’t know what those are.”

			

			—

			After work, Ash added monkey bars to her secret list of things from the present that did not exist yet and probably would not exist for the rest of her new life, which in all likelihood would be over before the twentieth century began. This was what she’d been using the Retro diary for. What had started as a catalog of objects was expanding into a record of all that she’d lost, failed to cherish, and would never enjoy again. Central air. Diet Coke. Sour Patch Kids. Driving with the windows down. That night, Ash was leveled by a corkscrewing pain below her abdomen and added ibuprofen to the list; the next morning, as she crouched in the dank dark of the outhouse and wrapped a clean-enough rag around her rust-red underwear, she mentally wrote down tampons.

			Recalling anything from her real life caused unbelievable torment. Her déjà encore was murderous. She felt like a masochist but could not stop listing things. Stories, places, feelings, flavors. Her phone number. Her old addresses. Her favorite lines from True Believers. She was afraid to find out which would hurt more, in the end: remembering, or forgetting.

			

			—

			On Ash’s fourth day—which was technically a Friday but in a world without weekends felt more like a second, cursed Thursday—Ash pushed through the ominous ache of a brewing déjà-encore episode to summon her battered, tenth-grade American history textbook to her mind and flip through its dense pages. How did workers get weekends? The lack of Saturdays seemed all at once to be a matter of life and death.

			“Grace, I’ve been thinking,” Ash said quietly. “We should organize a strike.”

			Ash towered over Grace and so her half of their conversations were directed at the crown of Grace’s head, where the child’s fine, fair hair was twisted up in a knot to keep it from catching in the loom. Ash hated wearing her hair back, but she’d already seen another girl’s hair get tangled in the churning machinery and yank her so hard it pulled her feet from the floor and flipped her over onto her side, slamming her head against the apparatus’s frame. The girl had been back at the loom the next morning, violet bruises splotching the whole left side of her face and throat. Her skin looked like a blueberry pancake. So Ash had gone out and spent some of her precious, dwindling funds on a pack of hairpins. Before work, as she’d secured her hair high off her face, she’d pictured Pebbles’s curls heaped upon her head and felt a horrible wallop of sorrow.

			“Like the Alleghany girls?” Grace asked.

			“What’s going on with them?”

			“They’re on strike. I have a cousin out there. She wrote me about it. Says some of them have taken up axes to scare off anyone who tries to work in their place.”

			“Scabs,” Ash said, flush with solidarity for her sufferers-in-arms.

			“They want ten-hour days instead of twelve, without a cut in pay.”

			“It’s only supposed to be eight hours.”

			Grace snuck a wide-eyed glance up at Ash. “Oh my. Eight hours!”

			“With an hour for lunch.”

			“For lunch!” Grace giggled. “You’re funny.”

			

			—

			Before bed, Ash rubbed a wet rag on her teeth. This was the extent of dental care in her New Now. It appeared most of her hygiene routine was going to be rag-based.

			She sat at the small wooden desk and opened her diary. Enacting this ritual made her feel like her brain was being shoved down a garbage disposal. She listed: Band-aids. Iced lattes. The Muppets. Bodega egg-and-cheese sandwiches. Texting Pebbles every funny thing that happened to her during the day. Making out on the dance floor and stumbling home with her heels hooked in her hands, bare feet on the filthy pavement. Watching the world from the window seat on an airplane, the clouds close enough to touch. Those photos of the Earth, taken from space.

			

			—

			By Saturday, every part of Ash’s body throbbed as if she’d been in some terrible car accident. Bones and muscles she had not thought about since she’d studied for her one-episode run on the medical drama reintroduced themselves by hurting in ways unimaginable to her previously. Her right soleus seized if she shifted her weight in any direction; her psoas major raged no matter what she did. She spent the morning fantasizing about returning to her shitty office job, visions so intense they were practically pornographic. That being a barely-employed administrative assistant had crushed her spirit no longer seemed relevant. She’d had a chair. With armrests! She could weep just thinking about it.

			To distract herself, she asked about Grace’s family. Grace said she was the eldest child and her mother had died giving birth to her youngest brother, who’d also died—measles—not long after.

			“That’s terrible,” said Ash.

			“They’re with the Lord now.”

			Ash dipped her head. A potentially despicable, possibly brilliant thought took shape in her mind. She waited what she hoped was a respectful interval.

			Then she asked, “So, what’s he like?”

			“He was a baby.”

			“I meant your dad.”

			Ash had done the math: Her income at the mill would scarcely keep her from starving. The irony of having applied to Retro to dig herself out of what had seemed to be an insurmountably destitute situation just to land in a position where the only work she could find paid poverty wages and even the wealthiest person for miles around lived without indoor plumbing was not lost on her. But she needed to focus on ensuring her survival. For an enterprising woman there was always another way: marriage.

			That this suggestion had come from Ro was off-putting but not altogether disqualifying. Ash had weighed the pros and cons. A bride in 1845 ceased to exist as a legal entity. Her person and all her possessions belonged to her husband. Ash had read in the paper about a woman who’d been run over by a horse and carriage and broke her leg in three places; her husband responded to this injury by suing the carriage driver—for the loss of his wife’s domestic labor, which belonged to him. That was the energy of the man-and-wife arrangement at this point in the Timeline.

			But Ash reasoned that, in her new past as in her old present, she did not actually own anything; no need to stand on ceremony about giving up possessions when she didn’t have any. As for her freedom, thanks to Ro and Retro, she figured she had none left to lose. The real Ash was going to stop existing whether she was married or not. Still, she knew enough about men to know the marriage plot was not—to use a term of art no one around her would understand—a slam-dunk. Unless she found the right guy.

			Grace tugged on her lower lip with her front teeth. “I suppose he’s all right, as fathers go. Stern. Fair. He’s a hard worker. God-fearing.”

			“Is he old?”

			“He’s forty-nine this autumn.”

			Ash knew this was neither the time nor place to fixate on questionably-large age gaps. “What’s he look like?”

			“He has my blue eyes. His hair was dark but it’s gray now. And he’s quite tall.”

			“Is he really tall, or is he just saying that?”

			“What?”

			“Men where I’m from are always lying about their height.”

			“My father is an honest man.”

			Ash tried to make eye contact with Grace but got nothing but her blond bun. “Does he ever think about marrying again?”

			Grace’s nose crinkled like tissue paper. “He grieves my mother.”

			“Right! For sure. It’s just…” Ash’s voice caught as she accidentally stumbled into sincerity. “It’s hard to be alone.”

			“I consider my father to be a most capable person.”

			Ash nodded, understanding. “Mine too.”

			“Is he?”

			“Well, he’s very good with animals.”

			“And your mother? Is she still with us?”

			A spasm in Ash’s heart like she was going to faint or die but somehow she did neither. “She lives a great distance from here.”

			“A long journey, then, to visit her.”

			Ash leaned over the loom, sweat stinging her eyes. “Very.”

			

			—

			Back at the Embassy, Ash unpinned her hair and scratched at the grit on her scalp. Then she pulled out her diary and added to her list. Mint-flavored floss. Hot showers. Movie theaters. Dive bars. The Wizard of Oz. Animal texts from Dad. Birthday calls from Mom. But soon she wouldn’t miss the birthday calls anymore. Soon she wouldn’t even miss her mom. Her childhood, she realized—she’d forget that too. Wouldn’t get another. Would forget how it felt to be carried up to bed after falling asleep on a long car ride, cradled in the arms of someone who loved her.

			She crawled into bed, her head burning from the strain of keeping her pointless diary, and waited for her old self to disappear. She pictured an iridescent ghost rising up and out of her body, a shimmering, Ash-shaped shadow floating off into the ether. How long did she have? How long would this take? How long before she went all blank inside, content to be propped up in any arrangement, like one of Christopher’s dolls? And what would it feel like, when she stopped being herself? Would she cry out for her lost memories like from the pain in a phantom limb? Or would she feel nothing at all?

			

			—

			In her nightmares, Ash was tied to the train tracks, wearing Pebbles’s bloodstained waitress uniform, trying to call for help, but when she opened her mouth the sound that came out was Luca’s voice reciting You’re the one who wanted double knots, and her brain felt like it had been locked inside a hot car, it was liquid agony, it was melting out her ears and gushing from her mouth, and it smelled like Getaway, like Holiday, like Rustle, like Pristine, and then she was in the Preservation department pulling all of Miles’s books from his shelves and every single page was blank, and when she tried to climb the stairs to get out, she was wearing the Zeroes’ roller skates, and the steps kept slipping out from under her and she was riding on a Conveyor, her restraints were too tight and her feet couldn’t reach the ground, and across the way Ro tightened his tie until his eyes bulged out of their sockets and his white, white teeth protruded too far from his face, and he smiled at her and said, I’d describe it as an uncomfortable but not unbearable discordance. Like when you wake up from a vivid dream but, as soon as you try to describe it to someone else, you forget it.
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			The Only Way

			A hand gripped Ash’s shoulder. Another covered her mouth, shoving her lips against her teeth. An icy terror pooled in her gut: Had Miles come back to kill her?

			She shouted for help, but the shout was muffled by the palm pressing harder against her mouth. Frantically she grasped at the mattress, the pillows, wishing she had thought to stash a knife somewhere nearby. Through her panic Ash heard a gentle voice saying, “Shh, it’s me, it’s me.”

			Ash blinked herself fully awake and saw that it was Jane.

			Stunned, relieved, unsure if she was still dreaming, Ash ceased her struggle, and Jane took her hand off Ash’s mouth.

			“Sorry about that. But I thought you might scream, and I didn’t want you waking up the whole town.”

			Ash sat up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “You’re here.” She wanted to cry but was too tired for it and so she just repeated, “You’re here.”

			“Miles,” Jane said, with disgust. “I should have known.”

			To justify her former infatuation with him felt embarrassing, impossible, but Ash couldn’t bring herself to not make an attempt. “He seemed so…I don’t know. It felt like Preservation was the only part of the office that was real. The only place without one of those Retro scents doing whatever the hell it is they actually do to us.”

			Jane brushed an unruly section of Ash’s hair behind her ear. “There’s no place on campus without a Retro scent.”

			“No. Preservation just smelled like was what it was. Paper, paint, leather, wood.”

			“Oh, I know that one,” said Jane. “It’s Sanctuary. Jefferson’s library at Monticello, from 1810. Before he sold it all to Congress. Ro didn’t think it had much potential. But Miles was always a fan.”

			Had anyone ever been so foolish? Ash shook her head, furious with Miles, with herself. The room was brightening. It was almost morning, but not quite. Ash could see Jane’s face more clearly now. She had little bruise-colored curves beneath her eyes. Like Frank. “Have you slept?”

			“Not much. I’ve been busy.” Jane reached into her pocket and pulled out Ash’s Pastport.

			“Oh my God.” Ash took the card and pressed it to her chest. “How did you—”

			“We don’t have much time. Just listen, okay? There’s a secret stop.”

			“A secret stop? Why can’t I come home with you?”

			“Because Ro thinks you’re here. If you scan your Pastport at any station on the map that he knows about—the stop here, the main station in the present—he will be alerted, immediately. He’ll shut the whole place down with you inside it. Understand? This is how you get out without getting caught.”

			“So I go to the secret stop, take the Heartland Star, and just…get off before the present?” Ash tried to remember the next-most recent stop on the line. November 2008. Grant Park, Chicago. All those hopeful people. The bulletproof panes of glass.

			“No, Ash. You’re not hearing me. Everything about this has to be off-the-books. You can’t take an official Conveyor. And you can’t go to an official stop.”

			“So what can I take? Where am I supposed to go?”

			Jane answered this with a charged look, a deep breath.

			Ash bolted upright. “No.”

			“The Tomorrow Train is the only way.”

			“The Tomorrow Train is a death trap.” Ash could still see the demolished train lying there in Conveyance, a heap of incinerated wreckage. She’d never even found out who was on it. If anyone had died. How many trials had failed before. What Ro had covered up, right under all of their noses. On our way to the world we want, we make sacrifices.

			“It’s a work in progress,” Jane said. “But Wyatt’s been tinkering with it and he says—”

			“I’m not interested in being a guinea pig in some guy’s psychotic science experiment.”

			Jane pointedly eyed the room, from floor to ceiling and wall to wall, before returning her gaze to her friend. “It’s a little late for that.”

			“Don’t you mean early?” Ash tried, but her throat was dry and the words crumbled into dust on her tongue.

			“It’s your best option.”

			“It’s suicide.”

			Jane took Ash’s hands in hers. “If that were definitely true, Wyatt wouldn’t do it. So there is…a chance. That you’ll make it. I think there really is a chance.”

			Ash jerked her hands away. “We don’t even know what tomorrow it’s taking me to, do we? It could be anytime beyond the present. It could be after everyone I’m trying to get back to is dead and gone and forgotten. It could be thousands of years in the future when the whole world is in ruins. The end of time but it’ll feel like the beginning. No potable water. Just me and the super-mosquitoes and mountains of microplastics. It could be hell on Earth.”

			“He wouldn’t make it go that far.”

			“He’s never made it get anywhere at all!” Though as she said this Ash remembered what Ro told her. That he had been to the future. He had journeyed who knows how far ahead of the present and returned bearing apocalyptic tidings. Plague and war and endless strife. Or so he said.

			Jane reached for Ash’s hands again. “It’s the only way out. If you want a way out. Or you can stay here. You can try to make this work. You won’t really be you anymore, right? After a while. The you that you’ll turn into might be fine here. I don’t know.”

			Ash stared down into her palms as if she could read her own future there. “What would you do, if you were me?”

			“Oh, I can’t tell you what to do. You’re the one deciding.”

			Ash looked around the room like the answer would be hidden somewhere in its cobwebbed corners. All she found was the tan blanket across her lap, the wooden desk against the wall, and her clothes in the corner, stained the same soil-brown as the ground. This was the color palette of her life here. No more Liftoff Gold.

			“I’m not saying I’ll do it,” Ash said. “But if I did. Tell me how it would work.”

			Jane’s eyes lit up. She kept her voice soft. “Wyatt’s sending the Tomorrow Train through to the secret stop, and he can only do it once. Everybody’s out of the office for Christmas break, including Ro. It’s New Year’s Day back home. They’ll all be in the office again tomorrow. The train is coming in just after sundown. If you miss it…”

			“Where is the stop?”

			“Forty miles from here. Through the backcountry. Pretty rocky terrain, and you’d be crossing a few rivers too.”

			Ash hadn’t realized she’d gotten her hopes up until they crashed down to earth. “Jane, what’s the point? There’s no way I could get there in time.”

			“No, you couldn’t,” Jane agreed. But she was smiling.
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			Appropriate and/or Necessary

			Sheila’s coat gleamed in the rising day.

			They were alone on the street: Jane, Ash, and the office pony. Ash reached up to pat Sheila on the cheek. “Hi there,” she said, stroking Sheila’s coppery hide. She wished she’d spent more time building a rapport with her, now that they were going to be running away together.

			“I marked the route on a map, here,” Jane said, tapping the saddlebag where she’d stored it. “And packed snacks and water for you both, and an extra treat for you.”

			“Is it a pack of cigarettes?” Ash asked, ravenous.

			“No. And you should really think about quitting.”

			“Oh?” Ash returned this admonition with a pots-and-kettles eyebrow raise.

			“Fine. I will also think about quitting.”

			Ash opened the bag and pawed through it until her hand found a familiar metal. She wrapped her fingers around her gun and removed it from the saddlebag.

			“It’s loaded, so be careful,” Jane said.

			Ash turned the revolver over in her hands, trying to tell if she could feel the extra weight of the bullets inside, or if she was just imagining things. The way she was always imagining things.

			“The station is carved into a hillside,” Jane went on. “You’ll see the door. Liftoff Gold.”

			Ash was afraid to ask the question that was caught in her throat, especially after Jane had gone to all this trouble. It came out in a near-whisper. “What if I decide to stay?”

			Jane pressed her forehead to Ash’s. “Then you’ll stay. And you’ll have a pony. And I’ll miss you.”

			Ash thought: But will I miss you? But she couldn’t bring herself to ask it aloud.

			Jane held Ash by the upper arms and gave her butterfly tattoo a little squeeze. “You’ll remember me,” she said, as if she knew for sure.

			“What will you do?”

			“I’ll take the next Heartland Star back to the main station. No one’s looking for me.”

			“I wouldn’t say that,” said a voice from behind them, and Ash’s first thought was: Holy shit, Sheila can talk? But when she turned around she saw Christopher standing ten paces away.

			He had a smug smile on his face and he was cradling a large, yellow book in his arms. Not yellow: Liftoff Gold. Not a book: a binder.

			“It seems to me, Ms. Eckels, that you’ve forgotten the terms of your contract.”

			Christopher opened the binder, balancing it in the crook of his elbow as he thumbed through the pages with his other hand. Jane inched closer to Ash, clasping her free hand in hers, her nails cutting into the skin. Ash hid her gun behind her back, pressing it against her spine.

			“Aha,” Christopher said. He read aloud: “ ‘I am aware that I may be called upon to participate in work at Retro beyond the boundaries of my job description, as deemed appropriate and/or necessary by my supervisor.’ ”

			“You can’t be serious,” Ash said.

			“Now, I know this latest assignment isn’t quite what you expected. But Ro is your supervisor. Your supervisor’s supervisor’s supervisor, in fact. And he has deemed your placement here appropriate. And necessary.”

			Righteous indignation burned in Ash’s chest. “Ro is a sociopath.”

			Christopher’s cheeks were glistening, piglet pink, taut and shiny as a blister near bursting. “We’re not soliciting feedback on the GOD Project at this juncture. If you’d like to submit your concerns via the online portal, I’m sure Jane can take care of that for you as soon as she gets back to the office.”

			“Go to hell,” said Ash.

			“I understand you have some concerns. But I’m going to have to tell you to stay put,” Christopher said, as if his hands were tied. He shut the binder with a loud thwack and placed it on the ground. “Jane, you’ll need to come with me.”

			Jane scoffed. “Absolutely not.”

			“I’d hate to have to invoke the emergency-removal protocol,” Christopher said.

			“Gosh, I’d hate for you to have to do something you hate,” said Jane, eyes blazing.

			Before Ash could move or think, Christopher raced at them, grabbed Jane by her free arm, and wrenched her away from Ash. Jane screamed, “Don’t fucking touch me!” and thrashed against Christopher’s grasp. With chilling ease, he held her firmly by the wrist with one hand and, with the other, twisted her arm until the joint popped. Jane yelped like a kitten and bent over her injury, gasping in pain. She was still hinged at the waist, crouching over her wrist, when Christopher drew his arm all the way back and punched her in the face. With the heel of his boot he kicked her in the stomach—casually, as if as an afterthought—and she crumpled to the ground, heaving. His movements were graceful, practiced, assured. Not at all like he’d been in the office.

			Ash rushed to Jane, who was moaning softly, her breath shaky and hot. Blood dripped from her split lip and gushed from her broken nose. Her voice came out in a soupy slur. “Get us out of here.”

			“She’ll be fine,” said Christopher.

			Ash’s blood was sprinting through her body. Shards of pain stabbed her skull. She rose to her feet, standing between Christopher and Jane. She lifted her gun and aimed it at Christopher’s chest. She gripped it with both hands. She heard its crisp one-two-three-four clicks as she readied herself to shoot. Time slowed, then stilled. As she pulled the trigger, her mind went suddenly, magnificently quiet.

			The recoil sent her reeling. Ash pulled herself back to her feet and hurried over to Jane, who’d managed to catch her breath and rise to her knees. She was pinching the bridge of her nose between her fingers. Rivers of blood striped the bottom half of her face.

			“Is he dead?” Jane asked.

			Ash approached Christopher, who was sprawled on his back in the dirt. His eyes were open wide above those round, rosy cheeks. He stared up at her, dumbly, from the ground. She had shot him in the sternum and the stomach. Blood rushed from his sides as if fleeing the scene of her crime. She nudged his arm with her toe. It rolled away from her foot and then back again, obedient as a rocking horse. She felt for his pulse at his wrist and his throat, then held her hand flat above his nose and mouth, waiting for him to exhale.

			“He’s dead,” she said.

			Jane wiped blood from her chin with the back of her good hand. “I can’t believe he did that.”

			“I can’t believe I did that.”

			“I can,” said Jane.

			In a faraway-feeling part of her mind, Ash knew she needed to run. The street was still empty but wouldn’t be for long. Ash couldn’t be spotted here over a fresh corpse with a murder weapon in her hand. Miles would not be coming back to bail her out of jail.

			Jane stood up, shakily, leaning on Sheila for balance. “The plan still works. I’ll take Christopher’s Pastport back with me and tap it into the main station. It’ll look like he completed his assignment. No one will be the wiser until the office reopens after the holiday. By then I will be…” Her voice took on a dreamy lilt. “Elsewhere.”

			Ash bent over Christopher’s body, patted him down, and found his Pastport in his back pocket. She handed it to Jane. “Are you sure?”

			“Should I stay and see a local doctor? I don’t even want to know what they’d give me.”

			Ash smiled despite herself. “Rags, probably.”

			Behind them, Sheila let out a low, groaning sound, as if impatient to get on with her life. “Need a ride?” Ash asked.

			“It’s out of your way. I’ll run.” Jane held her good hand up like a visor to shield the sun from her eyes and took a few big gulps of air. Her other wrist was already swollen and bruising, but the stream of blood from her nose had slowed to a trickle.

			At no point in any Timeline had Ash considered herself a hugger. But her body moved as if of its own volition to wrap Jane in her arms and squeeze her as tightly as she could. Jane hugged her back with her uninjured arm and kissed her on the cheek.

			“Ah, I got blood on your face,” Jane said. She licked her good thumb and wiped the red away and, a last kindness, pretended not to notice that Ash was starting to cry. “Safe travels, okay?”

			Ash hated goodbyes, but so did everyone; she knew she wasn’t special. She swallowed her tears and climbed onto Sheila’s back. “I’ll look for you. If I take the Tomorrow Train, I’ll find you in the future.”

			Jane gave Sheila a small peck on the nose. “You know what I just realized? We’re doing the Outlaw Experience.”

			Ash had forgotten all about this, the alternative to the Damsel in Distress Spectacular. A Wild West Express favorite. Shoot ’em up and run for the hills!

			Jane was grinning like a maniac. “I’m glad we got to try it once before we quit.”
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			Daybreak

			They rode for hours. Time enough for Ash to reconsider, to double back to the Embassy instead of trotting onward toward near-certain obliteration. She could stay here and disappear in all but body, come undone in ways she could not predict or control, before dying in some gruesome fashion: in a typhus-induced delirium; in cholera’s sludge of watery shit; in a freak accident involving the loom. Or she could take the swiftest way out, and eliminate all suspense, with the gun in her saddlebag. So it goes. Either way, if she stayed, her life was over; it was more a question of style than substance. Ash said to herself, in a last-ditch attempt at a pep talk: You used to dream of days like this! You were desperate to be lobotomized! You yearned only for death!

			She ran her fingers through Sheila’s platinum mane. “It just goes to show,” she said to the office pony, “you can never quite get what you want when you want it.”

			And what if she took the Tomorrow Train—and, somehow, survived? No telling when exactly she’d get dropped off. It could spit her out two minutes into the future, or two years, or two hundred, or two thousand, or more. Maybe by then the Earth will have been so thoroughly ravaged that humans will have absconded for better lives on other planets, and Ash would be walking the world alone. Or maybe it would be the other way around, maybe aliens will have conquered the Earth and kept humans around as pets, or sex slaves, or entertainment, like they’d all be on display in a sort of people-zoo. Maybe there’d be robot butlers and flying cars, hoverboards and jetpacks. Maybe it would be a dazzling marvel. Maybe it would all be so much worse. Maybe that was just what Ro wanted her to think. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe it wasn’t too late for her and her diary of long-lost things. Maybe if the past could erase her, the future could reveal her. Maybe this was the answer to the question of her obsession, the way to the place where she wasn’t out of place. Maybe she belonged in the future, after all.

			The sun was high, bright, relentless. Fluorescent spots dotted Ash’s vision. Clouds floated past, broad and high like parade floats. Sheila was surefooted over the rocks, the gravel, the dust. The rhythmic clip-clop of her hooves against the ground punctured the midday quiet.

			That musical Ash never auditioned for, the one Pebbles was in back in college, had a set that was supposed to look just like this. It was janky in an endearing way, the backdrop on a roll so two stagehands could turn a hidden crank, scrolling it along while the actors onstage were still, creating the illusion of forward motion. It was so obviously artificial that, counterintuitively, it felt very real: the performance so plain it was just like the truth, showing its seams.

			Pebbles would practice in the shower, her voice piercing the paper-thin walls that separated their bathroom from their bedroom, so Ash had the songs stuck in her head constantly. They were corny and inescapable and so annoying, and Ash would sometimes fantasize about having the melodies surgically removed from her hippocampus so she could once again know peace. But also she savored their sound and the new, holy knowledge it confirmed: that when you were close to someone, all these parts of their life were part of your life too. A real friend could set up shop inside your head and sing to you all the time, even when they were far away.

			Ash leaned in and whisper-sang into the conch-shell-curl opening of Sheila’s soft ears: There’s a bright golden haze on the meadow. She took a deeper breath. There’s a bright golden haze on the meadow. The rest of the words were buried in her brain beneath everything that had happened since. But the closer she got to the station, the closer the music seemed to be, like she was turning the dial on some spectral radio, listening for the song through the static.

			

			—

			When the day was nearly through, Ash consulted the map again. Near the end of their route, Jane had drawn a big red heart in which she’d written Sheila Stays Here. It was a small farm. A few other ponies—or possibly horses; from this distance, Ash couldn’t tell—roamed a wide, fenced-in field. There was a barn a ways back from the dirt road. Looked idyllic enough, not that Ash was the one who would be staying there forever.

			“What do you think?” Ash asked.

			Sheila answered this with a humanlike sigh.

			Ash hopped down. She let Sheila eat the last apple out of her hand. The gnashing of Sheila’s teeth against the core filled the valley with sound. Ash was gripped by a surge of affection for this animal, whose carriage had ensured her freedom, but did not know how to express it. She put one hand on each of Sheila’s cheeks and pressed her nose against the pony’s damp muzzle.

			“Well,” she said. “Write if you get work.”

			With the saddlebag hoisted on her shoulder, Ash walked on. The sun dipped toward the horizon and oozed orange light everywhere. At dusk, Ash saw the mountain face Jane had described, and the small golden door that shone at its base. She tapped her Pastport against the knob and the door swung open.

			There was no sign in the station, which was hardly a station at all. Just a little nook carved into the mountain. Ash rested her back against the stone wall and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, a Conveyor was pulling in. It was the space-age silver of aluminum foil. The Tomorrow Train.

			Fear and wonder swirled in Ash’s heart. The doors opened. Ash stayed on the platform, mesmerized by the train, its sterling surface like a knight’s shining armor. She didn’t know how long she could stand there before it departed without her.

			She looked back over her shoulder, through the open door, to the clearing. The sunset was spectacular. Magenta clouds, turquoise sky. The earth a glowing ember as the evening settled in. Soon night would fall, illuminating the celestial wonders beyond. There was no light pollution here, so she would see it all. The moon, the stars. The sparkling arc of the Milky Way. That vast, indifferent universe. She thought of all the time she’d wasted trying to read the compass-that-wasn’t, as if it could ever tell her which way to the future. As if the future wasn’t always going to be something she’d have to find for herself.

			She boarded. She picked a seat in the center of the car, flanked by empty golden chairs, and pulled down the safety belt from above. As soon as her belt fastened, its crystal clink ringing out through the station, the doors of the Conveyor pulled shut.

			The floors trembled beneath Ash’s feet. The train swiftly reached its full-throttle speed. The psychedelic light show of the spacetime strip sent rainbow beams bounding across the car. Ash inhaled the Daybreak air. It wasn’t real, she knew; it was all a Retro manipulation. She invited it in anyway. She squeezed her eyes shut and filled her lungs with feeling. The waves against the rocks, the mist on her skin. An anchor unmoored from the briny deep. The abyssal blue twilight softening to violet, to lavender, to rose. The dawn blooming out of the dark.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			When I started writing Retro, all I had was an idea for a strange, thrilling workplace: a time travel agency. It was the thick of the pandemic, in late 2021, and I was struck by how many people were enamored with old shows, old aesthetics, old ideas—the way things used to be. This intense nostalgia wasn’t brand-new; since before the 2016 election, the far-right had been peddling a white supremacist pipe dream that involved stripping virtually everyone but wealthy white men of civil rights so as to return the nation to some midcentury utopia that never was.

			But it wasn’t just the extremists who argued the past was superior to the present. The watershed horror of Covid made all the pre-pandemic days look, in retrospect, like a glorious Before. As the gap between the rich and the rest kept widening, the American Dream—start from anywhere, go to school, get a job, buy a house, lead a dignified life—was starting to feel like the stuff of science fiction. All of a sudden, everything cost a million dollars and was made of polyester and particleboard and was designed to be obsolete the minute the warranty ran out. The accelerating devastation of climate change, and the colossal failure of our government to act in time to prevent the worst possible outcomes, only intensified this sense that the best days were behind us. As a journalist, I couldn’t avoid reading the news, which was depressing and relentless. I wanted to be hopeful about the future but wasn’t sure I could. It felt like being even marginally informed ruled out any sort of optimism, that hope was the purview of the deluded.

			At the same time, I saw the sped-up nostalgia cycle come for my adolescence, as a generation just too young to remember the early 2000s became obsessed with all things Y2K. Of course I already knew, intellectually, that our ideas about the past are more fantasy than reality. But it was surreal to watch people romanticize a recent past through which I had actually lived and that I remembered well. My social media scrolls took me through a bright collage-supercut that reduced the dawn of the millennium to a handful of poppy signifiers: garish fonts and tacky colors; spray-tanned hipbones jutting out of low-rise jeans; crystal-encrusted flip-phones and toxic chartreuse iPod minis. Even at the time, I remember thinking all of this was kind of ugly; still, I dutifully marched through the mall and purchased the popular items, waiting for the culture to improve. What I do not remember thinking is that those years were the halcyon days for which we’d all forever yearn. That was…not the national mood.

			How far away do we need to get from the past to misremember it entirely, to rewrite it according to our own desires? What do we miss out on when we devote ourselves so completely to longing for glory days that never were? And how does the belief that things were better before keep us from working toward a future that could be better than what we have now? I kept all these questions in mind as I wrote, wondering, as Ash did, if there would even be a future in which to read this book by the time I was done.

			While I waited to find out what the future held, I spent untold hours researching the past. As you might expect from a novel about time travel, many things in Retro are wholly invented. But some of it is actually true! I would be remiss if I did not cite my sources, starting with the experts I interviewed. Thank you to: Katie Benton-Cohen, for all your mid-1800s insights (and for pointing me to Godey’s Magazine); Phil Bonafede of the Mane Street Stampede, for teaching me everything I know about Old West weaponry and firing Colt .45s; and Sean Maher, for guiding me to L.A.’s best noir neighborhoods.

			The Antigone Ash describes in her Retro interview is based on the National Theatre’s 2012 production.

			The line to which Luca refers when discussing James Madison and slavery is from a letter, dated July 26, 1785, Madison wrote to his friend Edmund Randolph, in which he expressed his wish “to depend as little as possible on the labour of slaves,” an artifact I found thanks to Encyclopedia Virginia.

			Ro quotes a February 13, 1966, Los Angeles Times article by Horace Sutton: “If you’re going to be a member of the Jet Set and fly off to Katmandu for coffee with King Mahendra, you can count on contracting Jet Lag, a debility not unakin to a hangover.”

			The bachelorette trip to the Dakota Territory is set in a fictional town whose qualities are borrowed loosely from The Oxford History of the American West, particularly the chapter “Selling the Popular Myth.” (This is also the source of the tidbit about Annie Oakley never going west of her home state of Ohio, unless she was on tour.)

			At the feminist consciousness-raising meeting Jane and Ash attend, the leader’s conversational prompt, “Sex objects—do you feel like one? If so, how? Do you ever feel invisible?” is taken from “How to Start a Group,” written by Judith Brown of Gainesville Women’s Liberation in 1969 and preserved on the Redstockings website.

			My description of Wood Island Park was informed by a 2022 series on WGBH Boston Public Radio, “How Logan Airport Almost Destroyed East Boston—And How East Boston Is Still Fighting Back.”

			Joan Baez’s Woodstock performance, including her assurances to the crowd about her husband’s arrest, is adapted from her album Live at Woodstock, released in 2019.

			In “Just Wait Until I Get You Home,” Jane is reading the first-ever issue of Ms. Magazine. The image on the cover, a modern depiction of the Hindu goddess Kali weeping while she works, was created by Miriam Wosk to illustrate Jane O’Reilly’s article, “The Housewife’s Moment of Truth.”

			Many details about Prohibition-era speakeasies come from Daniel Okrent’s Last Call: The Rise and Fall of Prohibition and the Village Preservation’s post “Before the 21 Club: Greenwich Village Speakeasies.”

			I learned the harrowing details of life and death at Action Park from the 2020 documentary Class Action Park.

			For Ash’s birthday trip to the secret stop, I relied on the research and maps in Eric W. Sanderson and Markley Boyer’s Mannahatta: A Natural History of New York City.

			Many of the details about the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair and the construction of the Ferris wheel are from the Missouri Historical Society.

			The brochure welcoming Ash to her New Now quotes an 1845 issue (volume 30) of Godey’s Magazine and Lady’s Book, a copy of which is preserved in the HathiTrust Digital Library.
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