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      Thank you for taking an interest in Just-in-Time Fabrication & Fulfillment™—an industry leader in cost-conscious domestic manufacturing and short-term temporal displacements.

      The attached prospectus will help you better evaluate current investment opportunities available to you. Any investment involves risk. You should consider carefully the specific factors set forth under the heading “Risk Factors” beginning on page S-6 of this prospectus. Our business is subject to numerous risks described throughout this prospectus. You should carefully consider these risks before making an investment. Some of these risks include…
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      “Great bloody shites,” one of Monday’s New Guys muttered as he pushed through the curtain covering the portal. “It’s brighter than the Virgin’s gleaming arsehole in here!”

      This was reassuring: their English was modern enough that they wouldn’t have trouble following orientation. And I needed the reassurance, ‘cause Monday’s New Guys looked pretty scruffy in their caps, vests, and button-up trousers. Their hands were especially bad, each fingernail tipped with a little black crescent of grime. We were gonna have to have the “soap talk” at the big tub sinks before even trying to hustle them into their disposable paper coveralls, booties, and little white caps. It was possible we’d need to talk some of the older guys into wearing the white latex gloves. That was almost certainly gonna cut into my lunch break. I don’t know why, but the gloves tended to freak out guys from before, like, 1920.

      This was stuff I should have been explaining to Deke. But it was Deke’s first day and he seemed sort of freaked out. And besides, there are a million little details to watch for. The big takeaway is this: we can’t have ancient grit and crap floating around in the production room; if any particles wind up between the glass and the LCD, then those tablets can’t go to market, and my team gets docked points—which Sharon’s team picks up, over in Quality Assurance. She’d bet me pizza-and-bowling that they’d come out ahead this month. I had no beef with buying Sharon beers and frames, but that would make her third month running, and she was getting cocky about it.

      I drew a broad, natural smile across my face. “Hey fellas!” I called out, clapping my hands a few times; no one snapped to attention, but everyone quieted down and forced themselves to focus my way. “Welcome to Just-in-Time Fabrication and Fulfillment! I’m Taylor, and I’m with Human Resources. This,” I pointed to Deke. He was behind the New Guys, standing next to the curtain they’d just passed through as they emerged from the portal, still cracking and popping with the heat of their arrival, “is Deke; he’s new to HR and basically just shadowing me.” This appeared to mean nothing to any of them, including Deke, who was as wonder-struck as the New Guys.

      “Anyway, my job is to give you a quick orientation and then get you over to the production floor so you can start working. I don’t know what you were told by the recruiter on your side, but just to clarify: you’ll be working a 12-hour shift today. That’s eight hours of regular pay at the Federal minimum wage of $7.25 and another four hours as overtime, which is time-and-a-half.”

      Crickets, either because they were dumbstruck by being in the future, or because they weren’t great at math and were used to getting screwed. “Time-and-a-half is $10.87. That’s in current dollars. The total for the day will be, like, a hundred bucks. Your wages are calculated in current dollars, but the actual pay-out you get will be in whatever makes sense when you’re from; gold or silver or whatever. There’s choices, but you make those later with Anne, who’s the head of HR. Oh, and you’re expected to pay taxes when you get back, whatever the law is whenever that is. Any questions?”

      A guy near the front cleared his throat. His face was narrow and ratty; he wasn’t old, but every crease on his face stood out, lined with the matte black coal dust, or whatever, that was caked under their nails. He worked his jaw briefly, making his scraggly whiskers roil, before speaking in a nasal Irish whine that was about a full step higher pitched than I’d expected.

      “Is it true,” he began, “That the President’s still a nig—” he brought himself up short and looked at Deke, who’s Black. He repeated his question, although the word he said—which probably rang respectful to his ears—was only about halfway between “Negro” and the n-word that would get any of us W-2 employees written up and the whole office an afternoon of Diversity & Inclusion training.

      “Yup. His name’s Barack Obama, he’s the 44th President of the United States. He’s also a lawyer and a noted athlete. His father was Black African, his mother White Kansan, and he has thirteen wives.”

      Shocked exclamations—albeit the under-the-breath kind—ruffled through the ranks of the New Guys.

      “Just kidding,” I said, and they settled, “Six wives; two husbands.”

      A single, quiet but clear Merciful Heaven! popped up out of the crowd and floated away on the air conditioned breeze of the orientation room. Apart from that, everyone seemed tired of marveling at the future. They wanted the clock to start so they could get paid and go home.

      Irish Whiskers squinted at me, clearly suspecting I was full of crap.

      “The man what gathered us said there’s dinner in the deal. That true?”

      “Yup!” I beamed, “At noon. We call it ‘lunch,’” I made big, obnoxious air quotes, “and it’s held in the ‘lunch room.’ Totally gratis and all you can eat.”

      “Gratis meaning free, not discounted form our wages?”

      “Free as the wind blows, free as the grass grows,” I assured him.

      “There beer with it?” He asked, still reserving judgement.

      “Sorry, Irish; juice, coffee, tea, and coke—“

      “You want us to drink a drink made of coke?” a fat man asked, lips twisted in astonished disgust. A hubbub began to burble.

      “Coke is a kind of coal to them,” Deke piped up from the back. “They use it to smelt iron, or something.”

      About a thousand watts of Irish eyes turned to Deke. There were not smiling.

      “Coke’s a drink made of sugar and artificial color. It’s dark. Like coke. And fizzy, like beer.”

      This seemed to satisfy most of them.

      “So there’s beer?” the fat man reiterated.

      “No beer,” I said firmly, drawing all eyes back to me. “OSHA’d have our hides if we dispensed beer in a factory cafeteria.”

      An old timer near the back gasped, “Who’s this Osha?”

      “66-foot tall Chinese dude,” I replied without missing a beat, “Took over California and Washington in 1952 and demands we pay fealty in human skins. Prince Obama got that all settled last year. Finally.” I rolled my eyes with theatrical sarcasm, “Thanks, Obama.”

      This was met with bewildered and breathless silence.

      “Some future,” Irish Whiskers muttered, then hawked back and spit a wad of bloody phlegm onto the grey industrial carpet.

      “Yup!” I chirped, turning on my heel, “Anywhoo, gents, time’s a-wasting; no one starts getting paid ‘til you all clock in. Let’s scurry on down to the production floor and do some hand-washing and suiting up.”

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      Once we’d cajoled the New Guys into scrubbing up and putting on the crinkly paper clean-suits, Deke and I were basically free until their first mid-morning break, so I walked him down to our break room. He didn’t say a thing in the hall, but he kept throwing glances over his shoulder and eyeballing every security camera and closed door we passed. I knew the feeling, from back when I’d started nine months earlier, and just let him ride it out. He was the first guy I’d trained, but if my own behavior was at all indicative, then the Kübler-Ross Stages of Trans-Temporal Adjustment were something like: Freeze When You Glimpse the Portal, Get Really Paranoid in the Hallways, Breakdown in the Break Room.

      Deke waited for the break room door to click closed. “OK,” he said carefully, “The posting for this job was really, really misleadingly vague.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” I said, staring at the muffins in the vending machine like as though I was considering buying one.

      “Yes!” He was getting shrill, “Yes! Yes it was! They’re—those—” his breathing was ragged, quick, and shallow. “Time cowboys!” he finally spat out.

      “Dude,” I turned back and looked him in the eyes. His pupils were tight little points. “Dude,” I said quietly, stepping up to put a hand on his shoulder, just as Anne had done for me nine months ago. “It’s OK, but listen: You are hyperventilating. You need to push all the air out of your lungs and hold it out for as long as you can. If you keep breathing this way, then you’re going to feel all prickly and numb and lose control of your arms and probably pass out—” This was clearly the wrong thing to say; Deke’s eyes rolled desperately. “Which is totally normal,” I said firmly. “You aren’t sick from being near the portal. You are in no danger. You are hyperventilating like a totally normal guy who’s gotten a totally normal surprise that he finds a little uncool. Breathe like me, Deke: Push your breath out,” I did as I’d said, then croaked “Now hold it out until you can’t stand it.” We stood together, holding our breath. Deke coughed a little, then started to gulp in a fresh breath. “Don’t! Don’t gulp; sip a little air, then push it out and repeat. We’ll do four, and then you’ll feel cool.”

      “This job listing was misleading,” he said calmly. “This is the kind of thing that they should have to… like… disclose.”

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “I mean, it’s a trade secret, or whatever, but seriously: If you’d pulled up this morning and found the parking lot filled with horses and buggies with the orange triangle on the fender, would it be any different? If these guys were all Amish? No. No one would put that in the job listing. Your coworkers are a little weird is all. Everyone has weird coworkers.”

      “But not cowboys.”

      “These aren’t cowboys either,” I said, “These are coal miners.”

      “Why?”

      “‘cause they mine coal,” I smiled, then softly slugged him on the shoulder. Deke reluctantly smiled back. People smile when you smile, so you should always smile when you need to ease someone into seeing things your way. Basic HR stuff—stuff I’d teach Deke later.

      Then Deke frowned.

      “No, though, seriously: Why these guys?”

      “Because this is Tennessee,” I said, “and the light at the other end of that tunnel is some other time in this same spot in Tennessee.” I knew this wasn’t strictly true—unless this lil patch of Tennessee once boasted a thriving population of mustachioed meat-packers with Chicago accents—but it’s what Anne had told me, and it was what I was supposed to say. “There just isn’t that much past here: we get farmers and coal miners and settlers and Indians and whatever. The work isn’t that hard—stuffing circuit boards, cleaning glass with hexane, basic soldering, packaging to ship. Motivated guys like this pick it right up. And the dough’s great—to them it’s astronomical. If they screw up, they don’t get to come back. At least that’s what Anne says. So they’re good and they’re cheap, and they’re American.”

      “American.”

      “Tablet computers made in America by 100% guaranteed Americans. Or, at least, basically. Anne says the whole thing, the tax abatements and stuff that fund it, are still sorta experimental with the US Department of Commerce, but—” I could see that all of this was basically washing over Deke; too much information. “But whatevs.”

      “Why do you fuck with them like that?” Deke asked. “Why did you tweak them about the President?”

      I didn’t know, so I faked a smile and wagged my eyebrows like I had a plan: “Why not?”

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      On Tuesday it was another batch of coal miners, and Irish Whiskers was back, frisky as Hell, clean-shaven, and just beaming. If his sunny attitude hadn’t clued me in, the fact that he wasn’t sporting grime-highlighted crow’s feet—that he had no crow’s feet to hold the grime—should have.

      By the time I was to the “Any questions?” part of the spiel Irish Whiskers was just about bouncing on the balls of his feet he was so jazzed.

      “Whaddaya gals wear?” he asked. That slight lilt was still there, but seemed less gunked up by years of wood smoke and coal dust and whatever. “At the cotillions and to the sea shore and such? What passes for gowns and bathing costumes.” I couldn’t help but smile.

      “Basically nothing, I guess is what you’re getting at. I mean, comparatively.” The other New Guys smirked.

      “Ye’ve got carte-de-visites or somesuch of this?” he asked eagerly, copping basically the world’s worst stage whisper, eyebrows working like a burlesque barker’s.

      I laughed, “Sure thing, Irish; there’s some copies of Cosmo and Sports Illustrated and VIBE kicking around the break room. I’ll bring ‘em to lunch.” Appreciative nods from the other New Guys.

      “And men can fly now?” he continued.

      “Yeah, in airplanes, big, um, conveyances, maybe twice as long as a boxcar, full of people. With big wings. The boxcar has wings, not the people.”

      Irish’s eyes grew wide as he scanned his fellow travelers. “See! See! I told you: Marvels! Marvels of the Future!” He turned back to me, “What’s the year? Who’s the President?” he asked.

      “Of the company? The CEO?” I asked. I wanted to say “Martin” something. Or maybe “Mårten.” I think he was Dutch.

      Irish Whiskers scrunched his face in annoyance, “No; who gives a half a shite on that? Who’s the President of these United States of America.”

      “Barack Obama still,” I answered, amused. This time his eyes lit up with wonder.

      “An Irishman!” he marveled, and several other New Guys grunted their approval, heads nodding. “An Irish President of the United States!”

      Deke burst out with a snorting laugh, like a kid in the back of class after a pretty girl farts.

      “No,” I couldn’t help but laugh, too, “He’s African-American.” Blank stares. “Black,” I added. “Kennedy was our Irish—”

      But I didn’t get a chance to finish because lil whiskerless Irish Whiskers had already decked me on the mouth, his face slack and lifeless save for burning red embers of embarrassment high on each cheek. He swung again and again, smashing me in the eye and the cheek, boxing my ear, catching me a glancing blow to the neck, and only stopping when he’d cracked his knuckles on my hard forehead and been pulled off of me by an old bald guy and a fat man with immense, uneven sideburns.

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      I was sitting in the break room with a plastic-wrapped organic frozen burrito pressed to my face when Deke came in.

      “I’m filing a thing with HR,” I told Deke as he rummaged in the refrigerator. “A grievance. I’m grieved. If lil Irish dudes are gonna wig out and sock a dude over antebellum issues, there should be a security guard or something. Combat pay.” Deke handed me the Coke from my lunch. “That would not happen if we were teleporting modern guys in from Western China, or whatever, instead of importing slaving hillbillies.”

      Deke walked over to the silent soda machine and exchanged a dollar for a room-temperature Mello Yellow. “I took half of an online Intro to International Commerce course, and there was a sidebar about that in the online textbook thing. There were teleporters, I guess, but they didn’t work right. Something like seven in every thousand dudes who went through came out inside-out, and there was just no doing crap about it. They could get by paying a Chinese dude, like, $100 for $300 worth of work, but the insurance was insane. The business model faltered.”

      “Why don’t the time portals do the same thing?” I asked, cracking my Coke.

      Deke shrugged. “The sidebar didn’t say, and then my laptop crashed and I lost my login info, and dropped the course. Didn’t you study any of this supply-chain business stuff in college?”

      “No; I studied German Language and Literature.” It hurt to talk.

      Deke stitched his eyebrows, “Then how’d you end up here?”

      “By not having a plan beyond ‘Hey, I kinda dig German Language and Literature.’”

      Deke smiled and shook his head. “You’re OK, Taylor. I worked at a WalMart before, and all the management people there were total dicks. Anyway, the other coal-miner guys were pretty freaked out by that fight; I guess that Irish guy’s been doing this a lot in the last month for a bunch of different companies, and he’d always been really cool. Almost sort of a tourist. Upbeat and everything.”

      “That’s nuts right there,” I replied, my big rubbery lips banging against each other and making me wince, “I’d never seen him before yesterday. And those guys are confused, because there isn’t any other company with portals.”

      Deke shrugged, “You should ask the Asian girls then.”

      “What Asian girls?”

      “The bald guy that peeled Irish Guy off you said that the last time he came through with Punchy McIrish the orientation was with ‘Celestial Girls in their underlinens’ and Irish had wood the whole day!” Deke snorted a laugh. “Anyway, they all yelled at him and made him go back through the curtain to the portal, so that’s that, I guess.” Deke drank some Mello Yellow, then pulled a comically ugly face.

      “Uck!” he said, “This is, like, piss warm.”

      “The machine is broken; can’t you hear the cooler not running in it?” The smile hurt, but I couldn’t keep it down. Deke was a good guy. “And the can’s warm, isn’t it?”

      “Well, yeah, I just figured it would seem less warm than it is. This—” He pulled a face, shaking his head like a dog with a nose full of ants, then took another sip. “This is terrible.”

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      Wednesday was coal miners again, but no Irish Whiskers, which was good, because my cheek still hurt like hell, and I was beginning to suspect he’d fractured the bone. I hadn’t bothered filling out the injury report or a complaint or anything. I didn’t want to see him again and have to admit to myself that I didn’t have it in me to confront a guy who straight up smashed me in the face.

      Thursday was gunsmiths and tin smiths and coopers all in frock coats and cocky hats. They were sorta “thee” and “thou”-y, but, honestly, they did incredible work on the tablet cases; it was phenomenal. Four of them took their pay in oats. Do you know what $100 in oats adjusted for 300 years of inflation looks like? I had to send Deke to Sam’s Club with Anne’s corporate card. It took the smiths 20 minutes to get it all through the portal, handing sacks shoulder-to-shoulder like you’d imagine the crews at the pyramids passing bricks and mortar. They sang this song together to keep time, this crazy song about porno pirates doing crazy sex on each other and with dogs and corpses and statues and stuff. I would have totally recorded it and YouTubed it, but I’d signed a non-disclosure agreement when I was hired.

      On Friday I was running a little late because I’d gone to karaoke with Sharon and Deke the night before, and me and Sharon had stayed out late not making the love connection. Point being, I was already launching into my spiel when I caught a load of that day’s New Guys, and the words turned to ash in my mouth.

      “Yeah,” Deke said, “It’s weird that they’re so young. And what’s up with those haircuts?”

      These New Guys were a dozen or so scrawny, pale boys with ancient faces and sandy crewcuts. They were mostly in rough-looking baggy suits, except for the one girl—dark fuzz of hair on her head, dark eyes—who was in a sort of ratty frock. All of them wore clunky, cracked, clog-like boots as formless as lumps of tar. They weren’t in the striped pajamas with the yellow stars or colored triangles sewn to them, but their hollow eyes said it all; they were the sorta eyes you saw in black-and-white on the History Channel, staring past barbed wire and railroad tracks.

      They stared at me; I stared back.

      “Which arbeitslager are you from?” I asked in German. I only knew how to say “work camps” from watching Schindler’s List on what was likely the most ill-conceived date-night of my life back in college. My head wasn’t straight back then. Live and learn, I guess.

      “They’re from Monowitz-Buna,” the dark girl said in English, nodding at the pale boys, “But I’m from Auschwitz II-Birkenau.”

      “OK.” The word fell out of my mouth like a pebble. “OK, I guess,” then I switched back to German, “Yes. I will do the orientation in German. Welcome, all, to—”

      “Nie!” she snapped, and my mouth clicked shut like she’d pulled a string. She continued in English, “I am here only because I am useful to translate: Polish, English, German, Italian, I speak these all. Maybe Spanish. Also Yiddish. You speak English, you permit me to translate.”

      So I started my spiel in English, but didn’t bother to sell it; I just said the words like I was a kid reading lines for a part he had no interest in landing. After about the first half sentence she started talking to the boys; her words were German-ish, but they weren’t German. I guess that was Yiddish, but I don’t know; I’d never heard it before, and haven’t heard it since.

      She was much younger than I’d thought at first, a teenager. Something about her crew cut made her look not just older, but also… ancient? I don’t know. She looked like she ought to be carved in limestone, standing 100-feet tall, guarding the door of a Babylonian God’s tomb, not standing in our orientation room in a threadbare frock and weird clod stompers. She was beautiful. I know how screwed up that sounds, but it’s true, and I’m being honest here. She was the most beautiful woman I’ll ever see.

      “Any questions?” I finally asked.

      She eyed Deke, and then, in German, said she had one last question, a request for me. Then she asked. I was afraid I’d heard her right, so I repeated the last word she said. She confirmed it, nodding her head.

      “Jah: ‘gift.’ “

      I was still sorta working through that, and didn’t realize how long I’d been quiet, watching her. The skinny boys started to look at each other nervously. Finally Deke clapped his hands and said, “OK!” his voice just as perfectly, artificially chipper as mine always was, “let’s scurry on down to the production floor and do some hand-washing and suiting up!”

      He ushered them out into the hall, and I fell into step next to him.

      “She wants a gift?” Deke asked as we trooped down to the row of sinks and racks of paper coveralls outside the production room.

      “Yeah,” I said numbly.

      I didn’t bother to explain that “Gift” is German for “poison.”

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      Instead of going to the break room with Deke I headed up to see Anne. The Human Resource offices were just a pair of tiny, windowless rooms tucked along the edge of the telemarketing bullpen: a big open floor of cubicles occupied by khaki-pants-and-headset folks. No one looked up as I walked through.

      Anne was a monumental lady—big hands, big neck, big thighs; she easily would have had a head on me if she’d been standing, and I’m not that short. Like monumental people everywhere, she wasn’t a sit-and-listen type; her personality took up space to match her body.

      But Anne let me talk without interruption that morning, which quickly got creepy. I started tripping over myself, trying to slow down what I was saying but nonetheless hearing my voice go faster and louder and higher pitched. Mercifully, Anne cut me off.

      “Taylor,” she said kindly, “You’re confused. There weren’t any concentration camps in Tennessee.”

      “Anne!” I hushed myself, but I knew the telemarketers had heard me, “Anne, I’m not saying they’re from Concentration Camp Memphis; I’m saying they’re from Auschwitz. Fucking Auschwitz, Anne! I’m saying they’re arbieting to macht frie in our production room right now.”

      Anne bit her lip. “I appreciate that you’re upset,” she said carefully, “But you need to appreciate that what you’re saying is impossible—”

      “They’re building tablet computers on the ground floor!”

      “—because it’s just not how the portal works.”

      “You don’t know how it works!” Now I was shouting, and the telemarketers were listening, and I was probably really complicating some sales calls.

      Anne took a deep breath, “That’s not germane. Until eight this morning, those workers—whoever they are and whenever they’re from—were skeletons in graves somewhere. They still are. Everyone else you orientated this week has been dead for a century or two; this isn’t really any different.”

      “This is different! They aren’t going to die of black lung or pneumonia or falling rocks or old age—”

      “Plenty of them died of pneumonia,” Anne said gently.

      “They’re gonna go to the fucking gas—”

      “—and typhus—”

      “—and the ovens and the mass graves and they know it.”

      “—and tuberculous and malnutrition and a million other things,. Like humans all throughout history, including today, and tomorrow, and the next day.”

      Her eyes were too bright, but no tears spilling over.

      “We could keep them,” I tried, hopeless.

      “They aren’t stray kittens, Taylor. And I don’t know how wise it is to pull them out of their timestream and plunk them in ours.”

      “That’s nuts,” I said, “Worrying about space-time continuums is nuts. We sent 700 pounds of goddamn oats to the Early Republic yesterday!”

      Anne sniffled once, hard. Her face was bright red, but her words were slow and cold: “You’re right, Taylor. I don’t know how this really works. I don’t know why sending gold nuggets to 1877 is fine but letting anyone stay past a 12-hour shift isn’t. I don’t know.”

      She swiveled in her Aeron chair and pulled open a file drawer, from which she extracted a glossy mock-up of a promotional fact sheet.

      “Here’s everything I know about the process.” She held it out to me, but I didn’t bother to take it; there weren’t even 100 words on it, just marketing bullet points about “peak cost efficiency” and “American-made in America,” and glossy pics of our production floor and the orientation room.

      “You can’t talk about what’s on this, please; the press release is embargoed until Q3, when we’ll begin offering exclusive production and fulfillment services to strategic partners.”

      The orientation room shown on the press release had been photoshopped. There was no curtain next to the monitoring panel in that photo, and the portal it showed was a lame, watery blue hole in the wall, like the graphics from a cheap video game. The real portal was the sort of thing that would look hopelessly fake in a picture. Just a hole venting heat, warping the air like a midsummer BBQ pit. It doesn’t sound like much to describe it, but seeing it—or at least as much as I’d glimpsed past the curtain—was different. Past the curtain was an impossibly long drop going nowhere with something glimmering deep and far back, almost too far away to be even a pinprick. A bright, steadfast point like a distant planet in an otherwise starless sky.

      “How can you do this if you don’t know how it works?” I asked, “If you can’t even begin to get your head around the consequences?”

      “Do you know how electricity works?” Anne asked, seemingly out of the blue, tucking the press release back into her drawer.

      “Of course I do!” I shot back.

      “Then explain it to me: How does it work? How dangerous is it? Who gets hurt? What are the consequences?”

      Anne did me the courtesy of not making me stumble around like an asshole. She was right: Beyond a vague recollection of a diagram showing a turbine with cartoon lightning bolts around it and something called the “right-hand rule,” I had no real clue how electricity works.

      “We’re in Tennessee,” she said evenly, sniffling back the remaining tears, “Even today our electricity comes from good ole coal. The smoke from those plants kills something like 10,000 American asthmatics every year. You’re upset about those twenty workers down in production because you have a good heart, but before you think it’s too good a heart, tell me how many times you’ve gotten upset about those 10,000 Americans that are alive right now and will be dead next year. Those workers in production are already dead, Taylor, they’re just getting a 12-hour reprieve from the grave. Resurrection isn’t our business.”

      “Yeah,” I spat, “Our business is shipping tablet computers in time for Back-to-School.”

      “Yes,” she said calmly, “That’s our business.” She broke eye contact and began sorting some papers on her desk, then turned to her computer monitor. “I’m really glad you brought this concern to my attention,” it was clearly her turn to read lines for a role she had no intention of landing. “I’ll be sure to pass your thoughts up to corporate as soon as possible.”

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      I stopped in the break room to get my jacket and car keys. Deke was sitting with a Mello Yellow.

      “Dude, I Googled that Monowitz thing she said.” He didn’t look at me as he spoke. “Those kids are from a concentration camp, Taylor.”

      “I know Deke.”

      Deke frowned, “Why the hell didn’t you say anything?”

      “I went to go talk to Anne in HR—”

      “Why didn’t you say anything in the hall? Why didn’t you say anything to me? I got them scrubbed up and suited. I put them to work.” He worked his mouth, wrestling with something, a set of feelings that were big and unwieldy and complicated. Then it settled, cold and hard, and he looked at me.

      “My moms is Jewish, man.”

      “But you’re–“ I stopped myself before I said ‘Black,’ but he read the word forming behind my lips. Something flared in him. He tamped it down. Because I was still his boss, for whatever that’s worth.

      “You can be both, Taylor,” Deke said it so lightly, so pleasantly, probably because he’d had plenty of practice.

      “I gotta go to Walgreens,” I told him.

      “To get the translator her gift?”

      “Yeah. Make sure they get two morning breaks. And hand out snacks.” I took all of the cash out of my wallet, “Stuff from the vending machine. And, dammit, play some music in the production room.”

      “What kind?”

      “I don’t know. Swing. Swing music. Glen Miller and Count Basie. Download a bunch of swing and play it as loud as they want. But…” and I hated myself for saying it, but I couldn’t stop myself, “But not too loud. Don’t… don’t screw up our numbers for today. We still have to get units done, and they’ve gotta pass QA.”

      I turned and headed out the door quickly, so I wouldn’t have to see how Deke looked at me, or think about how I’d have looked at me if I were in his shoes.

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      I wandered the aisle at Walgreens with no real idea what I could buy the Polish girl for poison. I stopped in the cleaning aisle, because basically everything there was poison, but I had trouble stomaching the idea of that girl chugging Drano or Pine-Sol or whatever off-brand equivalent Walgreens had. Also, all of that would be pretty hard to smuggle back through the portal and into a prison camp. Probably talking to Anne had been a mistake. Probably going to Walgreens instead of a hardware store had been a mistake, too.

      I looked at my watch; if I wasn’t back by noon there’d be more questions.

      I looked at the bullet proof glass cordoning off the pharmacist; I didn’t really have a plan, just knew that there was plenty of fentanyl or oxy or whatever back there. Dumbasses accidentally killed themselves with that crap every day.

      And then I went to the plain-old painkiller aisle and got the biggest bottle of off-brand Tylenol they had, the cheap pills with no coating, the kind that go down easy and dissolve in your stomach fast.

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      Late that afternoon the arsenic alarm went off. They did chip fabrication in another part of our building, and when the arsenic alarm went off, you didn’t monkey around looking for your jacket or tying your shoe or hitting control-s; you trotted out the nearest exit quickly and calmly.

      Deke and I hustled the New Guys out the emergency door. The production room is windowless, and they clearly hadn’t fathomed what the glowing EXIT meant. They reacted to the door opening the way lil kids react to the dove appearing from the magician’s empty top hat.

      Outside it was cloudless and warm, late afternoon in an early Tennessee spring. The New Guys gawked at the open patch of lawn, the blacktop parking lot glimmering with heat, the steep-banked drainage ditch, the dense little scrub woods beyond it. No wire, no fences, no guard towers. Why bother? The past must be pretty craptacular, because the few New Guys who ever saw the world outside our facility were totally gobsmacked. On the few occasions we’d ended up out here no one had ever tried to run off.

      Deke handed out cigarettes to anyone who wanted them, which was everyone. He crumpled the empty pack and shoved it in his pocket, then went around giving everyone a light. One of the boys crouched down and stroked the shaggy, overgrown grass like it was a big, green pelt. Then the all-clear bell rang, because it was a false alarm. It always was. The sensor was too sensitive. But it would take a true C-suite monster to argue that an hour of lost production justified the possibility of having an office building full of corpses. Anyway, an arsenic release would have been a pretty major screw-up. All the government contracts in DC couldn’t save JIT from that reputational blow.

      We shuffled our feet and took our time shooing everyone back in, so they could finish their smokes.

      When we did the count at the end of the day, before clocking the New Guys out, the Polish girl was gone.

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      After our shift Deke and I sat in the break room with room-temperature cokes from the broken machine, even though we were clocked out. We could have gone anywhere, but we didn’t. I can’t speak for Deke, but I was too exhausted to move. Not exhausted like from hard labor—it dawned on me that I hand no real idea what “hard labor” even was. I guess I was tired from thinking too hard, from doing the weird calculus on time travel, from figuring how responsible I was for those boys going to the gas, or whatever, and that Polish girl not, and what Anne was going to do with our conversation.

      We were quiet for a long time. I sipped my warm Pepsi, even though it tasted like flat, malted battery acid.

      “I pulled that alarm,” Deke said flatly.

      “OK,” I said.

      “I thought,” Deke deflated, “I thought more of them would make a break for it.”

      I sipped my Pepsi again. “That’s just not how people are, Deke.”

      I fished the family-size bottle of off-brand Tylenol from my jacket pocket and rolled it between my palms. I hadn’t had the guts to give it to her. It’s a shitty, shitty way to go. ODing on Tylenol does something to your liver, something that can’t be fixed, and you slowly fill with toxins and your organs fail. As a rule, when you trash your liver on purpose you get put at the end of the organ-transplant line. That’s a long line to begin with. If someone gets you to ER right away the docs can pump your stomach and hit you with activated charcoal and some sort of anti-toxin before your liver is toasted. But if they don’t, you die over the course of days, filling up with the everyday poisons your body produces under standard operating conditions. It hurts. A lot. And they can’t really do much about it except for juicing you with morphine for the pain and benzodiazepines for the fear until finally your heart stops.

      My older brother killed himself with Tylenol his freshman year in college. At the beginning of Thanksgiving break, during his first semester as a Tarheel, Ben drove his roomie to the airport for an early flight to Connecticut, then went back to their dorm room and took a whole bottle of Tylenol PM. He washed it down with Gatorade, crawled into bed, and no one found him until the next morning, when the RAs went through to make sure everyone’d cleaned out their mini-fridges. It took him two days to die in the hospital. His skin and eyes were yellow, like one giant bruise. For the last of it he just shook and groaned, like a dog having a seizure. I sat with him the whole time, holding his hand, wondering why he’d done it. I was a high school senior.

      By the middle of my second year at Dartmouth it dawned on me that I had no idea why I’d bothered to work so hard to get into college. I had no friends—no roommate, even—couldn’t sleep, and couldn’t picture the future I was working my ass off to get to. One morning I realized that I finally understood where Ben’d been coming from, and that I hadn’t really bought the economy-size Tylenol sitting on my dresser to be frugal. So I dropped out.

      Maybe Tylenol suicide is better than being a slave translator in a German chemical plant and then getting gassed. I doubt it, but I’m not a slave. Anyway, it didn’t matter; the girl had solved her own problem. Even after being beaten and berated and starved rail-thin in a hell of mud and chemicals for God knows how many months, she still had the nut to make a break for it, against ridiculous odds, with next to no support. That was better than I could manage, and I’d never missed a meal in my life.

      “Deke,” I said carefully, “You know that they caught you, right? The production area and orientation room and the halls, they’re all full of security cameras.”

      “This is the shittiest possible job,” Deke groaned, laying his head down on his folded arms.

      “I dunno,” I lied, “I’ve had shittier jobs.” Until that day, it’d been true. “At least we’re in HR; that’s sorta almost management. I mean, we’ve got matching 401Ks and dental and whatever. Well, I do. You will, after your 90 day new-hire probation is done.”

      “Who else does this?” Deke’s voice was muffled by his arms, “Who else besides JIT Fabrication and Fulfillment has portals?”

      “No one. No one I know about, but I didn’t really know about this before I saw the ad in Craigslist last year.” My voice hitched, so I took a sip of my Pepsi, then poked around my tender cheek with one tentative finger as I struggled to pull myself together.

      “Hunh?” Deke grunted. I hadn’t said anything, and was about to say that, when I heard the other voice.

      I turned; it was still just me and Deke in the break room, but now there was a portal between us. Deke was on the business end, and I was behind it somehow, so that all I could really see was the shimmer of heat in the air, and the eerie light of somewhere else on Deke’s face. The voice called through the portal again, and I felt it in my chest, as though it was calling through me. It was a lady’s voice, some sort of Chinese sing-song in an accent a little too lilting and curved for me to immediately follow with my rusty “needs-improvement” grade-school Mandarin. Deke reached up into the air and his hand disappeared into the heat-shimmer, turning to searing light where his arm crossed the threshold. I had to squint; it was like staring at an eclipse. Then Deke’s hand was back and he was holding a sheet of paper, reading it carefully.

      I heard Anne down the hall by the elevators, calling for Deke.

      “Um, no,” he said, looking right at me—but not at me, because he was actually looking at whoever was in that portal, “I’m not really looking for work right now.”

      Heavy feet in the hallway.

      “Deke,” I said, “take the offer.”

      He leaned out so that he could see me past the edge of the portal that I couldn’t really see at all. “Taylor, I don’t wanna.” He sounded like a kid on the end of the high-dive.

      “Deke, Anne knows you pulled the alarm.” Out in the hall Anne called for Deke again, closer. “Deke, Anne knows you helped some dead girl from the 1930s escape into now.”

      Deke looked bewildered. “Taylor, what’s Anne gonna do? Fire me? Call the cops? I pulled a fire alarm. I could say it was an accident—”

      Anne wasn’t alone coming down that hall. A walkie-talkie crackled, and there was the low murmur of big guys trying to quick-walk stealthily.

      “Anne’s not gonna call the cops, Deke. If Anne finds you in here, I don’t think the cops are going to have any idea where to look for you.”

      The Chinese voice said something, but Deke was still leaning out looking at me. He chewed his lip for just a second, then nodded once, stood, and stepped through the portal, slipping into the space between thin curtains of air with a swelling flash.

      The Chinese woman called out to “the rest of you”—which was just me. She said something about fringe benefits and meditation breaks and vegan meal options, but I wasn’t really following. Somewhere out under the fading sky that Polish concentration camper was running loose in the springtime Tennessee scrub. There’d be someone after her soon if there wasn’t already, but she was hard and young and spoke, like, six languages—and she was highly motivated in the Land of Opportunity. Being properly motivated counts for an awful lot.

      I stood up and came around the portal’s shaggy edge. The Chinese voice sang about the many fine worker opportunities at San Fu Fabrication Industries. Viewed from the front the portal was a brilliant pool of dappled light. I thought maybe I could see something moving in it, areas of a flatter brightness, but that might have just been my eyes tearing up.

      “Nǐ hǎo,” I called out in grammar-school Mandarin, “Nǐ hǎo ma! How long is your standard engagement for workers?”

      The voice paused. Anne was shouting my name now, too. The big guys with her weren’t bothering with stealth anymore.

      “Yes,” the Chinese lady swimming in the depths of the light finally sang back to me, “All engagements are indefinite. For exemplary workers.”

      Anywhoo, I know that was sort of long winded, but all I’m really saying is this:

      Hi! I’m Taylor, and I’m with Human Resources! There are good opportunities and good friends here at San Fu Fabrication Industries, and I urge you to give it a shot. Just put your X on this waiver, step through our safe and convenient portal, and see what you see.
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      KASHGAR, China—The ongoing international outcry against the use of forced Uyghur labor in the Chinese cotton industry hit a new snag on Wednesday, when China’s ruling Communist Party (CCP) allowed a team of international observers unfettered access to four Uyghur detainment camps in the Western Xinjiang region. Initial reports from this team of geneticists and legal scholars unexpectedly bolster the CCP's claims that the individuals detained in these camps are "equivalent guest workers voluntarily self-enrolled for vocational training and re-education."

      Xinjiang is the source of 85 percent of Chinese cotton, which accounts for 20 percent of the cotton used globally. It is also home to more than 12 million Chinese Muslims (primarily ethnic Uyghurs). Since 2016 the region's provincial committee has operated a massive network of "vocational education and training centers" here with the stated goal of "countering extremism and terrorism." Hundreds of thousands of Uyghurs, Hui, and other Chinese Muslims are reportedly held under "administrative detention" in these camps without trial, or even formal charges. According to Human Rights Watch, the Xinjiang internment network constitutes the largest arbitrary detention program targeting ethnic and religious minorities since World War II.

      In 2018 the New York Times reported that the detainees at these camps are regularly used as forced labor at nearby factories and agricultural fields. When Chinese business magnate Zhāng Wěi—co-founder and executive chairman of San Fu Fabrication Industries, a leading provider of cotton to the global fashion industry—was questioned about these practices last May he made a perplexing claim: that every detainee in the Xinjiang vocational education and training network was an "equivalent citizen" freely recruited for vocational and cultural training under an administrative process called "voluntary self-enrollment."

      Zhāng then produced a signed "affidavit of voluntary self-enrollment" bearing a DNA fingerprint. This DNA fingerprint matches both Zhāng and a man held in a camp near the Chinese city of Kashgar. International observers have since confirmed that this detainee (whose name is given on internal documents as "Zhāng Aziz") and Zhāng Wěi are both physically and genetically identical.

      According to Icelandic geneticist Sigrún Einarsdóttir, the scientific lead for the team, "Our initial assumption had been that this was an elaborate ruse involving selected identical twins and enormous effort on the part of the Chinese government. But such a ruse would not likely survive scientific scrutiny. While identical twins appear indistinguishable, roughly 90% of identical twins bear genetic variations that make them readily identifiable as unique individuals via DNA fingerprint. Our team ultimately selected and sampled 4000 interred people. Some of them had as many as 25 'twins' spread across the several facilities we were permitted to access. And within each of these 'twin' cohorts, all members were absolutely genetically identical to a member of a group of 202 high-ranking Chinese officials, many with known associations to Zhāng Wěi and his businesses. These findings do not simply strain credulity—they strain one's capacity to even describe in simple English."

      Zhāng Wěi has since released a joint statement with the CCP and San Fu Fabrication Industries, noting that "trade and worker exchange policies with equivalent Chinas across time continuities constitute a purely internal matter. This is of no concern to the global community."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Paul—Where There Is Nothing, There Is God

          

        

      

    

    
      From the Journal of Pastor Ephraim Otis, Quansigamog Pond, Massachusetts, 1770

      

      A missionary comes to us from the wilderness to the west. Only the smith, Young Charles Bull, has yet spoken to him. Young Charles is agitated greatly. He says this man of God bears a New Gospel, a physical Gospel of the Manifest Christ. Prior to this wandering Parson’s advent, Young Charles had been no paragon of Faith nor Industry. But now he is ebullient. His face unnaturally burns with the Spirit of the Lord, his workshop likewise perpetually a-blaze as he prepares cask upon cask of iron nails to take to market in Boston town.

      It is frightful to look upon him; one fears being seared by the intensity of Young Charles’ sudden zeal.

      

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      Chico and the portal guy were waiting for me outside FDA Annex D. Chico was smoking a cigarette. If this was a screenplay, his entire character description would read “sinister Russian.” The portal guy was one of those worn-out middle-aged cheap-blue-oxford-&-khakis cubical drones. Not just “it’s 3am” worn-out—although it was 3am—but more the “I’m tired of my whole stupid life” kind of worn-out. He was just slouching there, hands in pockets, staring up at the stars and whistling that “Yakkety Sax” song from Benny Hill. He abruptly cut off as I climbed out of my car.

      “This is your New Guy?” he asked Chico.

      Chico blew twin streams of smoke out his nose, flicking away his cigarette butt without acknowledging the portal guy’s question.

      “New guy?” I mugged like a vaudevillian, joining them at the glass door, “What happened to the old guy?”

      “Gal,” the portal guy answered as he waived us in through the glass doors of FDA Annex D. “She got burned as a witch.” We walked through a little grey reception area, and into a dim office space broken up into cubicles.

      “Taaay-lor,” Chico scolded the portal guy like a naughty puppy, then turned to me without breaking stride. “Disregard him, Paul. That is Taylor. Taylor is comedian. Most boring comedian.”

      The portal guy—Taylor—lead us into a bright conference room, immediately heading over to fiddle with a wall-mounted touchpad hanging next to a door-shaped rectangle of blue masking tape. The rest of the office had seemed pretty lived-in—papers and knickknacks festooning the desks, calendars and family photos pinned to the cubicle walls—but this little conference room showed no such signs of life. There wasn’t even a conference table, just a scattering of chairs and some boxes stacked along the back wall. One box was open, revealing a tangle of computer cables and mice with one of those starfish-shaped conference-call phones partially embedded in it.

      “Taylor is being worst dick, Paul. They burned no witches in Salem, Massachusetts,” Chico explained, “They hanged witches.” He barked laughter.

      “And crushed,” Taylor added over his shoulder, the second word turning into a yawn he didn’t bother to stifle.

      “Yes!” Chico confirmed, “And crushéd! Madison got crushéd. But Paul, that was Salem. And, most important, that was sixteen-whatever. Mistakes were made. All such errors now gone. Massachusetts 1770 is most easy money.” His eyes drifted down to my feet and one eyebrow climbed fretfully as he noted my plastic flip-flops.

      “It’s OK,” I said, stepping out of the sandals, then using my toes to nudge them together. “I talked to someone I know who’s doing a dramaturgy internship at the Guthrie Theater.” Chico looked alarmed, and I rushed to explain. “In a strictly hypothetical way. Getting period shoes right is really, really hard, especially when you start thinking about distressing them properly. Given our options—and the character I’ve conceived—barefoot is our best bet.”

      Chico nodded appreciatively. “You have Method, like top-notch actor Marlon Brando. I appreciate this.” Chico slapped me on the shoulder. “I admire this. Now you are ready, Pavlenti?”

      I was not, in fact, ready. My woolen cassock—a single-breasted Chesterfield front with 39 buttons, liberated from the University of North Carolina costume shop—was hot, itchy as hell, and the set-in sleeves were binding me in the armpits something fierce.

      Also, I was about to walk through a wall into the past. What had seemed like a fun little gig when I was raiding the UNC costume shop suddenly seemed suicidal.

      Chico set one hard hand on my shoulder. “You have stage fright jitters?” He asked gently. “If is stage fright,” he said, “Just imagine them all naked, ok? And if this is portal fright, you just picture the big money you receive on you return.”

      What I had was neither stage fright nor “portal fright.” It was Chico Fright—but I didn’t want to say that, so instead I asked: “Didn’t one of these portals turn a Chinese guy inside out?”

      Chico frowned and turned to look at Taylor, who shook his head. “That was a teleporter,” Taylor said. “And that was in China.”

      Chico turned back to me. “See? Was teleporter, Pavel. Was China,” he scoffed. “This is time portal. American made. FDA-approved.”

      I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and thought about the money. I’ve never found picturing the audience naked to do much for stage fright, but thinking about that money sure did help ease my Chico Fright. “Ok.”

      “Super-duper!” Chico slapped my back again. “You will break all their legs, Pavlentiyi.” It was only then that he handed me the snuffbox, which I slipped into my rough-woven satchel.

      “Anywhoo,” Taylor yawned, “Bon voyage, Parson Brown.” He tapped the control panel—which turned out to be just an off-brand tablet computer glued to the wall—and I forgot all about the money.

      The portal seeped out of the drywall like tar-black water seeping through a paper placemat. But it wasn’t water, wasn’t a fluid at all. It was a hole. A deep hole, so hot it made the air waver the way a BBQ grill does in the summer. And there was a light waaaaay down at the bottom of that hole, a tiny light like Venus in a clear winter sky.

      I know this makes it sound scary, but it wasn’t. It was beautiful. Seeing it form gave you vertigo, but also this rush, like getting high, but a clean, clear high, without the jangling, jaw-clenching babblecrash of your own hyper-speed thoughts.

      Looking at that tiny glimmer so deep back down in that lightless well, you could believe in God.

      

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      

      How’d I meet Chico? It’s sorta complicated. Just to clarify: I was never a “meth head.”

      But that’s sort of getting the cart before the horse.

      A couple months back I was leaving a Subway sandwich shop when this tweaky little made-for-TV meth hag stopped me. She looked just gawdawful: skin sickly and scabbed, brown hair a lusterless rat’s nest pulled into a sloppy pony-tail. She had that off-center burn on her lower-lip, the one you get from getting the pipe too hot while trying to smoke meth cut with too much ground glass. That burn is so stereotypical of the dedicated meth aficionado, it’s almost a cliché. I didn’t even realize she was saying my name until she grabbed my wrist. Her hand was cold and clammy and awful.

      “Hey, hey,” she was saying, “Hey, Paul, it’s me, it’s Tina.” Her voice was croaky and ancient from smoking cheap-ass Basic cigarettes. “It’s OK, Paulie.” She smiled a ghastly, rotten smile. “You’re with friends, Paulie. You’re safe.”

      “Tina?” I said blankly. I sorta knew a Tina, but hadn’t seen her in almost five years, not since I’d gotten my degree from UNC. My Tina had been pretty, round-faced and athletic. She played rugby or soccer or something. Back then I’d been really into EDM—electronic dance music—and would hit all these warehouse shows with this sound guy, Dale, and his roomie, Wei Xen. Wei cooked these great little batches of crystal, and loved to share. Tina was one of those people we’d habitually bump into at shows, and then do bumps with at shows.

      But we weren’t “meth heads.”

      Just like most of the bubbas who drink a beer or six while watching the Tarheels aren’t Lifetime-movie alcoholics. This wasn’t Breaking Bad or one of those horror-show Meth Project ads. We’d bump some meth, dance all night, have a hangover the next day, and get on with our lives. Dale got his degree and a job remastering and digitizing back-catalogue country blues albums in Nashville. Wei Xen—the “Man from Shenzhen”—went to work for Dow-Corning. I steadily worked my way up to waiting nice tables. EDM got big enough that there wasn’t an “on the way up” that included Asheville warehouses anymore. And with day jobs and no shows worth seeing, why bother getting high? The world had moved on, us included.

      Except for Tina, apparently.

      “Tina,” she repeated. “Tina. Dancing Tina.” It all clicked, and I could suddenly see the shadow of Tina’s round, bright face hidden inside this loose, mottled mask. My heart sank. “Hey—” she asked, her eyes roving around. “You carrying anything heavy?” I looked at my sandwich, not understanding at all, and then realized she meant drugs.

      “Noo-oo,” I said carefully, “I… um… made some lifestyle changes. Decided not to lift anything heavy anymore.”

      She sighed, disappointed but resigned to a life of disappointments. Then she brightened. “But you still act, right?”

      I smiled back, because I do. Voice acting mostly. Not much, but it’s work.

      Now Tina was positively beaming. “Yeah! Yeah! I’ve seen you! Well, heard you, I guess. The ad with the personal injury attorney and the fish!”

      I nodded humbly. Whiplash Bass. People still love those ads. One time, at a different Subway, the stoner kid making my footlong was so pumped to meet Whiplash Bass that he gave me the combo for free.

      “Gosh! That’s great, Paulie! That’s really great for you, man. Because I know this guy, he’s a glass installer,” she enunciated the words as though she was telling a deaf tourist a street name, “Big windows. Heavy windows. Lots and lots of heavy, heavy lifting, this guy. Lots of glass. And I owe him a really big favor. Introducing him to a good, quiet actor…” she trailed off. She was still smiling, but it was a brave-face smile: her eyes were shimmering and about to spill over. “It would really, really get me out of a really uncomfortable situation if I could introduce my friend Chico to a good quiet actor, a good guy like my old dance partner Paul.”

      And that’s how I met Chico.

      

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      

      Looking at the fuming, black time-portal hole in the wall, you’d think “Man, I’ve got a long walk ahead of me to the Light.” But stepping past the threshold, it was like sliding into a swimming pool full of orgasm. The light got brighter and brighter and brighter and then pop!ed. The next thing I knew I was hearing panicked birds bursting through thick foliage.

      My vision cleared and I was standing beside a babbling brook in the forest primeval of what I’d been told would be 18th Century Massachusetts, with Taylor’s portal thing crackling away behind me like a chintzy fake fire. I turned around to look at it, and was surprised at how totally different it looked from that side: No long black tunnel, no light at the end, just a flat pool of dappled, shimmering light hanging in the air.

      I took a deep breath, but when I let it out it came in shudders and giggles. I shook it all out and tried again. I was Parson Mordecai Brown and Parson Mordecai Brown’s face has hospital corners. I ran my hands over my face and close-cropped scalp, taking another deep breath, blowing it out slowly, getting into character.

      I’ve been walking a long while, but I’m not a bit tired.

      I’m sustained not by food or drink, but by the Lord’s New Communion and Manifest Gospel.

      It was morning and the air was pleasantly crisp, but you could tell it was going to get hot. I was glad that I wouldn’t be sticking around in my long wool cassock.

      Then my iPhone eeped its low-power warning and my heart leapt into my throat. I hiked my cassock up and inventoried my pockets. I had indeed accidentally brought my cracked iPhone—which had no service, but faithfully reported it was 3:14 AM where I’d come from and that its battery was at 20%. I powered it down, then checked my other pockets. I’d thought to leave my wallet in my car, but still had my keys and a tube of Burt’s Bees beeswax lip balm. The portal behind me closed with a tidy snap. It would reopen in 30 minutes. The clock was ticking. This was my cue, and I was not ready to make my entrance.

      Heart racing, I dropped to my knees, dumped out my rough-hewn satchel, and sifted through my hand props—a suitably distressed prayer book in illegibly small type, an apple, a crust of artisanal bread; the kind of things you’d expect to find in a Colonial preacher’s purse—until I found the hourglass, which was really a 30-minute glass. I tapped all the sand into one ampule, then flipped it, checked the flow, slipped a dark leather cord through its wooden frame, and tied it around my waist like a belt. I scooped everything back up into the satchel and put Chico’s extra-special snuffbox in my cassock pocket.

      I was nine kinds of panicked, right on the edge of blowing the performance. So I stopped, blew out my breath, and centered myself. I listened to the silent forest. Of course, it wasn’t silent; it was audience silent, full of little sounds of life: the unbearably clear brook chuckling over the rocks, birds chirping and flipping through the branches, squirrels bitching at each other from opposing trees only to be shushed by a rising breeze.

      It was an expectant silence, leaning forward, waiting for something worth watching to happen.

      I took a breath, and the air smelled faintly of wood smoke and nothing else. I’d never realized how much stuff I’m constantly smelling, stuff that people have labored to make and buy and use and discard: exhaust and plastic, shampoo and body spray, fryer grease and sewer gas. Our world.

      I took another breath. I didn’t really care about Tina. And I didn’t care about what Chico would do if I blew this. And I didn’t care about what he’d pay me if I nailed it. I cared about the role, I cared about the show—my show, my character: I was Mordecai Brown, the Barefoot Parson, in a one-act, one-man, one-night-only improvisational show, and that show must go on.

      I followed the brook downstream until I came to the outermost fringe of the settlement, just as Chico had described. There was a rough-hewn little cabin with an open-air lean-to tacked on to the side. The lean-to was dominated by what looked to me like an enormous stone barbecue grill: a forge. Thick black smoke poured out of the chimney. A darker shadow stood in the shade of the lean-to, toiling at the forge, working the bellows with mechanical regularity.

      “Hullo!” I called, my voice a Connecticut Yankee’s nasal lilt. “Hullo, brother! How fare you this excellent morn’?”

      The figure stopped his labors and looked up at me, then ducked out from beneath his awning. He was shorter than I’d expected, shorter than me, but Jesus, what a brute! He was shirtless, with a leather apron over blue breeches. His forearms were as thick around as my calves. His chest was broad and muscled like an ox’s back, scarred from countless stray embers. He was greased with sweat, like he’d just run a marathon, but not a bit out of breath. As he approached, he rubbed his hands clean on the seat of his breeches and looked at me curiously. Then he caught sight of my bare feet and froze, agog.

      

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      

      From the Journal of Pastor Ephraim Otis, Quansigamog Pond, Massachusetts, 1770

      

      The smith, Young Charles Bull, is not himself. Previously he was an isolated and phlegmatic lad, tending towards melancholy, and even a black biliousness. But he is suddenly now sanguine in the extreme, speaking without pause even as he works the bellows, hammer, and tongs. He jigs about his workshop from place to place, periodically clapping his hands or calling out in praise of The Lord. He is a font of energy, but of an ill sort, like the fierce lightning storms that harrow the autumn fields.

      Though long known for his taciturnity, today Young Charles was only too eager to speak of matters diverse and disjoint. On the topic of that wandering parson he was quite insistent.

      “His feet!” Young Charles enthused, enraptured, working the bellows ceaselessly as he spoke, “His hands! He came from the forest, unshod and bareheaded, but there was no kiss of the sun on his pate. And his hands and feet were as soft and pink and clean as a newborn sprat’s!” He pulled forth the rod, overheated; it nigh on drooped, its end as bright and searingly yellow as the brassy mid-summer sun. “That, that, that,” he swung his hammer, pounding and turning the rod in excellent synchronousness, squaring it off and drawing it to a point. “That was how I knew. How I knew, knew, knew he was an angel of The Lord.”

      Charles lay the rod upon the anvil and, with a swinging arm and jigging twirl, switched his hammer for long-armed snips. He took up the rod and freed the half-finished nail single-handed. He then twirled the snips back onto his work bench and took up tongs with a flourish, using these to set the hot iron into the die on his anvil.

      “And he’s come here to us,” Young Charles pounded out the head of his nail with the passion of Cain bludgeoning his brother to death. “Come to us, come to us, come to us! He’s come to us with the Lord’s New Sacrament!” He quenched his fresh-forged nail in a bucket of water. It sizzled and he panted, reigning in his galloping fervor.

      At my behest he described for me this sacrament. According to Young Charles the wandering parson had proselytized but briefly, and then brought forth a gentleman’s snuffbox.

      “The lid was a scrimshaw of angels blowing trumps above roiling seas, and what else could it be? For I am as dauntless as a whale now!” He whirled again, rubbing his sooty hands over his face and through his greasy hair, which stood out like the hide of a porcupine. He snatched up his tongs and again applied his demi-nail to the flames. “Within was a powdered host, like salt, like the dried tears of the Son Himself, praised be He, and I knelt before the parson and took his sacrament like a gent takes his snuff, and The Lord, The Lord, The Lord was full in me in a nonce! The Spirit of The Lord crawled my skin and filled my eyes and all was His roaring sacred Light—but not light in the eyes. It was a Light in my brains.” He tapped his forehead to emphasize this, leaving a smear of ash, “And my internal eyes remain unhooded now. I can see God’s Godliness in every crumb and morsel of His creation now.”

      As he spoke, he completed another nail and quenched it. The steaming nail he then tossed into a large cask already overspilling with like nails. The whole cask steamed, for all its contents were fresh forged, two day’s work done in a single morning. As I marveled at this industry, he was already pulling forth his stock to begin the next nail.

      “And what fealty does The Lord demand for this New Sacrament?” He asked, leaving no pause for interlocution, “What does this New Church want to support the Good Works of this wondrous Manifest Gospel? Naught but spoons and buckles!” He cackled at this, like a bawdy crone at her hearth. “Spoons and buckles! Buckles and Spoons for The Lord!”

      I asked Young Charles if he had retained any of this powdered host. His eyes a-glittered, but guardedly. Though he muttered on, he spoke no further to me, preferring the company of spirits and angels not visibly present.

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      The first thing I heard stepping back through the portal—even before my vision had cleared and the ecstatic shivers had finished running off me—was Chico laughing.

      “Opa, Pavel!” He called out, a caricature of himself, “You have been to Colonial Williamsburg, or down to strip club?” I blinked away the portal dazzle. Chico shook his head, still grinning.

      Taylor swiped at the wall-mounted tablet and the portal collapsed with a snap. “You do look sorta flushed, and you’re grinning like a loon. Just in case it can’t go without saying, I don’t think you should be hooking up with people in the past. That’s… That’s weird.”

      The sweaty blacksmith jumped to mind. “I didn’t!” I blurted out too quickly, because I hadn’t, hadn’t laid a finger on him. I don’t think he would have been amenable. “It’s just portal rush!”

      “What the hell’s portal rush?” Taylor asked.

      “You know, the rush you get from—” but Chico waved it off.

      “Whatever, Pavel. You have accepted silver accessories?”

      I dug into my satchel and brought out the two spoons. Until you lay hands on the real deal, it’s easy to forget that basically all of our “silverware” is really cheap pressed steel. Actual silver silverware is heavy and dense, not bright like jewelry, but gun-metal grey. Chico nodded his appreciation, holding the spoons out delicately. They practically glowed in the cheap fluorescent light. He tinged them against each other and they sang like crystal.

      “Niiiiiiice!” he sang out in spot-on harmony. Chico produced a chamois, wrapped the spoons so they wouldn’t knock together, and then slipped them inside his jacket pocket. He held out his hand, palm up, like a bell hop waiting for a tip.

      I stared at his hand. Taylor rolled his eyes.

      “Snuffbox, Pavica,” Chico chided.

      “Oh, yeah. Yeah.” I dug around in the satchel, and then searched my pockets, and came up with it. Chico shook it and seemed satisfied when he heard nothing. Then he squinted at me, gears grinding in his head.

      “You left the remainder with locals, ok?”

      “With the sweaty blacksmith, yeah. Like you said.”

      He scrutinized my face, like a cop does, shifting his head from side to side as he checked my pupils, peering at my nose and eyes like a horse buyer. He watched me, just standing there breathing. It made me nervous, even though I was clean as a whistle.

      “The blacksmith,” I added, trying to fill the void, “he seemed… he seemed like he’d spread the Good Word. Evangelize. But a sixteenth of an ounce isn’t much.”

      Chico smiled, showing his eye teeth like a cartoon wolf.

      “Scarcity.” He spirited the snuffbox away with one hand and simultaneously produced a fat roll of twenties with the other. He counted out 25 bills. “When you have inelastic vertical demand curve, scarcity is name of game, ok? Econ 101, kiska. Sixteenth is good because is scarce.” He handed over the stack of bills and left, calling over his shoulder, “We will hear each other. One week. Maybe two week. Encore performance, ok?”

      I drove home in a haze, buzzed from the portal, but anchored to reality by the knot of twenties crammed in my pocket. But back at my apartment, despite the buzz, I was asleep before my head hit the pillow.

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      The next morning I was halfway through a bowl of store-brand flakes before I realized I’d never turned my phone back on after my performance. When I plugged in and powered up, it blew up with chimes, vibrations, chirps, and trills.

      What I noticed first was how badly I’d overslept, because the phone is also my alarm clock. It was almost noon. My gut sank. The voicemail and notifications did nothing to lift its spirit.

      There were seven texts from the floor manager at Stalk, the up-and-coming fine-dining gastropub where I waited tables. The first was genial:

      come in ~1hr early? need brunch prep help b/c michael no-show. kitchen time&half til doors.

      The final text read:

      A$$H0L3: DO NOT COME IN TIL WE TALK!! YOU ARE WRITTEN UP!!!!!!!!!

      This was followed by two emojis: a gun and a skull.

      There were also voicemails, several from Stalk—which I deleted unplayed—and one from Jenny at Voice Talent, Limited. It’s a good company run by two very earnest Mormons, the wry name totally unintentional. Jenny was super sorry to be the “bad news bear,” but the client for the three radio spots I had slotted for that morning—which I’d slept through anyway—had backed out. She and Jon and John were super disappointed, too, but all thought I was a super fun guy to work with and they’d be super-super sure to reach out the next time they had a client that was a good fit, Okay?

      The last message was from James, my boyfriend. But before I could check it my phone rang, a number I didn’t know with a 617 area code. My phone said that meant “Boston.”

      It was Chico.

      “Hallo, Pavel. We must meet.”

      He didn’t seem super enthusiastic, but definitely better than the floor manager, who was at that very moment fuming through my shift, schlepping trays of asparagus and morel tapas and pushing the cut-rate Beaujolais we’d gotten cheap from some shady distributor in Montreal.

      “I thought it’d be a week or two?”

      “The situation, she changes. Now is now. You like Mexican food?”

      I nervously peered out my windows. A stooped man in a straw hat led a waddling old terrier down the sidewalk. Neither of them looked like narcs or narcotráficos.

      “No,” I said, but Chico seemed distracted.

      “Super-duper,” he replied and gave me the address of a strip-mall taqueria. “Here we go lunch.”

      “Wait! When?”

      Chico sighed and I could hear him rolling his eyes. “Now. Is high noon, cowboy. Time is for lunch, ok?”

      He hung up and I scrambled to get dressed.

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      The place was crowded. Chico was already seated and crunching through a plate of flautas when I got there. As I picked my way to his booth a frumpyish gal in large, dark sunglasses and a charcoal cardigan ducked out of the bathroom and joined him. Chico slid a cellphone—presumably with a 617 area code—across the table to her, and she tucked it back into her purse. A waitress immediately brought her a red plastic tumbler filled with a large volume of ice and a small volume of diet cola. Chico scooted over and motioned for me to join him on his side of the booth. No one asked if I wanted anything.

      “Peggy,” he said through a mouthful of lettuce, “This is my actor, Pavlentiyi.”

      She stitched her brow. “Pa’ Lentily?”

      “Paul,” I said, offering my hand.

      “Pavica, this is Peggy. She collects spoons.”

      “I’m an adjunct professor with the history department at UNC.” She took my hand and shook it once, briskly. “I specialize in Colonial and Early Republic material culture.” Peggy dug a rolled piece of black velvet out of her purse. She unfurled it, revealing a drawer’s worth of spoons.

      “Chico says you’re a fine actor. You didn’t get burned as a witch, so I suppose that’s true.”

      “Why does everyone keep making that joke?” I wondered aloud in mock bewilderment. She carried on as though I hadn’t spoken.

      “You may be a great actor, Paul, but you need an education in spoons.” She plucked one up. “Here’s one from your haul from last night. Coin silver, elliptical bowl. Might seem like something a man of means would have used daily. But—” she indicated the top of the handle. “See this rounded, up-turned handle with the mid-rib?” She smiled. “That’s a little fancy; a well-off tradesman bought this to put out for guests, to show off a little. He was feeling prosperous.”

      She ticked off the next few points on her fingers. “We know it’s pure coin silver. We know it’s from Massachusetts in 1770. And it’s part of a set; you got a matched pair. Altogether, that pair is probably worth a grand.”

      All the air went out of the room. It suddenly seemed like someone had cut the highs and turned the bass way up, making the lunchroom chatter throb in my chest like an electro kickdrum.

      One thousand dollars. That’s over 450 hours of work at my waiter’s hourly. Even if you figure in a good night’s tips—which wasn’t guaranteed; Stalk was highfaluting, but Asheville isn’t Manhattan—I’d still have to work 10 good shifts to walk with that much money.

      A grand for 30 minutes of acting. Peggy reached out and took my hand. Chico stopped chewing briefly and smirked.

      “Don’t worry, sweetie,” she said without a trace of sarcasm, “You’ll do better next time. I’ll show you how.”

      She let go and turned her attention back to her spoons. Chico returned to his flautas.

      “Everything you get, historically speaking, is equally precious. The provenance is, obviously, beyond dispute. Or, at least, it is to we happy few—” she tipped a nod to me and Chico, “—who are privy to Taylor’s portal. But we can’t document the provenance of these items—they have, after all, skipped several hundred years of probate, auctions, passing from collector to collector, all that. So we sell to individual collectors, not institutions. Individual collectors who are more about bragging rights than documents. Individual collectors with resources—and tempers to match.” She paused. “Just to forestall any clever innovations: if we scammed a university or museum and got caught, they might sue us, but would probably just sweep it under the rug. Bad press. But if we get caught scamming these collectors, they will hammer our hands flat. That’s not just a vivid turn of phrase, Paul. I could show you pictures. They’ve shown me pictures.”

      Chico grunted and nodded, but never stopped working his flautas.

      “That said, our clientele also places a premium on decorative flourishes and interesting back stories,” she smiled primly. “Which we clearly have. An institution wouldn’t offer that premium.” She pointed to a spoon all the way to her right, one of the one’s I’d brought back. “Here’s your spoon. It’s plain, but nothing to be ashamed of. See the bowl? It’s elliptical, an everyday spoon.” She indicated another spoon, further to the left. “This has an elongated oval bowl, and look,” she flipped it and pointed to the back, where a clam-shell shape stood out at the joint of the handle and bowl, “A swag-form shell motif. Fancy. Believe it or not, a collector will pay for that, even though it’s of little historical import. It’s the same with these bright cut designs on the handles.” She indicated several other spoons with ornate designed that seemed to glow up out of the dull gray silver. “Revere was especially adept at these. They impress the pants off buyers. I once sold a spoon just like this to a man from Southie who was buying at as a gift for James ‘Whitey’ Bulger.”

      “Revere?” I asked, “Paul Revere? As in, comma, Midnight Ride of?”

      Peggy smiled and Chico snorted his mirth. “You thought Chico was just sending you back in time to fleece rural blacksmiths of random dinnerware, Paul?”

      “But if I collect the spoons from the villagers, aren’t they going to disappear from the museums and collections where they already are?”

      Peggy scrunched her nose. “Of course not; these spoons never made it into any collections or museums, because you went back and took them before they could.”

      “Is that really how it works?” I asked, slackjawed.

      Chico chortled again. “No, but is similar. You want knowing, you ask Taylor that runs portal. Does he know?” Chico shrugged. “Who knows how anything functions? I cannot even jumpstart auto. All what is substantial is this: nothing you do through portal does even least bit anything to here and now. We are literally creating wealth, okay? Government should give us tax break and stimulus for economic development.”

      Peggy shrugged it all off; however it worked, it wasn’t her problem.

      She selected another spoon from her roll, identical to mine—I assumed it was the other from the pair, and then she flipped them both. One was blank, the other had REVERE set in a little rectangle crookedly stamped along the length of its handle. She pointed to the blank spoon. “This is yours,” then the other, “and this is much, much better. Most of the utensils and silver you see in Quansigamog Pond will be from Revere’s workshop—I can identify them with confidence—but we get seven times as much if the piece bears his mark. He used several in his career. He inherited the business from his dad, Paul Revere Sr., and used some of his marks, too—” she flipped several more spoons. Two showed a PR, one in italics, the other straight. Another showed •P.REVERE in a rectangle with a little dot before it.

      She pointed back to the first two identical spoons, mine blank and hers with the mark of REVERE. “To review: Your spoon will get us $500. If it bore the mark it would be worth $3,500. There’s a lot of moving parts on this deal,” she looked at Chico, who had finished off his flautas and was now sipping his horchata, watching. He nodded curtly. “So it’s important you come back with a stamped Revere every time. And small items, like spoons, are the least of it. Something like a tankard or quart cann—”

      “A quart can of what?” I asked, legitimately confused.

      Peggy smiled and shook her head, “A ‘Boston cann,’ with two ns. A tankard has straight sides and a lid; a Boston cann is more like a big mug: no lid, bulbous body. That style is sort of Boston-specific, and so it’s big with my Cambridge collectors. A cann or tankard will sell for over $50k. Provided it bears the mark of patriot and silversmith Paul Revere, comma Midnight Ride of.”

      Peggy smiled, then hit me with her coup de grace: “You get a flat fee for trips where you return with spoons and buckles, but you get a percentage on something like a quart cann. Seven percent.”

      As she rolled up her spoon collection the numbers rang up in my head—I’m a waiter, after all, and seven percent is just shy of half of a fair tip. Seven percent on $50,000 is $3,500, more than I’ve made in any given month in my entire working life. $3,500 for 30 minutes of work, for 30 minutes of acting.

      I couldn’t help but smile at her. She smiled back like the canary that ate the pussy cat, her hands folded primly over her velvet roll of priceless spoons.

      But that was wrong. Not priceless. That was the whole point: it all had a price, and I could get 7 percent of that price.

      Chico slurped the last of his rice milkshake and stood.

      “Boy am I exhausted,” Peggy said idly, and then with just a little too much import: “I could really use a latte.”

      Chico, digging through his pockets for his cash, produced a meticulously crumpled ball of paper, coughed, and absent-mindedly tossed it on the table as he continued sorting through pocket junk. Peggy snapped up the ball before it had even stopped jouncing around among the plates and cups. She mumbled a thanks and immediately walked out.

      Chico finally came up with a $20 bill and laid it on the table next to his clean plate. “We will hear each other. Two weeks, maybe one month, after we untangle details.”

      

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      

      From the Journal of Pastor Ephraim Otis, Quansigamog Pond, Massachusetts, 1770

      

      For nearly a fortnight this barefoot, wandering Parson has returned daily, and yet I fail and fail again to make his acquaintance. I grow to suspect that the smith, Young Charles Bull, endeavors to conceal from me this Parson’s comings and goings.

      Members of my flock have become increasingly withdrawn from our small congregation, but are far from idle. The village hums with their industry. It seems that every cottage burns late into the night, looms and needles and wheels in constant, restless motion—even on the Lord’s Sabbath. Broadcloth, stockings, caps, tinware, pottery, cask upon cask of nails—all are stockpiled in great heaps, then freighted each two days to Boston town by Young Charles. He returns late in the night—seemingly no longer in need of sleep—having traded all this stock for a rich-man’s saucière or tankard.

      In the village there is a great mania for silver. And yet not a spoon remains, and barely a shoe or kneebreech retains its buckle.

      I fear the Devil has come to Quansigamog Pond.

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      It was almost three weeks before Chico called me. During that time Voice Talent, Limited lined up and lost another gig, and my manager at Stalk continued to give me the cold shoulder, shorting my shifts and giving me ridiculously vacant sections. I think he was starving me out. So I was pretty glad to finally get Chico’s call; $500 goes quick.

      3am. FDA Annex D. Taylor met me at the double glass doors. I slipped off my flip-flops as soon as I came inside. Taylor latched the door behind me.

      “This is your schtick, for real? Shoeless Joe Parson?”

      I picked up the sandals and clipped them to my keys. “I’ve gotta get back into character; it’s been three weeks.” Chico had been kidding when he called me Brando, but he’d been right: I really am committed to Stanislavski’s System, even if that seems pretty ridiculous for a guy whose very limited claim to fame is doing voice work for a cartoon fish injured in a fender-bender. But the System is the System, and the System works, regardless of the role.

      Taylor shrugged as he led me past the empty reception desk. “It’s been three weeks for them, too; I wouldn’t sweat it.” We passed through the little cubicle farm, heading toward the bright door of the conference/portal room.

      “Oh,” I said, mostly just making small talk, “I assumed that I’d go back to right after my last visit, the next day or something.”

      “No sense in that. We keep it real time. The user interface for the portal controller is suckier than the suckiest in-house software you’ve ever seen. Once we have an initial state, it wants to auto-increment it in order to keep something about the something-something persistent,” he squinted, “or maybe consistent. The manual is even worse than the interface. So we don’t monkey with it too much, if we can avoid it.”

      “You guys do this a lot?” I asked—still just trying to be conversational. It was only my second show, and I had opening-night jitters. I kept patting my pockets to make sure I hadn’t accidentally brought my phone again.

      Taylor scratched his head and yawned, but it was a fake yawn. He was stalling. “With Chico?” he asked, a little too casually, “Naw, this is only the second attempt. The first foray was kind of a bust.”

      “Why?”

      “I screwed up the settings and there was no Revere silver yet. The software is awful.” We crossed into the crappy little beige conference room that had been outfitted with the portal. Chico, who had been lounging in one of the abandoned Aeron knock-offs, leapt to his feet.

      “Ok, Kiska!” he slapped me on the back, seeming way too jolly for 3am. I wondered if he was getting high on his own supply. “You are ready to retrieve top-notch tea set?” He braced my shoulders, giving them a politician’s squeeze. “Or big canns.” He released my shoulder, freeing his hands to make a ‘boobs’ gesture in front of his chest. “You like biiiig cans, ok?”

      Just between you, me, and my long-time boyfriend, I’m indifferent to cans of any size. Like hell was I gonna say that to some Russian gangster, though.

      “Um, yeah. Sure. The biggest.” I set my sandals and keys on one of the empty office chairs, gave my pockets one final sweep, then dug the sandglass and leather cord out of my satchel.

      “Super duper!” He dug in his pocket, then tossed me the little snuffbox. I slid it into my satchel. Taylor prodded his touchscreen. The blank stretch of wall marked off with masking tape bloomed its deep, dark tunnel. I stepped in, like stepping into a cataract of giggle-shivers and butterfly kisses. As soon as I was in I was through.

      Colonial Massachusetts was a lot gloomier upon my return—the air was heavy and the day so overcast I couldn’t immediately get a sense of whether it was morning or afternoon. I assumed morning, but didn’t really dwell on it, because there was a Mohican staring at me. He was half-crouched in the bushes, decked out in buckskins accented by long strips of trade cloth embroidered with stylized poppies. Looped over one wrist was a birch basket he’d been filling with early morels when Taylor’s little portal forced its way into his reality.

      The portal snapped closed. Without even thinking I turned over the 30-minute glass I was holding and tied it around my waist; wouldn’t want to miss my ride home.

      The Native American was slack-jawed and pop-eyed—which I figured was just amazement at seeing a preacher step through a curtain of fire—but also unnaturally pale. His skin looked almost gray, and was greased with an unhealthy sheen of fever sweat. His scalp—roughly shorn, save for a floppy, crooked mohawk—was dappled with flea-bites and scabs. Around his neck he wore a rough crucifix made from two slivers of broken bottle glass, lashed with some sort of twine. He stumbled out of the brush and made the sign of the cross, then fell to his knees, hands palm-to-palm in the universal sign of prayer. His accent was husky and strange and it took me a while to realize he was speaking two English words over and over: “Sacrament” and “communion.”

      It seemed that the handsome blacksmith had indeed been spreading the Good Word during my nearly three weeks hiatus.

      I set my hands on either side of the sloppy mohawk, mumbled something indistinct, then fished the snuffbox out of my satchel and scooped out a little dollop of meth with my pinky nail. I tenderly set my nail against the rim of his right nostril, said:

      “This, too, could be My Body,” and he snorted. An animal frisson of pure pleasure shivered through him. I scooped a second dollop, set my nail against his left nostril, and solemnly said “This, too, could be My Vital Spirit.”

      He snorted, then gasped exultantly and sprang to his feet. A howl of joy came up out of him, long and strong and seemingly unbidden, as though it got a running start at his toes and gained momentum all the way through his body, until it burst out of his mouth hellbent for the moon.

      He was glowing, thrumming with the Universe’s One True Song. He sprang off down the creek like a deer dodging bullets, heading toward the village, and I followed.

      I called out “Hullo!” as I broke through the tree line, but the smith was already jogging out from his cabin. He was smiling with relief, but looked awful, like someone who’s been up three nights running with stomach flu.

      “Welcome, Parson!” He took me up in a big, enveloping hug. It was just a brotherly hug, and he wasn’t rough by any measure, but my God, his arms and chest; it was like being hugged by Thor.

      Also, not to be gross, but people stink differently in the past. I don’t know if it’s what we eat or all the deodorants and antiperspirants messing with our natural skin flora, but a sweaty man in 1770 smells wonderful. It’s like that good musky smell that you get if you hug a big dog that’s been lying in the sun all afternoon.

      “Thank God you return,” he sighed. “The double-portion hardly lasted us the Sabbath, now that our congregation increases. We grow ill with privation from The Lord.” He released me, and I was chilled all down my front with the absence of his heat. “Wannakusket is gathering the rest of Our flock, Parson. And their offerings.”

      Once he’d let me go and I could focus on something other than his arms holding me tight against his beating heart, I saw that at least a dozen colonial bit-players—milkmaids and coopers, farmers and good-wives with babes in arms, a barefoot girl with uneven pigtails—were jogging down the broad dirt lane. Lots more glass-shard crucifixes, which seemed like a pretty risky fashion statement. Glass splinters are the worst.

      It had started to drizzle—a warm mist that seemed to condense out of the hot, heavy air—but no one noticed, let alone give a crap. They called out their greetings and blessings as they came.

      In all honesty, Young Charles’s co-religionists didn’t look so great. They were sweaty, pale, scabby. And they were pitifully relieved to see their Parson. I let myself believe that there was probably a stomach bug hitting the village. I mean, there was just no way that a sixteenth of an ounce of meth split a dozen ways more than three weeks ago had spun them this bad. It couldn’t have been much more than a bump each; first-graders on Adderall are taking more speed than that.

      “I beg your indulgence, Parson,” the smith muttered, standing at my elbow, “I know The Lord requires silver alms, but I’ve got naught but iron nails.”

      I turned back to look at him, to see that strained, wheedling smile, the greasy mixture of hope and shame. I recognized it, because I remembered feeling it on my own face, back in the days after Wei Xen had stopped cooking, but I was still using.

      “I grow weak in The Lord’s word, Parson, and suffer mightily for want of his Manifest Blessing.”

      “Certainly, Young Charles,” I said beatifically. He smiled with stupid relief. “Certainly you may take sacrament. Today.” I looked him in the eye coolly, and Young Charles’ smile faltered. “But tell me, Young Charles: How great is the Lord’s manifest love? Is it just a meager teaspoon’s dollop of love The Lord begrudges you?”

      “No!” Young Charles gasped, “When I take his New Communion, I feel it to my bones! It’s bucket upon trough of love! A great rushing cataract of love!”

      “Indeed. The Lord showers you in His love—and yet, you expect to dole out The Lord’s tankards of love by the teaspoon?” He was totally gobsmacked—which was the intended effect. “When next you trade in Boston, I’m certain you’ll return with an offering worthy of the Lord’s love.” I smiled innocuously. Young Charles looked like a knife was twisting in his gut.

      Just for the record, standing there, I hated the villainous prick saying those words as much as you do. And still, there was a millisecond’s delay before it caught up to my brain that I was that villainous prick. That’s the thing about having a great character and an audience that’s really invested: Your brain splits, and the judgy audience part of you leans back to watch, so that the hollow actor part can expand to channel the role. It’s like speaking in tongues: some people get taken by the Spirit of The Lord. I get taken by the Spirit of Willy Loman, or the Spirit of Mercutio, or the Spirit of Amos “Mr. Cellophane” Hart—even the Spirit of Whiplash Bass. Right then, in that moment, I was taken by the Spirit of villainous Barefoot Parson Brown.

      I know that’s not much of a defense, but it’s what I’ve got.

      “Parson,” he was careful, “Our work is humble. Candles and weaving, crops and meat enough to feed ourselves year round, supplemented as it is by the forest’s bounty. Already we suffer for want of nails, for all my production goes to market in Boston town. Smyth and Alton have slaughtered and cured every hog we had so that they could be sold, and that fetched us just the humble offerings you’ve already—”

      And then the other parishioners were upon us. I turned and greeted them, holding my arms broad and offering a brief benediction. They knelt in a semicircle around me. Young Charles dropped to his knees mid-word, and clasped his empty hands in front of his mouth in supplication. Just as I had with Mr. Last of the Mohicans, I set my hands on the blacksmith’s head, mumbled something vaguely ecclesiastical, then brought out the snuffbox and administered a bump to each nostril. He shivered exultantly, but kept his supplicant posture. The man to his left held a spoon peeking up above the fingers of his clasped hands. This I took and used as a scoop, offering two small bumps before dropping the spoon into my satchel. I continued down the line, mumbling and scooping, juggling the little snuffbox awkwardly as I laid hands on each parishioner. One held a buckle instead of a spoon, so I pocketed that and gave him a single toot from my nail. He frowned when I stepped away, but didn’t open his eyes or say a word.

      I didn’t notice, not until I was right in front of her, that the little girl held a spoon as well. I set my hands on her head. I’d assumed her hair—which was a frizzy, dull brown—would be coarse and greasy, but it was soft as bunny fur. I mumbled my blessing, gently took her spoon, and stepped away to her mother without offering the sacrament.

      I don’t imagine that will earn me any points with anyone, not now, but I wanted to go on the record: I did not give a little girl crystal meth.

      Once I was down the line I dumped the little bit of crystal that remained into a mussel shell, as I had last time—there were lots of these shells littering the open stretch between the town and stream, and I was supposed to leave the leftover meth to help “spread the love.” The little girl with the crooked pigtails snuffled, and I looked up to see her bent in prayer, struggling not to cry, puzzled that she’d been passed over by the Lord’s messenger. I looked at the remaining meth—not much more than a quarter-line clumped in the damp mussel shell.

      “Tomorrow!” Young Charles had risen and was again at my elbow, giddy with the Lord’s Chemical Communion.

      “Pardon?”

      “By morning prayers tomorrow,” he whispered, failing to suppress his jubilation, “I’ll have returned from Boston town with an offering suitable to the Lord’s largess.”

      “There’s no sense in that, Young Charles; I’ll not return for a fortnight or more.”

      He looked charmingly confused. “You say that every day, Parson. And yet each morn you arrive at daybreak to lead our orisons and offer His Manifest Gospel.” He waggled a scolding finger. “Too much time in prayer! You grow distant from the things of this world.” Then he sobered and asked, “Why do you never take the New Communion with us, Parson?” It was a guileless question, asked out of real concern for me and the state of my soul. Young Charles reached out then, but instead of taking the meth on a half-shell I was still holding, he folded my hand closed over it. “He is a Tree of Life for those who hold fast to Him,” he said earnestly. “Bind yourself back to The Lord, Parson.”

      I clasped my free hand over his and closed my eyes, bowing my head in mock prayer over Young Charles. Then I got him started leading the congregation in the Lord’s Prayer, and slipped away back upstream before they’d even gotten to “Shall not want.”

      Halfway back to the portal clearing I tossed the mussel shell and its baby bump of meth into the creek to wash away, then crouched and rinsed my hand in the cold, clear water. But that wasn’t good enough, so I took up a handful of the sandy bottom and used it to scour my palm. I didn’t like the idea of any little grain of crystal sticking to my skin. Bowed down on my knees like a man at prayer I scrubbed my hands, and then my face, then my hands again. And when I stood, I felt remarkably refreshed. Not bump-of-meth-in-the-middle-of-a-busy-Saturday-night-shift refreshed, but clean and new.

      As I waited for the portal to pop back up I dug out the ten spoons and buckle. As I’d suspected, the buckle was just a buckle. But every single spoon was a stamped REVERE. Chico was just about through the roof when I handed them over with his empty snuffbox. He didn’t notice that I failed to muster his level of excitement. Some actor I am, I guess.

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      I met James for brunch the next day at Fond, and the first thing he asked was where I’d been at 3AM the night before. He’d swung by my apartment after finishing his shift—he tends bar during Fond’s dinner service—but I wasn’t home.

      My first inclination was to lie—which probably doesn’t say terrific things about me. But there wasn’t really anything to lie about, was there? I wasn’t doing meth. I wasn’t even really dealing meth, not any more than I was dealing that crappy 2016 Le Beaujolais Nouveau the owners had us pushing at Stalk.

      So I told James about the new acting gig.

      Or started to, anyway—as soon as I said, “I’ve got this—” one of the matronly ladies getting up from the neighboring table swung around and growled, “turrrrrible pain in my neck, Mr. Attorney Man!” Her table mates cackled their delight.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, setting one hand on my shoulder. “But I couldn’t help myself; you sound just like that Whiplash Bass in the television commercials.”

      James smirked, stirring his Bloody Mary with a perfect stalk of local organic celery. “Ma’am,” he said, “That’s because he is Whiplash Bass.” He crunched into his celery, equally relishing the zing of the cocktail and my reddening face.

      “No!” The woman gasped.

      “Yup,” I said, smiling my best ‘And He Was Such a Nice Guy’ smile.

      “No!” she gasped again, then turned back to her three friends. “Marlene, did you hear that! This is the Whiplash Bass!”

      “Turrible tuuuuurrrible pain, Mr. Attorney Man!” Marlene bellowed in response, shaking her head through the turribles like someone doing an impersonation of Richard Nixon impersonating Mr. Ed. Her companions cackled, then sang out the attorney’s phone number in a distressing inharmonic imitation of the little kick line of lampreys at the end of the television spot.

      You’ve never seen that ad?

      Well, that jingle is an apocalyptically perfect earworm. It’s exactly the kind of dreadful local-TV spot that everyone adores, like it or not. Sullivan Green, Esq. will probably be sending both his kids and his mistresses through college just on the business that ad brings in. I was paid $95 for the day, plus $100 for the buyout—chump change for a guy who charges $250 per hour. The only thing that keeps me from being bitter is this: everyone knows his number, and everyone calls him for their DUIs, slip-and-falls, and petty drug charges, but no one can ever remember his name. Once that ad started airing, Sullivan Green was forevermore “Mr. Attorney Man.”

      The coven of Whiplash Bass fanatics wanted a group photo, and I obliged. By the time I sat down again James was halfway through his Bloody Mary and all the way through his celery.

      “Sherry’s bringing us next week’s special,” James said. My face fell. I’d been looking forward to eggs Benedict; Fond’s hollandaise is the platonic ideal to which all other hollandaises aspire. James took my hand, “Don’t fret, Paul; there will be hollandaise sauce. Now tell me about the new gig.”

      And so I told him that I was playing an itinerant preacher in Colonial Massachusetts preaching a “New Gospel”—sort of a generic Episcopalianism with some spiritualist mumbo-jumbo sprinkled on top—and collecting “alms” that just happened to be highly collectible Paul Revere silver. And, oh yeah, I wasn’t doing this for a historical museum reenactment or an insurance guy’s ad—I was actually going through a time portal and actually doing this before the hardest audience: the folks parting with the silver and primed to see the devil’s work in any mistake I might make.

      You might have noticed the details I glossed over.

      Meanwhile, Sherry set down our plates: Sous-vide poached eggs on corn arepas with Fond’s house-cured tasso “bacon” and micro-herbs, drizzled with a ghost-pepper hollandaise sauce as hot and sweet as the silky giggles of the damned.

      James frowned as I spoke, but it wasn’t his frown of disapproval. It was his frown of measured consideration.

      “A time portal?” James asked once I’d finished. “Didn’t those turn some Chinese guys inside out a couple years back?”

      “That was a transporter.” I said. “This is different. It’s FDA-approved.”

      “I thought they only used time portals for really tiny industry things, testing how well rubber gaskets age and stuff like that.”

      “This is sorta… off the books. Under the table. Boston gangsters with a patriotic spoon fetish are bankrolling it.”

      James ruminated briefly, a lick of bacon held daintily between thumb and index finger.

      “I think you should drop this side job, Paul.” He said.

      I balked. “It’s a great role, James; a role I wrote myself—and not something I would normally do. Parson Mordecai Brown is a perfectly villainous bastard. It’s like a new and improved Richard III. This isn’t a goofy little one-off thing for a muffler place.”

      “But it’s not a role, Paul: you are really messing with people’s lives and abusing their faith—”

      “It’s just spoons!” I cried, “I’m not messing with their lives doing this any more than I’m messing with the lives of DUIs when Whiplash Bass convinces them to pay Mr. Attorney Man to argue their hopeless cases. Should a DUI even offer a defense? Those fuckers kill people all the time!”

      This was a low blow: James’s uncle Jimmy was killed a few years back pulling a drunk out of a ditch when a second drunk blasted past the flares and mashed him into the side of his own tow truck. Both drunks were fine, and Uncle Jimmy was closed-casket dead right there.

      But James’s gaze didn’t shift. He wasn’t looking at me, wasn’t studying my features; he was looking into me. “You don’t like this gig, Paul. And it doesn’t suit you. You should drop it.”

      “I don’t like it, James; I love it. I love the role, I love going through the portal. I don’t love the money, maybe, but I sure do like it a lot.”

      James nodded, but he wasn’t agreeing. He was still processing, still watching whatever it was he could see percolating inside me.

      “If you love it so much, then why didn’t you tell me about it a month ago, when you started? Why are you hiding it?” There wasn’t a trace of bitterness or point-scoring; he was just asking a perfectly fair question.

      A perfectly fair question for which I had no good answer.

      Hearing myself explain it out loud—even entirely omitting the meth part—the gig didn’t sound good; it sounded cheap and mean. It was true: I wasn’t OK with how this job was turning out. I wasn’t OK with the little girl holding up her spoon. More than anything—and you can call me a coward if you want, but I’m being honest with you here—I was terrified of what James would think of me if he ever found out that this is what I was doing for some extra dough that, when push came to shove, we didn’t really even need.

      So I agreed to quit.

      But as it turned out, I ended up having time to think it over: the number Chico had called me from was indeed Peggy’s, and always went to a full voicemail box. James assumed I’d quit—he had no reason to suspect otherwise—and I didn’t do anything to upset that. Besides, I really was planning on quitting, just as soon as I could actually talk to Chico.

      But when Chico finally called me two weeks later—from a blocked number—he wasn’t super receptive to my change of heart.

      “Kiska,” he cajoled fondly, “Moja kiskica, this is good employment. Good pay, zero risk. You are top-notch actor. One hundred percent.” I could hear his greasy, wolfish grin. “I understand. Someday you go Hollywood. You are big fish. Big fish must swim at sea… Once current obligations in little pond have been settled, ok?”

      I reiterated that I was quitting, effective immediately, and that I hoped there would be no hard feelings.

      “What are you talking?” Chico asked, his voice rising. “This is no waiter employment. I am not restaurant proprietor. I am not your manager. I am fucking busboy.” He laughed bitterly, almost hysterically. “Let you listen: You, me, Peggy, we all in same hole together, ok? And you cannot fathom monsters standing up at top of hole, ready to stomp our fingers.”

      “What if I just don’t show?” I asked. It was a lot easier to be a hard ass over the phone, where you could turn down the volume when someone yelled.

      But Chico didn’t get loud, he got quiet.

      “Where you will be if not at FDA Annex? You will be in your third floor apartment with big window, located at,” I heard him shuffling some paper before he read my address.

      Ice-cold panic.

      I dropped to the floor and wriggled under my vintage thrift-shop chrome-and-Formica kitchen table. Chico laughed in my ear. “Be calm, kiska; I have not no one watching you. Presently.” Despite his reassurances, I chose to stay in my Formica-topped bunker.

      “Let us say you no-show FDA Annex. Perhaps you also are no-home either, okay? Perhaps you are then at restaurant,” more shuffling, “called Stalk, where you are stalking among the tables with waiter’s tray held high. Or perhaps you are not there neither. Perhaps you are seated at bar at Fond, where does work the man of whom you are quite fond. And if you gentleman are not there neither? Perhaps you are being fond of each other at—” flip, shuffle, crumple, and he read off James’ address, including the ZIP-plus-four.

      “Now let us discuss more substantial concern. Is possible you think you have best option to talk with police, become confidential informant, ok?. Perhaps you think this will protect you. This you think because you lack experience with police. I do not lack such experience. I therefore know three things: first thing is that you have crazy story of time portal and gangsters and spoons. Police will not believe. Second thing, if police believe, they will see you equally included in these crimes. Methamphetamine is terrible scourge. They will not take your association with us lightly. But still, can you put me in jail? Yes. You can put me in jail. Will that keep you safe? No. That is third thing: even in a cage, I will get you Paul. We will get you. And we will get you boyfriend. We will close you each in little room with no light. Each have own room. Separate, but very close. You can each hear other scream, okay? And we will very much hurt you both, back and forth, until we get bored with you screams. Then we will glue your mouth closed and cut your stomach open, Paul. And we well set your boyfriend James on fire.” Chico paused. “This will be exceptionally… entertaining?” He ruminated a moment, doubting his word choice. “Entertaining for you?” He considered again. “No, is very much wrong word. Not ‘entertaining.’ Like in school?”

      “’Educational’?” I whispered.

      “Yes!” Chico said, “Precisely! This will be extremely educational, to listen to your darling incinerate. He will make many sounds. Most you will not expect. It is not just sounds of mouth, sounds of screaming or words. Is all sounds of the fat sizzling, of hair burning. There are many more sounds in human body than you imagine right now, Paul. But you will have enough time for consideration of these sounds. You understand me okay?”

      I mumbled that I did. Chico was not satisfied.

      “Repeat. Repeat what I have said.”

      And I did, quietly, my voice even, but the tears digging hot furrows down my face.

      “Good!” Chico’s praise sounded legitimate, which made it all the more awful. “Very much good, Pavica. Most of time I must coach person through this final portion, where they explain me how they die if they fuck with us. Usually I must say one little sentence and they repeat, then cry and sob and cough and weep. Then we do next little sentence. Then more crying or throw up. Is very boring. But you got it all in one take. Like top-notch Marlon Brando. Good actor, you learn your part quick.”

      “So that’s where we’re at, then?” I said flatly. I was pleased with how calm my voice sounded, how even and controlled. I was also a little disturbed to realize that I was listening to my own voice coming out of my own mouth as though I were an audience member, leaning back in his comfy chair in the dark, sinking into the solitary pleasure of watching some asshole wriggle on the hook.

      “Yes. Here is where we are. Merrily we roll along until spoon mania run its course, okay?” His voice took a sympathetic turn. “Listen, Paul, do not drive yourself mad because of this. Someday soon this will all be happy memory. I swear in my mother, when that day finally come, all this,” I heard him rattle his little dossier, “it will go to the bottom of my parrot’s cage until she shit it beyond all recovery. No one shall ever know who you are. No one but me and Peggy. And after the curtains close on this program, we do not fucking care who you are. But until that day come, I very much fucking care. Very much. I see you tomorrow night without delay, okay?”

      “I work tomorrow night,” I said.

      “Correct,” Chico said, “You work serving table until 2am, then you make break of one hour, then you are performing as Parson No-Shoes from 3am until 3:30am, local time.”

      I felt numb, but I’d be lying if I said that numbness didn’t include an element of relief. It was a relief to know that I didn’t actually have a choice. None of this was really my fault.

      

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      

      From the Journal of Pastor Ephraim Otis, Quansigamog Pond, Massachusetts, 1770

      

      My Lord, My Lord, My Lord, My Lord, My Lord, My Lord, My LORD—Blessed are You for accepting our tithes of silver vessels Blessed are You for sending among us your Unshod Parson bearing with him your Manifest Gospel Blessed are You for this Balm of Gilead

      Holy is this Lord of Hosts who casts out weariness who hushes all doubts who emboldens the blood with His all-consuming divine Love as we traverse this Vale of Tears

      Where once we cowered in darkness, now we crow at the sun, for we are overfull with all His Manifest Glory

      Amen

      Amen

      Amen

      Amen

      Amen

      

      {later}

      

      the noxious ache and malaise that follows the Manifest Communion is nigh unto intolerable

      my brains are venomous

      i pray for relief

      and to once again know the Light of the Lord’s Love shining upon us through His New Sacrament

      and soon

      amen

      

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      My shift at Stalk was uneventful, save for a $100 tip from a table full of Tarheel ladies’ soccer fans who were pumped up about something that, even after they explained it twice, was entirely inscrutable to me. Frankly, compared to spoon money, it was sort of hard to get excited about a single Benjamin.

      As I left work I texted James, saying I thought I’d maybe started to come down with a stomach bug, and he shouldn’t come by my place after he’d closed out at Fond. I’d call him tomorrow morning and tell him how I felt.

      My phone buzzed almost immediately, showing four little emoji: A frowny face, a wide-eyed pile of poop, a goofy ghost sticking out his tongue, and a big red heart, rendered a little crooked because it coincided with the crack in my screen. I replied “*smooooches!*”, shut my phone down, put it in my glovebox, and drove straight to FDA Annex D.

      As I changed into costume in the buzzing men’s room, carefully perched on a newspaper so my bare feet wouldn’t touch the small white tiles, I noticed I was missing a button from my cassock’s 39-button Chesterfield front. Annoying, but far from a mission-critical wardrobe malfunction.

      Taylor already had the portal fired up when I stepped into the conference room, and Chico was standing next to it, convivially tapping his watch. He tossed me the loaded snuffbox, and I slipped it into my satchel. Then I stepped through the portal without a word, because that seemed like the professional thing to do.

      It was beautiful morning in western Massachusetts: the sun was shining, the birds were singing, the brook was babbling, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. I flipped my half-hour glass over, strapped it on, and strolled downstream, whistling a jolly tune. I heard the portal snap closed behind me.

      I’ve had a lot of time to think since then, and I’ve been wondering: if I’d happened to glance over my shoulder just then, would that have saved me misery down the road? I sorta doubt it—the past is past—but… but you’ve gotta wonder, right?

      I hardly recognized the village when I came out of the thick brush. It was in a shambles. The blacksmith’s cabin was a charred ruin with just one wall still standing, the stone one supporting his forge and awning. In the two weeks since I’d last been there they’d cleared an astounding number of trees; what had been a fairly wooded lot separating the blacksmith from what I imagined was the rest of the village was now a barren, muddy expanse, churned by ox hooves and deeply furrowed by the logs being dragged off. The slick mud squelched between my toes. It was like standing in a tub of cold whipped squash.

      There was a hunched woman between me and the remains of the smithy. She was tending a big iron pot simmering over an open fire. It smelled terrible, even from 50 feet away. Maybe some sort of leather-tanning preparation? Or dye? I don’t know; I never took the Horne Creek Living Historical Farm field trip as a kid.

      When she heard my bare feet farting around in the mud she glanced up, and then did a comical double take. On the second look, her face split with an awful, beaming grin.

      “Parson Brown!” She screamed, elated. “Parson Brown!”

      Despite the light that joy brought to her features, this woman looked absolutely ghastly—ten times worse than Tina. She was gaunt and frail, like an old crone, but pretty obviously hardly even 20 years old. Her face was pocked with little scabs where she’d picked and picked at the skin, and her mouth was an awful brown picket fence, almost more gap than tooth.

      Pocks and scabs and jack-o-lantern maw notwithstanding, she sprang up from her cauldron and sprinted toward the other buildings of the village, yelling “The Lord’s courier has come! The Lord’s courier has come!” all the while.

      And then they came streaming in. Oh, Jesus, it was like kids rushing in on a busted piñata, but with the cast of Night of the Living Dead instead of The Little Rascals. There were thirty of them, if not more—men, boys, women, children, the old, the tired, the huddled masses yearning to be free of the drudgery of back-breaking labor in some Massachusetts scrub woods even God had abandoned. The blacksmith rushed from his lean-to, waving his arms. “Respect!” He shouted, “Respect! Queue for the sacrament! Await the Pastor! Await Pastor Otis!” All the while he kept glancing back at me, his face twisted with outright terror.

      I had no idea what that look was about—I’d sorta thought Young Charles and I were buddies—but didn’t really dwell on it in the moment, because I was twisted up inside like wet bed sheets tangled in the washer: I hadn’t left any meth with them on my last visit, two weeks earlier, but here they were, more tweaked out than ever. I’m no chemist, but it was absolutely inconceivable that they’d come up with some way to cook their own, right? You need match books and paint thinner and Sudafed; they didn’t even have coffee and cigarettes.

      Nonetheless, the congregation had grown, and they were all jonesing bad. Just a glimpse at their village strongly hinted at an uninterrupted run of meth-head thinking: meticulously sorted piles of useless crap, projects well-begun then abandoned half-finished, the clear-cutting of their wood lot.

      I couldn’t fathom what had happened. I repeat: counting that trip, I’d brought them maybe four grams of meth in total. Back when I was rolling, that would have lasted me and a pal a weekend, with a little left to even out the crash. Not nearly enough to convert Colonial Williamsbrug into this school of carpet sharks closing in on the chum still locked in my little bone-and-silver snuffbox. Watching that crowd gather was the first time it dawned on me that I’d probably had kind of a serious habit back in the day.

      The blacksmith broke the townspeople into two rows of a dozen each. The first row immediately dropped to their knees, eyes clenched hard, hands clasped in prayer, spoons presented. A shout drew my eyes away from the ranks of spoons. Wannakusket and a black clad figure in a broad-brimmed hat came streaking around the side of one of the log cabins at the other end of the muddy expanse. The figure in black was short and a little dumpy, but he was cooking across that slick mud, swiftly outpacing Wannakusket. He looked to be carrying two big half-liter cans of Asahi beer, one in each fist, pumping them as he ran like a jogger with five-pound weights. His broad hat flipped off his head and was trod into the mud by Mr. Mohawk’s pistoning moccasins. Wannakusket joined the end of the first row, dropping to his knees with a single, large black-and-white feather protruding from his clasped hands.

      The man in black—their Pastor, I imagined—hooked around the other end of the double row, forcing himself to slow, laboring to reign in his ragged breath. I was worried about his heart. This Pastor looked worse than tweaked out, almost as bad as the blacksmith: his skin was dead white and sweaty, his eyes wide at the sight of me.

      “Parson Brown,” he said breathlessly. “Such is the leniency of Our Lord that He returns you to us, despite… “ his mouth worked like a fish out of water, and finally the word he got out was “all… all that… transpired.” He dropped to his knees on the mud, but not in prayer; his arms dangled abjectly, his head bowed with shame. His fading, sandy hair was thin on top, and the crown of his head sunburned and peeling. Must have neglected to wear his hat the other day—not that it would do him any good ever again; I doubted he’d even be able to find that hat out in the mud.

      “We are blessed, blessed, blessed with your return,” their Pastor bubbled, “blessed with the Lord’s forbearance, with His unbounded mercy. Should He have scraped this place from the earth and cast it into the Void, such would have been right and just punishment for our…” He exchanged a look with the miserable smith, then glanced at the kneeling Native American, lost in prayer. “. . . Our transgression.”

      There was clearly something going on I was missing, something that should have been setting off alarm bells of recognition. But I wasn’t really tracking all this drama, because I’d realized what he was holding: not big Japanese beers, but a pair of those quart-sized round-bellied mugs Peggy had called “canns.”

      “These vessels,” I asked, dry-mouthed. “These are from the hand of Our Lord’s servant Paul Revere?”

      The pastor lifted his head, uncomprehending. “Of course, Parson Brown, of course; as The Lord demands, so it is our pleasure to fulfill.” He lifted the canns high, offering them. “Should the Lord require vessels made from the cupped hands of our own children, we would fetch the saw.”

      And he meant it—but my brain couldn’t keep hold of that little nugget of colonial charm, not with those two mugs glowing in the sunshine. One was plain, but the other was engraved with a fine, intertwined tracery, an endless Celtic knot that flashed and flowed like quicksilver. I took one, then the other, rotating them admiringly before slipping them into my satchel; both were stamped •REVERE

      $100,000—not counting the spoons. $100,000 to Peggy and Chico, who knew how to connect with the right people. $7,000 in my pocket before sunrise back home.

      The pastor clasped his hands in prayer next to me. I held my hands high and gave my benediction, then began doling out the Sacrament, starting with the blacksmith—who grinned with relief at the first snort—and working my way toward Wannakusket. When I got to the first kid—a boy of maybe 12 or 15—I took his spoon, set my hands on the crown of his head, blessed him, and moved on.

      “Don’t,” the Pastor begged. I glanced back to see his eyes open, pooling, “Don’t punish the children for our,” he looked to the blacksmith and Native American again, “trespass.”

      I had no idea what to say, so I simply left this unacknowledged and moved down the row. When I got to Wannakusket the second row slid through the first and knelt, and I worked my way back to where I’d started. I finished with the Pastor, who wept freely. Then I got them started with the group prayer and slipped back into the woods.

      Once I was back in the brush I glanced down at my 30-minute glass and saw it had run out. I was late. I didn’t like the idea of that fiery doorway sitting there, open and unattended. Also, I didn’t like the idea of being in the past—in that past I was monkeying around with—one second longer than I had to be. I rushed, and because I was in a rush, I stumbled just a few feet from the portal and came down hard on my hands and knees.

      And that’s when I saw me.

      I was hung on a maple tree a few dozen feet farther into the woods. If I hadn’t stumbled, I never would have seen it; the shimmering portal had been blocking my view until I fell.

      They’d strung me up by lashing my arms to the lowest two boughs on the tree, which put me—my corpse, that other me—in a posture less like Jesus and more like someone doing the “Y” during a dance floor bout of “YMCA.”

      But it wasn’t the hanging that had killed the other me. My throat was slit ear to ear. A line from A Christmas Carol—I’d played Mr. Fezziwig once—popped into my head: “I am in the presence of the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come.” Wannakusket’s and the smith’s and the pastor’s ghastly guilt, their “trespass,” it all clicked into place. I’d recognized the guilt from seeing it in the mirror back in those old EDM party days, recognized it from all the days I’d woken late in the day to confront all the gross shit I’d done the night before to get what I needed. I recognized the guilt that is built on a slimy marsh of hateful shame.

      I carefully stood and stepped around the portal, so I could get a better look at Dead Me. The buzzing of flies was distinct from the staticky shushing of the doorway home. The breast of Dead Me’s cassock was stiff with dried blood. A little swarm of flies scattered like dust in the wind when I reached up to touch it, then resettled on my slit neck, rubbing their hands together as they said grace over the feast that was my body. I didn’t like looking at my face in that condition, so I looked at the cassock instead, and saw that all 39 buttons were intact. I double checked the one I was wearing, which was still one button shy.

      Then I noticed Dead Me’s satchel; it had some heft to it. I carefully peeked in, and a big tankard—even more ornate than the ornate canns I’d just received—lay within. As I pulled it out I heard the snuffbox clink against it. I reached in, and wasn’t surprised to find that one empty. The one I’d brought with me, in my own satchel, still had almost half of that day’s ‘teenth, which I’d declined to leave behind. I stowed this empty snuffbox in my own satchel, but the tankard wouldn’t fit, so I set it at my feet.

      And then… I can’t say why I did it, but I checked his pockets. My pockets. It was…

      It was an awfully weird thing to do. As I slid my hand into Dead Me’s pocket I got this weird series of flashes, first phantom pressure along my thigh, as though I was digging through my own pocket. Then this vivid sensory memory of slipping my hand into the pocket of my first boyfriend’s baggy jeans as we sat in the back of a crowded theater watching a midnight revival screening of Reservoir Dogs. And then I hit something. My mind snapped back to the here and now—which was really the then and there. The thing in Dead Me’s pocket was smooth and flat, and I couldn’t fathom what it might be. So I pulled it out to see.

      It was my iPhone. His iPhone. Our iPhone. It had the exact same crack running across the screen, just like mine—which I’d taken pains to leave in my car’s glovebox.

      But when I turned Dead Me’s phone over, the apple had a bite out of the wrong side, the left side instead of the right. My breath locked up in my chest. The forest went grey, then lurched hard to the left. I thought I was going to puke.

      Dead Me wasn’t Future Me; he was Alternate Me. I thought about the smith’s insistence that I’d arrived daily for morning prayers, even though I knew for a fact that I’d personally only stepped through that portal three times over the course of weeks. I’d dismissed his claim as tweaker’s confusion. Time flies when you’re having fun, and all that. But the joke was on me, I guess, ‘cause there was more than one me hopping through the forest.

      “Hey,” a voice from behind me said carefully, like someone trying to wake a possibly violent sleepwalker. I put my hands up—I don’t know why—and slowly turned. It was Taylor, the Portal Guy, looking at me with a crooked, confused grin.

      “Don’t worry, Paul; I won’t shoot.” He looked past me, at the dead and crucified me, and then back at live me. “Chico is getting antsy. We should go.”

      “Go?” I dropped my arms.

      “Go.” He confirmed, then looked at my hand. “And you shouldn’t bring your phone along on things like this. I’m sure the roaming charges are insane.”

      “I’m on Verizon,” I said stupidly, pocketing the phone.

      Taylor nodded his approval. “Nationwide coverage with no roaming. I’ve seen the ads. You travel a lot, then?”

      “Never.”

      “Well, maybe you should consider traveling. You mess around with meth heads too long, you might end up like that guy.” He didn’t look at the Dead Me when he said that last part, just kept his eyes locked on mine. “But whatever. Let’s go. Looks like you’ve got lots of chips to cash in. Chico’s gonna have to go to the ATM.”
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      Chico—who was ecstatic to see the tankard and two canns—didn’t end up having to go to the ATM.

      “You have PayPal?” he asked, his eyes never leaving the fancy tankard, which he tipped back and forth, so the light slid along the complex engraving. I said yes and gave him the email address. He dug out his phone and briefly glanced away from the tankard to type something with one thumb, lightning fast. “Check phone.”

      I almost pulled out Dead Me’s iPhone, and then caught myself. “I left it in my glovebox.” Taylor gave me a look, but didn’t contradict me.

      “Okay. I just sent five hundred dollar for spoons. I must talk with Peggy, but is very much certain you see money for your big canns and mug when you wake. You will have ten-point-five thousand dollar before dinnertime. You go take sweetheart out anywhere nice for dinner—even very much more nice than where you work.”

      Chico was looking at one of the canns now, but more clinically; he checked the mark, then held it up and shifted it in the light, looking for dings and dents. The spoons just got a cursory glance, checking for those all-important •REVEREs.

      He turned to Taylor. “You have bubble-wrap?”

      Taylor shrugged. “We have something, I guess.” Then trotted off.

      Chico turned his attention back to me: “Let you listen: if you transfer all dollar too fast, Federal Agents will note. That is not good. Get PayPal Cash Card, use wherever Mastercard is accepted, okay?”

      Taylor came back with an empty copier paper box, a loose piece of bubble wrap, and a sloppy stack of USA Todays. Chico lost all interest in me.

      I told them I was just gonna leave, if that was OK. No one responded, so I left the other snuffbox—the empty one I’d taken off of Dead Me—on the corner of the conference table where Chico was wrapping up his treasures, and showed myself to the door.

      I dropped my keys twice trying to unlock my car. My hands were numb and I was trembling like a dog on Fourth of July. Everything was too loud—the buzzing of the parking lot lights, the grind of the crickets and cicadas, the creak of the peepers. My head ached with the racket.

      When I finally wrestled myself into my car and slammed the door, it was like being wrapped in a down quilt. I calmly got my phone out of the glovebox, then dug the other phone out of my pocket. The cracks across the screens were absolutely identical, which is creepier than you’d think. There probably haven’t been two identical cracks in the history of the universe, but these were twins, right down to those micro-scratches your phone gets jostling around in your pocket with spare change and keys.

      Identical twins, save for the logo reversed on Dead Me’s phone. In the fine print on the back, right under where it said “iPhone” and mine says “Designed by Apple in California Assembled in China,” Dead Me’s phone said, “Designed by Apple in California Assembled by The People in China.”

      I was tempted to power my phone back up—I felt disconnected from the Universe with it blank and cold like that—but I sort of dreaded what I would discover PayPal and Chico had done for me.

      So I drove home instead.

      James was waiting at my apartment when I got there. He was leaning against the bricks outside my building’s front door, even though he has keys to my place. His face was eerily lit by his own phone, which he poked at listlessly with the thumb of his cupped hand. His free hand held a cigarette that he seemed to have mostly forgotten; the ash was almost an inch long.

      “I thought you were quitting,” I said weakly, faking a smile. James looked up with an arched brow. He didn’t have to say I thought you were, too.

      I burst into tears.

      James ground his smoke out on the bricks and wrapped his arms around me, gently rocking me through the worst of my sobs. God, we must have been a sight: a handsome bartender in black vest and bow tie hugging a sobbing Colonial preacher. But it was 3am; we were a living tableaux with no audience.

      After a little bit I realized James was talking, repeating “It’s OK, Paul. C’mon. Let’s go in,” the way you might say it to an injured dog you’re trying to get into a car. I let James lead me up to my apartment. He sat me on my sofa and went to the kitchenette.

      I finally turned on my phone, and it immediately started chiming with alerts, the PayPal app informing me of $1.99 payments as fast as the little banner notifications could scroll by. I peeked at my email. Amid the mounting pile of receipts from PayPal users with unlikely handles like “fish@lozenge.cx” and “łasça@rrrrr.cc.ch” and “empty_string_EXIT_0@boo.bs” there was one from “Vox Celeste, LLC” for $500. The little memo line listed “For Spoons-Revere Colonial Choir backing vocals, rights and distribution buyout.”

      There was also a message from IndieMusicMeNOW.com, congratulating me on opening an account, adding my payment information, and uploading my first track. Apparently “A Very Whiplash Bass Xmas” was pretty popular, ‘cause that’s what the payments were all for.

      I put my phone on silent. But even muted, the sound of the vibrations as the notifications came in was driving me nuts, so I shut the phone down and put it on the coffee table.

      When James returned with a glass of water for me, I showed him the other snuffbox, the one I hadn’t given back to Chico, which still had a few bumps of meth in it. I showed him Dead Me’s iPhone from another dimension. I told him everything—like, everything-everything: the meth and the village, the money and Chico’s dossier on us, Dead Me strung up in a maple tree, my strong suspicion that scores of meth muling multi-verse mes were hitting that poor little village day after day after day.

      The entire time I spoke, my eyes never left Dead Me’s iPhone, the alternate iPhone. James was watching me watch the phone.

      “Go ahead and turn it on,” James said gently. “It won’t be anything crazy. Probably won’t even be anything interesting. Either it won’t work with the system here, or it will and it’ll just be a clone of your phone—backward apple notwithstanding. Most stuff on your phone is out in the cloud or whatever, not stored on the phone.”

      I picked it up off the coffee table and powered it up. The apple popped onto the screen, still backward. Then the phone loaded to the lock-screen wallpaper. On my phone that’s a picture of me and James standing to either side of a well-muscled, shirtless, kilted man playing a bagpipe and billing himself as the “Southernmost Bagpiper in the United States.” We’d taken it when we’d been down to Key West for New Year’s last year. On Dead Me’s phone the picture was a professional black-and-white close up of me and James, grinning like fools, freshly shaved and coiffed, our beaming faces framing a wedding-cake topper with two tuxedoed grooms on it.

      Then the phone gave us the “Reserve Battery Power” pop-up, then it croaked. I wanted to plug it in and poke around more, but one look at the port on the bottom of the phone made it pretty obvious that it wouldn’t fit any power chord Apple had ever shipped in this reality.

      “OK,” James said, taking the phone out of my hand and placing it on the coffee table reverentially, as though it were the sort of ancient holy book you feared might bite your fingers off. “You’re taking a nice hot shower, and we’re gonna get some shut eye. Up at eight o’clock, a hearty breakfast, and then we’re going down to this FDA Annex D and sorting everything out. OK?”

      I nodded, and James helped me to the bathroom, where he got me undressed and into the shower. When I got back out, I found that he’d ironed and hung up my vestments, and even replaced the missing button. I immediately flashed on the image of Dead Me lashed to the maple tree, no gaps in his cassock’s 39-button placket. Without a second thought I plucked the new button off mine, threw it in the toilet, and flushed. Better safe than sorry.
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      The next morning we left the dishes to soak and drove to FDA Annex D. It was disorienting to be there during business hours, when the parking lot was full and the office park bustling. The space next to the Annex was a little tortilla factory, the double doors chocked open. It breathed out warm puffs of frying corn chips as it hummed along to the tinny roar of that new Beyoncé album.

      When we asked the receptionist for Taylor, she replied, “Taylor who?” and my heart stopped. It had never dawned on me that the Portal Guy might not be legitimately employed at the FDA Annex. My mouth worked silently, and the receptionist’s face lit up. “Hey!” she said, snapping her fingers, “I thought you sounded familiar; you’re Whiplash Bass!” She swiveled in her chair to call back through the doorway into cubicle country: “Ohmygod, Taylor! Whiplash Bass to see you!”

      A skinny middle-aged black guy in a tie came to the doorway, coffee cup in hand, looked at us, and then looked at the receptionist, annoyed. “Why the hell would Whiplash Bass and his boyfriend wanna talk to me?” He looked back at me and James, and then said dismissively: “They must want White Taylor.” As if on cue, the Portal Guy popped through the doorway, out of breath, a folded USA Today in hand. “Yeah!” He said, “Sorry! They’re for me.”

      “White Taylor knows Whiplash Bass!” the receptionist gushed. Her tone was congratulatory, as though this was almost a little better than getting a new car or a really great haircut.

      Black Taylor—who was also Clearly-in-Charge Taylor—shifted his ire to our Taylor, and especially Taylor’s folded newspaper. “When do you get anything done?”

      “I work late,” the Portal Guy blurted.

      Clearly-in-Charge Taylor, as it turned out, was also Clearly-Not-Impressed Taylor: “You are on your break now. I’m going to assume,” he eyed the USA Today, where a mostly finished sudoku was visible, “that you already took ten minutes of your break. You’ve got five to talk to your compadres, and then I want to see your ass back in your cubicle.” As if to punctuate this, Clearly-in-Charge Taylor made a point of looking at his wristwatch and pushing a button on the side three times. “I’ll check your cube in exactly five minutes.”

      “Yes, Mr. Panke. Totally. I’ll be there in under four-and-a-half.” Time-Portal Taylor said this to Clearly-In-Charge-and-Not-Impressed Taylor’s back, because the man was already walking away.

      I’d finally caught my breath. “I wanna quit my job,” I said in a rush.

      Portal Guy Taylor turned back to me and sighed. “Everyone wants to quit their job, Paul. But this isn’t the place to talk about it.” I looked over his shoulder to the receptionist unabashedly watching, as though we were the latest episode of her favorite reality show.

      “And that convo will take,” he glanced at his own digital watch, “More than four minutes and twenty-something seconds. Listen: I’ve got my lunch break in a little over an hour. You know that Chili’s by the mall?” James pulled a face, and I must have too, because Taylor rolled his eyes. “Jeez, guys, get a grip; their blossom is awesome. And they’re the only bar close by that serves at 11am. I’ll be there. If I happen to run into you guys, then we’ll talk.” He glanced at his watch again, “I’m gonna go back to work now. Not all of us have an acting career to fall back on.”

      He turned on his heel and left without further quips, leaving us with the embarrassingly enthusiastic receptionist. She squealed and clapped, then asked us to reenact the ad so she should record it on her phone. I declined, and she settled for a selfie with me and James. “You look great!” she gushed at James—which was an odd thing to say, until she continued “My friends are never gonna believe that Whiplash Bass and Mr. Attorney Man are a couple!” She was already busily poking at Instagram, and thus didn’t see James pantomime his theatrical distress at being mistaken for Sully Green, attorney-at-law—who actually did look kinda like James, if you squished James down and added a mustache. I couldn’t believe I’d never noticed the resemblance. It’s a funny little world, isn’t it?

      We had time to kill, so we went to the mall. Things are always normal in the mall. If you’re in the throes of a trans-temporal existential crises, I strongly recommend going to the mall: Get a big cookie, walk around, look at pants, poke at the new iPads, test out absurdly pricey headphones. It’s better than a spa day.

      When we got to Chili’s Taylor was already there at one of the high round tables clustered near the bar. He was sitting with a chubby young Black guy, also in khakis and polo shirt. They had some Dos Equis and a basket of deep-fried monstrosities that looked nothing like an onion.

      “I thought the blossom was awesome,” James quipped as we reached the table.

      The doughy Black guy rolled his eyes at Taylor. “They haven’t done an Awesome Blossom in, like, six years. Taylor doesn’t normally order food is all.”

      “Who’s this guy?” I asked Taylor, nodding at his doughy young comrade, who was dipping a fried thing that looked like an alien egg into a little ramekin of green-flecked pink ranch dressing.

      “That’s Deke,” Taylor said. “Deke’s cool.”

      Deke nodded his thanks and raised a fist. Taylor bumped it.

      “I wanna get out of this thing with Chico and Peggy.” I reiterated.

      Taylor finished his beer, held the empty aloft, and jiggled it like he was ringing a bell. “Can’t help you,” he said. The waitress by the bar nodded at him. He set the bottle on the edge of their table. “Don’t really know them. I’m just a poor boy with the Dept of Ag.”

      James frowned. “I thought you were with the FDA. The building says ‘FDA Annex D.’“

      For just a second Taylor looked like he’d swallowed a nickel. His partner, Deke, leaned in, addressing James. “FDA’s in the Dept of Ag, m’man.”

      James shook his head. “No, it’s not.” The waitress glided in, swapped Taylor’s empty for a fresh bottle in a single deft movement, and moved on without a pause. “And the Department of Agriculture offices are in Raleigh. I googled it.”

      Taylor drank deeply and sighed. “It’s sort of an inter-agency lend-lease thing.”

      “You got lent and leased?” James asked archly.

      “The porta—” chubby Deke caught himself, “the equipment we, uh, service, it got lent. Or leased. Or whatever.”

      This didn’t satisfy James, either. “So you guys drive four hours from Raleigh—”

      “It doesn’t matter who signs his check, James!” I snapped, “It matters that I don’t want to work for him anymore!”

      This annoyed Taylor. “You aren’t working for me, Bassmaster. Jeez! Not only am I lowest squirrel on the totem pole, you and me aren’t even on the same pole.” He waved at the waitress again, flapping his hands and holding up fingers in an ornate semaphore that bespoke a man who spends an unhealthy amount of time sucking suds in this Chili’s. She rolled her eyes and nodded.

      “Listen, Paul,” Taylor began. “I work for Uncle Sam via the Dept of Ag, at this time directly under the supervision of Mr. Panke of the FDA. You work for South Boston mobsters with Cambridge aspirations via Peggy and the History Department of UNC-Asheville, under the direct supervision of Mr. Chico. Our org charts do not intersect. I’m not your HR rep, your union steward, or your priest. You are on your own here.”

      “What am I supposed to do?!” I heard how shrill I sounded and hated it, but not so much as I hated the jam I was in.

      The waitress glided by, depositing a pair of Dos Equis for me and James.

      Taylor shrugged. “You could shoot them; isn’t that how meth dealers make inconvenient people go away?”

      “I’m not a meth dealer!”

      “Your amigo Chico is,” Deke suggested, copping a bad Frito Bandito accent.

      “That’s racist!” I practically shouted.

      Taylor took a pull from his beer, unruffled. “Amigo was poor word choice. Deke isn’t saying Chico’s a meth dealer because Chico’s Hispanic. Chico isn’t even Hispanic—"

      “’Chico’ isn’t Hispanic?” Deke asked, incredulously air-quoting the name.

      “You’ve never met Chico?” James interjected.

      “Stop!” Taylor snapped. “It’s lunchtime, not amateur Abbot and Costello time. One,” he held up a single finger, “Chico is Croatian.” Deke opened his mouth. Taylor cut him off. “No, I have no idea why he wants to be called ‘Chico.’ And, two,” he held up a second finger, “this isn’t a bowling league. Me and Deke and Chico and Peggy don’t hang out. We each have our jobs and we get them done. Third,” he held up a third finger, “third and finally, Deke wasn’t saying Chico is a meth dealer because he has a low opinion of Hispanics or even Croats. He’s saying Chico is a meth dealer because Chico deals meth. People who deal meth are meth dealers. QED. Independent of race, ethnicity, or nation of origin. Doesn’t matter if they’re doing it across all space and time,” he looked at me pointedly, “or in a Taco Bell bathroom. You and Chico are meth dealers. Live with it.”

      “Then you are, too!” I hissed.

      Taylor took a long pull off his beer. “Nope. You guys deal meth. Me and Deke, we run a stupid goddamned time hole.”

      Taylor locked eyes on me and took another long pull from his beer. It dawned on me that he hated me. But he didn’t hate me for being me, or even for the thing I was doing to the people of the colonial village. He hated me like a prisoner hates the bars across his window.

      “I just wanna fix this without anyone getting hurt,” I said quietly. “Especially me.”

      Taylor and Deke exchanged a look.

      “We could send Chico to camp,” Deke hazarded. This, to me, sounded an awful lot like sending the dog to live on a farm.

      “I don’t want to get anyone hurt,” I reiterated.

      Taylor nodded to Deke, but spoke to me. “It won’t get anyone hurt. He’ll live ‘til he dies, he just won’t do it anywhere near here.”

      I swallowed, absurdly grateful for this brief glimmer of hope. “And I don’t want it to be violent,” I said with much less certainty than I’d hoped.

      Taylor laughed. “Have you seen yourself, Paul? Have you seen Chico? I think we’ll opt for subterfuge over brute force. Play to your strong suit, as a thespian.”

      This word tickled Deke, who chuckled and returned his concentration to his clutch of extra-crispy popcorn alien larva.

      James watched all of this coolly. “Before we agree to anything, I want to hear the actual plan.”

      Taylor turned on James, fixing him with the withering gaze fed-up schoolmarms reserve for the willfully stupid.

      “Or else what?”

      James opened his mouth to answer, and then closed it, because the “or else” was pretty up in the air. Or else we go to the cops? And tell them, what? That I’d been breaking into a government facility to transport a Schedule II controlled substance across state lines—and timelines? That I’d been knowingly colluding in a criminal enterprise for months?

      “Yeah,” Taylor said, reading our subliminal dialogue. “You aren’t agreeing to anything, ‘cause we aren’t making a deal here. This isn’t a negotiation. We’re working together,” he emphasized this with an all-encompassing circle gesture, “to solve Paul’s” he poked me hard in the chest, “problem under Paul’s conditions without getting anyone fucking shot. I am helping you here.”

      “Why?” James asked, honestly perplexed.

      Taylor looked to his partner—who was a whole lot less jolly now—and something silently passed between them. Then Taylor’s face hardened.

      “It’s a long story.” Taylor dug his iPhone out of his pocket. I assumed this was the prelude to the long story, but instead he dialed a number. He tilted the phone away from his face once it began ringing on the other end, and said to me: “When I get him on the phone, make up some reason that he has to go through the portal with you tonight.”

      “You’re what the what!?” I asked, panicked. And then Chico picked up.

      “Hey Chico!” Taylor said in a bright, fake customer-service voice. “T. here, from the office. Hope you don’t mind me ringing you direct.”

      There was yelling.

      Taylor’s customer-service smile never wavered. “Yeah, I know you didn’t know I had this number. Yes, I recognize that you are upset to learn someone has your direct line. Ya-hunh. I hear that, Chico. I share your concerns and regret the inconvenience. But—now, Chico, listen. I only called because it’s super-duper important. Yeah. Paul’s here.” Disturbingly, the yelling clipped off as though the call had been dropped. “Un-hunh. Yeah. Paul. Paul swung by my office during regular business hours. Un-hunh. Because in all the hubbub last night with that excellent haul at the antique show, he neglected to mention some big news.”

      Chico asked something.

      “I sure do! I have him here and I’m handing the phone to him now.”

      Taylor’s customer-service smile disappeared, and he held the phone out for me. I reared back like the handset was liable to both bite and scald me. He scowled and shook the phone at me once, hard. Finally James leaned out, took the phone, and held it to my ear.

      “Chico?” I hazarded, gingerly taking the handset.

      “Kiiiiiska,” he sighed slowly. He sounded pretty disappointed. This was somehow much worse than him yelling. “My dear little kiska, I imagine you will now tell me something very much fascinating, okay?”

      “I… yes. Yeah. Last night, um… the… guy who had those tankards, he told me they have a full tea service of a similar, um, provenance. Like, the whole nine yards: Big tray, tea pot, coffee pot, creamer, sugar bowl, a whole set of teaspoons. All done in a nautical theme, so it matches. One-of-a-kind.” Chico was disturbingly quiet, and I worried I wasn’t hooking him. “He says it was made for Samuel Adams.”

      “Like beer?” Chico asked, bemused. “Is actual man in United States history?”

      “Yeah. He was related to John Adams somehow. He ran the tavern where the Founding Fathers schemed. Anyway, he bailed on Revere and never took delivery, so Revere got all pissy and gave the set to his preacher’s assistant as a parting gift when that guy left to be the preacher in the village.” This was, quite easily, the greatest ad lib of my entire life. I couldn’t help but be a little proud, even through the terror. “But it’s huge, ‘cause it was made for, like, showing off in a tavern. There’s no way I can pick it up on my own—not without risking dinging it all up—and no way I want any of the audience seeing how I make my entrance. On top of that I’ll have the normal haul of spoons and gravy boats—” I felt my explaining verging on over explaining, but couldn’t seem to reel it in. Thankfully Chico was already shushing me.

      “Understood,” he hushed, “You need to bring manservant to help haul tithes.” He was distracted, running some mental math of his own. For the first time I thought about his end of this business. He wasn’t doing all this just to sell a sixteenth of an ounce of meth every couple weeks—even at the favorable temporal exchange rate. Chico had already been clear that, while he might seem like a shark to me, he was really a little fish in his world. He desperately wanted to impress those potential Cambridge connections with what a versatile and resilient business partner he could be, show them how he can survive and thrive in their cutthroat seas.

      Cambridge. The College Town to End All College Towns. How much meth could be moved there if you had exclusive distribution rights? Lotsa all-nighters in Greater Boston, lots of college kids with more cash than hours in the day.

      And how happy would that tea set make Chico’s Cambridge prospects?

      It was a lure too shiny for any big fish to pass up.

      “Yes,” he said absently, “We meet tonight, okay? You bring me proper outfit for the occasion.”

      And he hung up. I sat for a moment with the warm, quiet phone pressed to the side of my head, the metal edge creasing my palm and ear.

      James and Deke watched me raptly, waiting for an update. Taylor drank from his beer and stared out the windows, toward the mall parking lot.

      “He said we’d meet tonight.”

      “That’s good,” Deke said, flecks of batter pattering down on the tabletop.

      “Not really,” James replied, “Because there isn’t really a tea service, is there?”

      I shook my head.

      “That’s bad,” Deke opined earnestly.

      “That’s fine,” Taylor declared, draining his beer and holding the empty aloft. More disturbing than his rate of consumption was the fact that he didn’t even seem buzzed. “That’s perfect. We just need him to show up. Me and Deke will sort out the details. Toodly-oo!” He dismissed us with a backhanded flutter of his fingers. We let him pay for our beers, neither of which had been touched. I don’t imagine he let them go to waste.
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      James and I were raiding the UNC costume shop for something Chico-appropriate when it dawned on me.

      “James,” I said, my belly full of ice, “I have no idea what the plan is.”

      He didn’t pause in his shuffling through hanger upon hanger of frock coats. “There’s only one plan that makes sense, Paul: You’re going to ditch Chico in the past. ‘Send him to camp’,” he added, mimicking Deke’s air quotes.

      “How the Hell am I going to do that?!”

      James looked up, one eyebrow crooked curiously. “Jeez, Paul; by acting. That is, after all, what they are paying you to do. But right now, what’s important is finding this Chico something to wear that’s his size, period-appropriate, and won’t accommodate a gun.” James glanced at his phone, “And for both of us to make our shifts on time.”

      I turned my attention to a rack of particolored knickers. “I think we should call in.”

      “I think that if this Chico was ever watching us, he certainly is tonight. We’ve gotta keep everything normal. Besides, your floor manager is gunning for you. You’re going to need that table-waiting gig more than ever come sun-up.”

      I finally found a pair of black knickers I thought would fit Chico, and James simultaneously held up a simple cassock, like Jeremy Irons wore in The Mission. The only place to hide a gun would be in the waistband of the knickers, and there’d be no way to quickdraw with the long cassock buttoned up.

      “Disco!” he cried in his finest RuPaul.

      “Quite slimming!” I agreed, plucking a big shady straw hat from the bin of big shady hats tucked under the knicker rack.

      I took the cassock from James and held it up, then frowned. “Drat. The lines will be totally spoiled by cramming a Glock in the waistband.” I sighed theatrically at this fashion tragedy, James broke character and started laughing. Somehow, that made it all better.

      We packed it in, went home, cleaned up, and went to work. James was right about not calling in. It wasn’t just that I needed the job: I needed the distraction. If I’d called in, I would have spent all night pacing my apartment and chewing my paws, thinking about the instant chemical confidence boost still inside the snuffbox I’d withheld from Chico. After my shift I picked James up at Fond and we went back to my place so I could get into costume before heading to the FDA Annex.

      James caught my cuff as I was on the way out the door and pulled me back. He kissed me lingeringly—a black-&-white railroad-platform-in-the-rain sort of kiss—then stood back and looked me squarely in the eye.

      “Clean slate, new leaf, first day of the rest of your life, and all that. I’ll stay up, make you breakfast.” He fixed me with a somber gaze. “There will be Hollandaise sauce,” he declaimed, like a Pentecostal preacher admonishing that There will be blood throughout the land of Egypt.

      And then I was off.
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      Chico was visibly relieved when I stepped into the conference room at FDA Annex D. “Amen! Aleluja!” He held out his arms for the bundle of clothes, and I handed them over. “What is plan?” he asked, trying to puzzle out the garments.

      “You’ll be like a Jesuit missionary,” I answered. “Like Jeremy Irons in The Mission.”

      He looked half amused and half annoyed. “I look nothing like Jeremy Irons.”

      “You’ve got a noble brow,” I reassured him, “It works. Besides, I doubt they’ve seen the movie.”

      “I dunno,” Taylor yawned, scratching his head, “It was on cable an awful lot for a while.”

      “I’ve never seen it,” Peggy said, and I just about jumped out of my skin. I spun around, and there she was, dressed like a very historically rigorous milkmaid.

      Chico had set his knickers, shirt, and hat aside, and was holding up his cassock, nodding approvingly. “This is quite badass,” he told no one in particular, “Like Neo in Matrix.”

      “You’re coming along, too, Peggy?” I hazarded.

      “Um, yeah,” she blushed, like an English teacher caught waiting in line to see Twilight. “Taylor called me, said you needed extra hands to bring in the Samuel Adams tea service.”

      “I… I’m sure Chico and I can handle it.”

      “It’s a million-dollar haul, Paul, and the story, the details, drive the price up. Besides,” she looked away and smiled to herself. “I… I want to see. Part’s just curiosity—I’ve spent eight years working on a dissertation about Colonial material culture and its impact on the daily lives of women and children. There are things that just aren’t in the literature or the unpublished monographs or the special collections or even the private collections. I’ve got questions that just 20 minutes through Taylor’s magic portal will answer.” It was obvious that this was her excuse for going through, not her reason. I would have pointed that out, but she beat me to the punch: “But mostly, I just want to see for myself. See what the fuss is about.”

      Chico had stripped down to his jockey shorts, and it was hard not to gawk: He was as lean as an underwear model, his shoulders, back, and abs perfectly sculpted. An ornate tattoo of an eagle stretched from shoulder to shoulder. It was done to look as though it was carved out of marble, outstretched wings replaced with vibrant American flags. A banner draped across his shoulders read FORGING DESTINY, and below that 61st Cavalry Scouts.

      “You were in the Army?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he said, not looking up as he stepped into the knickers, “I am Yankee Doodle Dandy.”

      He pulled the shirt over his head, and I eyeballed his pile of street clothes. “You don’t have a gun?” The words had come out of my mouth uninflected and unbidden.

      Chico snorted, an eyebrow raised, and shook his head as he continued dressing. “Honorable discharge eight years ago, Pavica. Why would I have gun?”

      “OK,” Taylor said, stepping to the portal controls, “Time to get this show on the road.”

      I took a second to step back and eyeball Peggy. She wore neither shoes nor stockings, which saved me having to make up a reason for her to leave them behind.

      “No shoes,” I said approvingly, and she smiled.

      “Chico explained your reasoning, about wear patterns and build quality; very sharp. You should have gone into academia.”

      “There’s more money in voice acting and waiting tables.”

      I was being honest, but she laughed as though it were a wry one-liner. In this whole ugly situation, that’s probably the saddest bit: that a highly trained adjunct professor reduced to dealing meth and stealing spoons for spoiled mobsters seriously thought she was better off than a waiter with modest theatrical aspirations.

      I turned to see Chico in full regalia. Tall and lean, he cut a graceful figure in the long black cassock, the wide-brimmed straw hat tipped over his eyes, like an imported assassin in a spaghetti western.

      “You. Look. Stunning!” And I meant it.

      Chico smiled, then scowled. “Yes. It is part I was born to play, okay?” He turned back to his pile of clothes and dug the snuffbox from his jacket, tossing it to me. I dropped it into my satchel so it wouldn’t clink against the other snuffbox, the one I’d kept from the last trip, which was resting in my pocket.

      And then the dark, cavernous portal bloomed up on the conference room wall behind us. I wasn’t facing it, but I could feel its warm shimmer. It was like that giddy little contact high I used to get from buying meth—long before the music started, long before we crammed four to a bathroom stall and crushed up the crystal. A totally clean expectation high, the high of knowing that the real high is imminent.

      “C’mon, this is the best part,” I said, quite sincerely. “No matter how many times you do it, it’s never going to be this sweet again.” And I stepped into the portal gladly, thoughtless of whatever unpleasantness was to come.

      And it was wonderful, that cascading staticky animal frisson of time or probability or the “tachyon emissions” washing over you, or whatever it was.

      And then I was in Colonial Massachusetts. We were in Colonial Massachusetts. I turned back to see Chico and Peggy looking around with casual interest.

      But not flushed with the journey. Not… high.

      “How… how was it?” I asked.

      “It was nice I guess,” Peggy said politely. Chico shrugged and nodded. She took a deep breath. “The air smells great here, doesn’t it?”

      Chico sniffed, then nodded. “Yes. Clothesline fresh.”

      They hadn’t felt it, which at once made me feel sort of special—like someone of such refined tastes that he could really appreciate this symphony or that wine, but also lonely. I mean, I wanted to share it with someone. But maybe I couldn’t, and that was as sad as getting high all by yourself in your shitty little apartment.

      The portal shrank and closed, and I saw, a few yards behind Peggy and Chico, where the other me was strung up in the tree—but this wasn’t the same other me as before; this guy’s throat was pristine, but he’d been terribly beaten. His head was a mashed purple lump with one dangling eye. I wondered what I’d find if I searched his pockets; a third identical one-of-a-kind snuffbox, licked clean? Yet another cracked iPhone, this one with a pear or banana or rising Chinese sun emblazoned on the back? For a moment I wondered why Ye Olde Tweakers kept killing me. Because they were mad about what was happening to their community? Because they wanted all the Gospel to themselves? Because they wanted to be the Lord’s mainline to His Flock? Or had this maybe become some organic and vital part of the religion whose seeds I’d inadvertently planted and then carefully nurtured with nonsense prayers and meth: the Messenger of God who you murder every afternoon only to see him born anew the following morning, like that pig at the feast in Valhalla?

      But I didn’t wonder for long, because I knew that at its heart it was Tweaker Logic: irresistible in the moment, unintelligible to the outsider, regretted in the aftermath, repeated at the next opportunity. Lather, rinse, repeat, ad nauseam, amen.

      I tore my eyes away from Yet Another Dead Me before Chico and Peggy might wonder what I was staring at and turn around to see for themselves. Instead I led them a few steps away, toward the village, drawing their attention to my half-hour glass as I turned it, checked the sand, and strung it onto my belt.

      “OK,” I said, “Thirty minutes. Let’s go.” We hiked up our frocks and started picking our way downstream. Soon we came to the muddy, denuded outskirts of the village, which was shrouded in a low-hanging, noxious tannery miasma layered atop the BO-stank of people who only believed in bathing twice a year. In the gloom of his nearly collapsed lean-to the blacksmith, Young Charles, toiled before a roaring fire, tongues of flame lapping out from his forge and threatening to finish off all that remained of his home.

      Peggy snuffled and rubbed at her stinging eyes, but was still grinning like a fool. “This… is amazing!” she said.

      “Ajme!” Chico coughed. “Peggy, I was wrong. This past smells terribly!”

      “It’s still better than digging through old ledger sheets and making suppositions at $24 per hour to pay interest on six figures of student loans,” she replied. Not a trace of snark; just wonderstruck.

      “Anyway,” I said, “I need to make a big entrance. You guys head out across the mud toward Young Charles—he’s the blacksmith, and sorta my number-one helper. Yell ‘Hullo!’ and ‘Blessings!’ and tell him you’ve brought the ‘Manifest Gospel for Communion.’ He’ll bring everyone running and lined up. Play it priestly, with a prayer—”

      Chico rolled his eyes at me. “Pavica, I was altar boy; I know Communion.”

      “Oh. Well, then just do that stuff.” I dug into my pocket and brought out a snuffbox—not the full one Chico had just given me, but the other box, the spare one I’d taken home after handing Dead Me’s empty snuffbox over to Chico the day before. That spare snuffbox had still been half full then, but I’d dumped its contents into the toilet before going to work, to eliminate any possibility that I might decide that maybe I needed a little Old-Time Religion to get me through that day.

      I handed Chico and Peggy the empty snuffbox.

      “Here’s the Gospel. Start with Young Charles and work your way over; once you’ve done two or three folks I’ll make my big entrance.”

      “Yes,” Chico said, starting to sweat his big performance. “Super duper. Peggy, you play at altar-girl. I am priest.” She nodded, still watching the village, taking it all in.

      “OK,” I said. “Go!” And I shouted the first big “Hullo!” myself. Young Charles jerked up from his work, locking on to Chico and Peggy as they stumbled out into the slick mud and began toddling toward the lean-to. Peggy and Chico, fixated on the forge, couldn’t see that their jubilant greetings were already drawing the townspeople, who came shambling out from among the log shanties like Romero zombies.

      I quietly turned, ducked into the undergrowth, and walked back upstream. It really hadn’t been so hard; I didn’t even have to make a break for it. When I was almost back to the clearing I heard an outraged bellow. This was followed by a little hubbub—which I imagined was the townsfolk’s response to the revelation of Chico’s empty snuffbox—but it seemed to die down quickly. Whatever was happening back there, I put it out of my head.

      Coming into the clearing, I was surprised to see the portal already open, even though the half-hour glass at my waist was still more than half full.

      And then I saw me step out of the portal.

      I couldn’t believe how young I looked, how happy and relaxed. Then, with a moment’s reflection, I couldn’t believe I’d aged so much in just a few months, and with so little to show for it. I couldn’t think of a single special thing I’d bought or done with Chico and Peggy’s money. It had mostly just evaporated: Getting Subway because I didn’t feel like cooking, buying clothes because I didn’t feel like doing laundry, calling in because I didn’t feel like working.

      The New Me that had just stepped out of the portal marveled at the sights, seeing it all for the first time. We both heard his iPhone’s low-power eep. It was a small sound in the clear morning air, but it hit New Me like a 120-volt shock. He jolted like Kramer bursting into Jerry’s apartment, hiked up his cassock, fumbled the phone as he attempted to power it down and stash it in his satchel, then spastically turned out his pockets and patted himself down.

      Half of me wanted to laugh, ‘cause it was really top-notch buffoonery. And half of me was enraged, because this was the dumb asshole who’d gotten me into this mess. Or a version of him, anyway.

      But that bemusement and outrage, it was all intellectual—I didn’t really feel anything. My emotions were jarred up in my head, like preserves I was saving in a cellar to sustain me through some disaster.

      But isn’t that acting? Isn’t that art? Canning your emotions, and then dolling them out a teaspoon at a time for pay, or when you need to con someone, or when you need to talk yourself into something? It’s not that different from buying your emotions from a graduate chem major, or a Croatian gangster and a historian, or a fake parson.

      So I pulled down a jar of rage, spun off the lid, and scooped out a big dollop.

      “Hey!” I shouted as I stomped into the clearing. “HEY! HEY ASSHOLE!”

      New Me, still panicking from his iPhone FUBAR, swung around, then shrank back on his heels.

      “Oh Jesus!” he squeaked.

      I closed on him and took up a double fistful of his cassock. He still had all 39 buttons.

      “Is this your first time?” I demanded.

      “Wha—?”

      I’d never been in a fight. I’d never taken a karate class. Heck, I’d only ever done a single half-day stage-fighting workshop, and I spent most of that flirting with the guy I got paired up with. That guy turned out to have a very funny, very busty German wife, and I never learned how to throw a realistic punch.

      But I’d worked in bars and restaurants since I was 16. I’d seen some brutal brawls.

      And I am an actor.

      So I hauled back and smashed my forehead into New Me’s nose. It crunched satisfyingly, his blood and snot spurting warmly down my forehead.

      “Onk!” he cried.

      “I asked!” I bellowed, whipping him back and forth like a dog with a rag doll, “I fucking asked if this was your first time, asshole!” I charged into him, taking him off his feet and driving us both into the creek. We lost our footing on the smooth stones and came down hard in the shallow water.

      I struggled to pin him, giving him a solid knee to the crotch in the process, knocking his breath out. Finally, I got a leg over and straddled him, pushing him under, my fists to his chest. The crisp, cold water poured over his face, pulling a streamer of blood from his nose as it went.

      The water was cold and refreshing. Energizing.

      I eased up, letting him thrust his head out of the water.

      “Have. You. Been. Here. Before?” I asked.

      “N-no!” he stuttered. “Ne-never!”

      I punched him, but chickened out at the last second, and it became a weird, hooking fist-slap that glanced off his left cheek. So I punched him again, right in the eye. Then again, in his smashed nose. He honked a terrible pained cry, and I thrust his head back under water.

      Held it.

      “You ruined our life,” I quietly told us, even though I knew he couldn’t hear anything. But it didn’t really matter; I was in character.

      I was in character playing me.

      And that seemed like it was probably the worst part.

      I tore New Me back up out of the water, then stood, dragging him to his feet.

      “Don’t ever come back.”

      “What—” he gasped for breath. “What will I tell Chico?”

      That struck me as a reasonable question, but Character Me still treated is as a piddling little detail, almost unworthy of his consideration.

      “Tell him you got jumped,” I heard myself say dismissively. “Tell him they were on to you from the start and you were almost burned as a witch.”

      “Hanged!” New Me gasped, “The Portal Guy said witches got hanged, or crush—”

      “Whatever!” I shook him, snapping his head back and forth. “Whatever!” I shoved him up the bank and frog walked him back to his portal. “Whatever you do, don’t ever come back!” New Me stood next to his dappled portal, doubled-over, breathing in thick pants. Snot and blood and pristine spring water dripped from his face, pattering onto his bare feet. He nodded his head quickly, placatingly, and I realized those thick panting breaths were actually him repeating “OK” over and over and over again.

      And then he looked up and finally recognized me.

      “Who… ?” But he was too scared to finish.

      “I’m the ghost of Mistakes Yet to Come. Go home, Paulie Boy,” I sneered. “Get married. Settle down. Don’t ever do any of this shit again.”

      He nodded. Actor Me—the calm little me deep in my head, pulling the levers and tweaking the knobs that made Character Me strut and fret his hour upon the stage—clinically noted the lack of surprise on New Me’s face when I said, “get married and settle down.” I wondered why it was that I seemed to be from the only timeline where James and I couldn’t just tie the knot and settle down, the only reality where things were so consistently and arbitrarily unfair.

      What a stupid, petty little world I was stuck in.

      For a second, it dawned on me that maybe the solution was to steal New Me’s portal, to go out into his America, where James and I could just go down to the County Clerk and fill out a form, and then get back to choosing a cake-topper and being overcharged for white folding chairs with broad satin ribbons tied to them—just like every other glowing young couple.

      Clean slate. New leaf. First day of the rest of my life. Blah blah blah.

      I turned. I had every intention in the world of popping through New Me’s portal, stealing his happy little life, and ditching him in Colonial Meth-burgh to sort it all out on his own while his James and I lived happily ever after as Mr. and Mr. Miller-Cointero.

      But Wannakusket was there, standing next to the maple with Dead Me strung up on it, watching us. He was pale as a dead man himself, with a bright spray of red spattered across his nose and cheeks like Morgan Freeman’s freckles.

      He held Chico’s broad-brimmed hat. There was blood staining the straw. He looked at me, then at New Me, and especially at New Me’s satchel, sopping wet and swaying at his hip, rocking like a pendulum weighed down by that heavy little snuffbox of meth. A sixteenth of an ounce doesn’t seem like much. That’s not even the weight of a couple paperclips. But it can be the whole goddamn universe, a champaign fountain of stars shooting right up your spine.

      Wannakusket eyeballed my satchel, then New Me’s. I could see him measuring us up, calculating how much fight was left in us, how fast we could run, how far we could leap.

      New Me looked up at me, and then past me to Wannakusket and Dead Me.

      “That Native guy next to the scarecrow’s got a tomahawk,” he said flatly. His words were mushy. A little runner of bloody drool ran out the corner of his mouth at tomahawk.

      “No,” I said carefully, soothingly, the way you’d talk if you looked up and saw the bull was on your side of the fence. “That’s not a tomahawk; that’s a hammer.” It was a short-handled maul. I could picture it in its former life, hanging at the side of Young Charles’s anvil, one tool among many. But since those days it seemed that this maul had become Special, in that dangerous nonsense way that little objects did when you ran on meth for days upon days upon days, unblinking and manic and convinced that you and you alone were finally seeing What It All Really Means. Many pains-taking, crystal-fueled hours had gone into carving an ornate filigree of illuminated crosses into the wooden handle. Wannakusket held the maul formally, like a Templar holding his two-handed claymore. He raised the maul to his forehead, lightly touching it to a point between his eyes, then lowered it to his navel, then raised it to his heart, then brought it across his chest to rest it against the other nipple.

      His eyes never left us.

      “I think it’s time to go,” I told New Me, likewise keeping my eyes glued on this dedicated adherent to the Manifest Gospel.

      New Me took one wordless step toward his portal. Wannakusket violently jerked, his eyes locking on to New Me and that fresh satchel with its heavy little snuffbox of Sacrament.

      “But gimme your bag first.” I held out a hand blindly, and an unseen hand thrust a strap into it. Wannakusket’s eyes followed the satchel. I heard a single wracking sob—which I guess must have been from New Me—but it faded fast, washed out by a quiet crackle of portal static. Then there was a snap, and I couldn’t hear the portal any longer.

      The forest was quiet. A bird sang, and then stopped, and then began again.

      Wannakusket extended a hand in a gesture of unmistakable supplication.

      “Communion,” he said huskily. “Communion.” His skin was pale and sweat greased, his eyes weepy.

      I shook my head. “No. I think… I think I’m just gonna take these with me. You all need to take a break.” I stepped back, and he took two quick steps forward. I stepped back again, clumsily stumbling into the brisk creek, and he shook his head violently.

      “No! Communion!” he begged, “God!” He begged, “God, God, God, God, God.”

      “There is no God,” I croaked. “Just chemicals.”

      I doubt he understood that, but his face darkened in a way that made it pretty clear he’d gotten the gist:

      Sorry, ladies and gents: No Communion today.

      He released Chico’s blood-stained hat, which landed on edge, rolled into the brook, and was whisked away toward the sea. It had a leatherette band stamped MADE IN CHINA. I wondered what history would make of that. Maybe nothing. Maybe the hat would sink and rot before anyone could find it and puzzle over how the hell the damn thing was made, the stitches so even, the weave so tight—all the perfectly regular detail work we ignore, because machines did it in far away countries at the hands of people we couldn’t be bothered to imagine.

      Wannakusket curled his lip and brought back his maul, choking up on the grip like a big leaguer. He coiled down through his hips, ready to pounce.

      And then, true as dramatic irony and deus ex machina, a portal blossomed next to me, like fire pouring out into the air. I glimpsed down at the hourglass tied at my waist, and saw it had run out. This was my ride.

      Wannakusket’s face fell, not with slack-jawed shock, but with disappointment: apparently the Good Lord did not mean for him to take by force what I refused to grant; He’d sent me a chariot of fire, and really did intend to abandon them and take back the Manifest Gospel He’d granted. I understood—because it really is a stupid, petty little world often enough. But that didn’t mean I was going to leave the meth with him. The buck has to stop somewhere.

      I took one big step back up onto the muddy bank, and the next step put me through the portal. The shimmering temporal effervescence bubbled over me for the last time. It was, as ever, absolutely wonderful.

      Even before the light cleared out of my eyes I knew something wasn’t right: we’d left Taylor standing in the conference room alone, but there were many voices now, chatting amiably. One was a touch clearer above the rest, asking “Well, who the fuck is that?”

      “Oh; that’s just Paul.” Taylor answered, “Chico and Peggy will be behind him.”

      “No,” I said, trying to knuckle the light from my eyes, “They won’t. I ditched them in the village.”

      That stopped the conversation.

      “Fuck, Paul, why’d you do that?!” Taylor said.

      My eyes had finally cleared. The conference room was crowded with a half-dozen guys holding Starbucks cups. They all wore bulky blue jackets with DEA printed in yellow over their hearts and across their backs. Two happened to be facing me, and so I saw that the windbreakers looked bulky not because they were heavy, but because they covered Kevlar vests. The guys all had guns at their hips, but none were drawn—the holsters weren’t even unclipped.

      “I thought that was the plan,” I said, bewildered. “To ‘send them to camp.’” I was doing the air-quotes too. It was catching.

      Taylor rolled his eyes up to the ceiling, as though beseeching an Absentee God to check his goddamned voicemail for once. “Camp is FCI Butner, Paul. The low-security prison camp closest to their,” he indicated the DEA agents, “offices in Raleigh.”

      One of the DEA guys—he bore an uncanny resemblance to a clean-cut Russell Means—was pretty clearly annoyed. “So Mr. Marković and Ms. Durand are not coming through, Taylor?”

      Taylor ground a palm into one eye. He really was the most exhausted guy I’d ever seen. “Doesn’t sound like it.”

      Agent Russell Means’ sharp eyes never left Taylor’s face. “Then why don’t you just go get ‘em?” It was technically a question, but he didn’t ask it like a question. He asked it like Robert Deniro asks for a table in a packed restaurant.

      Taylor just laughed, shaking his head. “Because that is mos def above my pay grade, Special Agent Pete.”

      The Agent scowled. “These little expeditions don’t come cheap, Chuckles; we’re angling for big fish.”

      Taylor shrugged. “Then why not send one of your guys through to get them?”

      All the DEA guys—who, I noticed then, were pretty damn young—assiduously avoided eye contact. Popping back in time to chase perps through the wilds of Colonial New England was evidently above their pay grade, too.

      “I don’t think anyone wants to do that,” I volunteered. “There’s a really pissed off, um,” I looked at the lead cop again, his umber skin and raven hair, “First Nation’s person standing just on the other side of the portal. He’s got a sledgehammer.”

      That seemed to settle it. I guess DEA foot soldiers know better than anyone that, even if you’re packing heat, you don’t want to tangle with a hammer-wielding tweaker. Agent Russell Means tightened up, even more pissed off, but he remained silent.

      “Anywhoo,” Taylor said, easing between the mulling agents, “That being established, I’m just gonna shut this down before anyone over there gets bold.” He reached the portal’s controls, and the portal shrank, then dissipated. The rank-and-file finally relaxed.

      And that’s when one of the junior agents piped up. “Hey! I know that voice! You’re Whiplash Bass!” Everyone turned, all smiles. I smiled back. Another agent called out “What’s with the identical purses?” He meant my two satchels. The brimming snuffboxes of meth jumped to mind. Something must have passed over my face, because everyone sharpened up. Faces hardened. Hands brushed up to holsters.

      “What’s in those bags, sir?” the first junior agent asked, his voice as cold and deep as a well. I didn’t answer—I swear I didn’t, just by reflex, Fifth Amendment and all that—but no answer was all the answer they needed. The guns came out, and I was on the floor before I knew what hit me.

      So, that’s how I got the bruised jaw and ribs, and the charge of possession of Schedule II controlled substance with intent to distribute, which I guess is all factual, even if it isn’t exactly true.

      For what it’s worth, I really appreciate you coming down in the middle of the night like this. I know Raleigh is a big schlep for you. And I’m sure you’re really great at your job. But if at all possible, I really want Sully Green representing me. I think I need Mr. Attorney Man for this one.

      In case it doesn’t go without saying, I’ve got the money to pay:

      I’m an actor.

      

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      

      From the Journal of Pastor Ephraim Otis, Quansigamog Pond, Massachusetts, 1770

      

      Two more emissaries have come—a Papish Russian and goodwife. They are as soft of foot and hand as Parson Brown, but bear none of his teachings nor the Lord’s New Sacrament. Parson Brown does not return, and these new emissaries claim mystification. We fear they may be Fallen Angels sent for our perdition, or a test from The Lord, in like stead as He tested Job and Abraham.

      We all fear for the states of our souls in a world absent the Face of God and His Communion through the Manifest Gospel. We are sick for want of the Lord’s Grace. It is intolerable.

      Young Charles takes hammer and tongs to the new emissaries, in hope of extracting some confession, and of showing The Lord the true depth of our steadfast Faith. Their cries rise swiftly to Heaven. If they are truly the Lord’s servants, then He will intervene on their behalf soon, and we will again enjoy the full Ecstasy of his New Sacrament and Glistering Communion.

      Until then we pray.

      And pray

      And pray

      amen.
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      Bill Text: NC SB8 | 2030-2031 Session "Relating to abortion, including abortions after detection of an unborn child's heartbeat, with exception for persons to be convicted of a capital crime"

      

      SECTION 8. Section 171.203, Health and Safety Code, is amended to read as follows:

      

      Sec. 171.203. DETERMINATION OF PRESENCE OF FETAL HEARTBEAT REQUIRED. (a) Consent to an abortion is voluntary and informed only if:

      (1) the physician who is to perform or induce the abortion informs the pregnant person on whom the abortion is to be performed or induced of:

      (A) the physician's name;

      (B) the particular medical risks associated with the particular abortion procedure to be employed

      (2) before any sedative or anesthesia is administered to the pregnant person and at least 24 hours before the abortion

      (A) the physician who is to perform or induce the abortion or an agent of the physician who is also a sonographer certified by a national registry of medical sonographers performs a sonogram on the pregnant person on whom the abortion is to be performed or induced;

      (B) the physician who is to perform or induce the abortion displays the sonogram images in a quality consistent with current medical practice in a manner that the pregnant person may view them;

      (C) the physician who is to perform or induce the abortion provides, in a manner understandable to a layperson, a verbal explanation of the results of the sonogram images, including a medical description of the dimensions of the embryo or fetus, the presence of cardiac activity, and the presence of external members and internal organs; and

      (D) the physician who is to perform or induce the abortion or an agent of the physician who is also a sonographer certified by a national registry of medical sonographers makes audible the heartbeat for the pregnant person to hear, in a quality consistent with current medical practice and provides, in a manner understandable to a layperson, a simultaneous verbal explanation of the heartbeat;

      

      Sec. 171.204. PROHIBITED ABORTION OF UNBORN CHILD WITH DETECTABLE FETAL HEARTBEAT. (a) Except as provided by Section 171.205, a physician may not knowingly perform or induce an abortion on a pregnant person if the physician detected a fetal heartbeat for the unborn child as required by Section 171.203.

      

      Sec. 171.205. EXCEPTION FOR CAPITAL CRIMES. (a) Sections 171.203 and 171.204 do not apply if the pregnant person or that person’s agent provide suitable documentation indicating that the unborn child shall at some future date be convicted of a capital crime committed or tried in the state of North Carolina. The exception shall only be enforced in the case that the unborn child is ultimately executed in the state of North Carolina or any other jurisdiction where a legal death penalty is in force.

      (b) For the purposes of this exception, "suitable documentation" includes court records from the time continuity in which the crime is committed, tried, adjudicated, and punished; or notarized documentation of sworn testimony from a certified portal operator averring personal knowledge of same.

      

      Signed into law May 5, 2031
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      Sullivan Green

      Governor of North Carolina

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Suze—No Sound of Thunder

          

        

      

    

    
      The New Guy was chipper and upbeat in his khakis and button-down. He was working so hard to not glance at my boobs—not even a little—that he had sort of a goofy full-on intensity, like he was trying to pick a staring contest with me. He didn’t look like he belonged in the People’s Cooperative Bookshop at all, and certainly not in our fake after-hours “University of Nebraska Vegans for a More Ethical Tomorrow” meeting. We spent twenty very awkward minutes faking enthusiasm for Earth Day 1995—It’ll be the 25th anniversary!—before Rob-o finally showed up, laughed, and explained that he’d invited the guy to join our anarchist black bloc.

      “Hi!” the new guy said in that false, bright way late-night infomercial guys have, “Your pal Rob-o tells me that ‘Blowing shit up is your business model’. Well, you guys are in luck, because my name’s Taylor, and I’m a narc!”

      Everyone laughed, including Rob-o, who was waving his hands and saying “He’s for real! He’s for real! This dude is with the government.”

      The new guy nodded and “yupped!” so eagerly that it set us off again. Then I saw Buffalo Bill slouch down in his seat; he was laughing, but his eyes were cold. I knew to watch his right hand as it crept down toward his unlaced Doc Martens. Buffalo Bill carried a little tube zip gun there. He’d made it using instructions from this old improvised munitions manual we found in an Army surplus store in Omaha. He’d used a length of steel pipe for the barrel; no rifling meant no bullet could be traced to it.

      I shushed everyone. “Guys, guys, c’mon; I wanna hear what Taylor the Narc’s got to say.”

      “Thanks!” he chirped.

      “So are you a narcotics-narc or a fed-narc or what?” I tried to keep it flirty and light. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Buffalo Bill’s hand had stopped creeping, but his face was still stonily impassive. He was tense.

      Taylor the Narc smiled even broader and just bored into me with his eyes. “I’m with the Department of Agriculture.”

      Buffalo Bill barked a laugh and relaxed. “That’s no narc!” he scoffed.

      Taylor shrugged, “Oh-Kay,” he admitted, “I’m more of a ‘fed’ than a ‘narc’—but Rob-o thought narc was funnier. If I catch any of you guys adulterating meat or whatever, I’m gonna narc you crapless. For real. I will narc that shit.”

      Everyone laughed, half because he was funny, and half because we were relieved.

      “Anywhoo,” Taylor said, “The big picture is that I’ve got a crazy deal for you guys. Who wants a revolution? C’mon, hands, hands?”

      He really seemed like he wasn’t going to go anywhere until he got some audience participation, so I raised my hand.

      “Yes!” he clapped and jumped to his feet. “You’re a superstar—”

      He left a conspicuous space for my name.

      “Suze,” I admitted, crossing my arms and tamping down a smile.

      “Superstar Suze. Rad,” He turned back to the others, “Who else? Who else wants to change the world?”

      And he kept at it, kept cajoling until all five of us had our hands up, even Buffie Bill. Then he dropped his bomb.

      “Supercool, ‘cause me and my partner Deke have this time machine, and we’re looking for a few good men.”

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      Everyone was quiet then.

      “He’s not kidding,” Rob-o said, struggling to suppress his glee. “He’s legit.”

      “Extraordinary claims,” Militantly Skeptical Matilda intoned mechanically, staring him down from beneath her black, blunt-cut bangs, “require extraordinary evidence.”

      “No sweat!” Taylor answered. He turned to Rob-o, “Should I show them the orange?”

      “Yeah. The orange is pretty convincing.”

      Taylor the Narc clapped briskly. “Right-on. Cool. Who’s got an orange.”

      No one had an orange.

      “Or anything, any fruit or veg?” Taylor expanded, “A snack or something?”

      Matilda’s boyfriend, hulking John-john, raised his hand tentatively. John-john wasn’t really into the anarchist thing, let alone the vegan thing, but he was pretty into Matilda’s thing. I had trouble believing anyone could be that into Matilda for long, but I clearly was underestimating the joys of Matilda’s thing, because John-john was a good looking guy, and had been helping us for a year, even though it was pretty obvious that most of the meeting stuff bored him blind.

      Taylor called on John-john, as though this was a crowded lecture hall instead of a half-dozen people sitting in a circle in a bookstore.

      “I’ve, ah, got a grapefruit,” John-john offered. “That’s citrus.”

      “It is indeed,” Taylor agreed. Nothing happened, and so Taylor gently suggested that John-john could go and get the grapefruit whenever he felt comfortable doing so. John-john jumped up and jogged to his backpack, which hung on a hook next to the owner’s little back office. Taylor graciously accepted the fruit. “Anyone got a sharpie?”

      I knew there was one in the jar of pens next to the register, and said so.

      “Rad!” Taylor said as he jogged over and plucked it from the jar. “So, we all agree that this is a grapefruit and I’ve had no opportunity to screw with it.” He handed it to me, along with the marker. “Check it out, sign your name on the fruit, and pass it along.” I made a big show of analyzing the grapefruit’s skin minutely, smelling it, thumping it with my knuckle. Rob-o and John-john laughed, and Matilda snorted despite herself. I scrawled my autograph on it.

      “Excellent!” Taylor enthused. “Have you done this before, ma’am? Have we ever met in the past? Are you, in fact, my lovely assistant placed as a confederate in this audience.”

      “Not a bit, good sir,” I said stiffly, like a girl giving a testimonial in a low-budget local TV ad. I passed the fruit counter-clockwise, to Matilda, and when Taylor’s sharp gaze shifted to her, Buffalo Bill leaned in and muttered “When it comes to me, distract him.”

      I frowned, because I’m not especially keen on being bossed around by Bill, but I also knew how his mind worked, and if this Taylor craziness might turn out to really be something, I knew Bill was seeing how to get the edge now. I nodded once, curtly, and Bill leaned back, nonchalantly hooking the box of straight pins off the ledge running beneath the Community Action bulletin board.

      When the grapefruit came around, I hopped up, button-hooked around Taylor, then tapped his shoulder so that he put his back to Bill.

      “So,” I said, realizing that I hadn’t really planned beyond getting the guy to turn around. “What’s it like, being a tool of state repression?”

      He smiled. “Pretty OK. When we aren’t suckling at the teat of the nanny state, we basically just gambol and play all day, like little goats—you know, when it isn’t a federal holiday, banking holiday, municipal holiday, postal holiday, religious observance, secular festival, or union-mandated cigarette break.” Behind him Bill had finished scrawling his pseudonym and was quickly, but calmly, using his slightly overgrown thumbnail to push straight pins deep into the grapefruit’s flesh.

      I mugged looking over my shoulders, then leaned in conspiratorially and muttered out of the side of my mouth: “Why does the Department of Agriculture need a time machine?”

      “You know,” he said, smiling a genuine smile, “No one ever asks me that.” I realized that he was a legitimately nice guy right then, despite the khakis and the hard-sell and the $2 haircut. Once I saw that, I also saw that he really was actually sort of cute. Somewhere in the last 30 seconds my flirting-to-control-the-situation had become legitimate flirting.

      He leaned forward and stage-whispered. “It’ll be pretty obvious in a sec, and I don’t wanna blow the punch line.”

      “Done!” Bill barked from his seat, holding the grapefruit aloft.

      “Supercool!” Taylor spun and clapped his hands. “Put ‘er here, slugger!”

      Bill tossed the fruit, and Taylor caught it with two hands, scooping it to his stomach gracelessly. Someone had obviously never played peewee football—and not because he was a girl.

      “Let’s push the chairs back,” he said as he jogged over to his seat and dug a boxy yellow Magellan GPS unit out of the pocket of his parka draped over the chair.

      “Can I borrow someone’s cellphone?” he asked absent-mindedly, squinting down at the GPS’s little screen. It was so new he hadn’t even pulled off that protective plastic coating yet.

      Rob-o laughed and Bill snorted. “We’re not drug dealers and day-traders,” he scoffed. “We’re a totally different species of scum.”

      Taylor looked up, then paced carefully to the center of the room and fiddled with some buttons. “Oh, yeah.” he said, still looking at the screen. “Mid-90s. That always gets me. Is there a phone I can use? I’ve gotta call Deke.”

      Everyone looked at me. We weren’t exactly even supposed to be in the store after hours, but it was the only place we could all meet privately, and I had keys. “Well…” I began.

      “It’s 1-800,” Taylor assured me. “And, for real, if it was long-distance to Tokyo, you’d still want me to make this call.”

      And so I relented, pointing out the phone next to the register. When he picked up the receiver I reminded him to dial 9 for an out-line and he did so, marveling “How quaint!” under his breath in a pretty weak Scotty accent. I could hear the ring purring—it’s a loud phone—but when it picked up, he must have gotten Deke’s answering machine, because he launched right into reading the two long strings of numbers off the Magellan. He finished by looking at his watch and then at the Magellan and saying, “It’s 21:57:57 on my watch and 21:58:06 on the GPS. Use my watch. Gimme 60 seconds, and then 60 seconds and then…” he paused, glanced up at me, smiled, struggled to suppress the smile. “And, um, check this voicemail again before picking me up. I might maybe go get some coffee or something.” I blushed and turned away so he wouldn’t see. I’m not that easy.

      Behind me the phone clunked back into its cradle.

      “OK! Let’s all scoot back to the bookcases,” Taylor called, pacing out the center of the room and waving us back, “The resolution on these old GPSes is for shit, and I don’t know what would happen if a portal opened on you.”

      I had time to say, “Portal?” and then it happened.

      There was no sound that came with it, no scfi shoop or creepy little tinkly bells. No sound of thunder. It was just suddenly there, a shimmer in the air that spread like burning oil poured out on a hardwood floor, but vertically, making a shifting window of dappled light as bright as the sun. Everyone was speechless and blank-faced, accept Rob-o, who I guessed had seen this trick before. He was pogoing on his toes, grinning like a chimp, and quietly repeating “so sweet so sweet so sweet so sweet so sweet!” under his breath.

      Taylor tossed the grapefruit in the air once, like a big league pitcher testing the ball’s weight, then unceremoniously thrust his arm into the hanging pool of fire, which neatly severed it at the elbow.

      Rob-o clapped. Matilda screamed a hysterical little laugh before clapping both hands over her mouth, and John-john shrieked girlishly and jumped into his chair, shielding his face against the books. I realized that my heart—which had been beating a little quickly—suddenly seemed silent, and I wondered Did I just die?, the thought as clear and concrete as a jagged pebble in my shoe.

      Taylor seemed unimpressed by having lost his good right arm. “Man,” he said, “I love the impact of that gag. It always kills.” Rob-o leaned forward so that he and Taylor could slap a high five, and then Rob-o spun on his heel, doing a giddy little schoolboy dance.

      Taylor stepped back, his arm materializing as it pulled out of the fiery pool. Once his arm was clear, the portal dissipated like time-lapse footage of a pond evaporating. When it was gone, I realized it had made a sound, a sort of crackling, like running your hand through the cushion of static electricity on the screen of a big ole TV that’s been running for hours.

      Taylor looked at his watch. “Let’s no one move for sixty seconds or so, just in case. Like I said, the resolution isn’t great on these old-ass GPSes, and I’m not really sure how the portal handles the fact that it wants more significant digits than Magellan can offer.” John-john unwound, bashfully stepping down from his perch, but no one else moved.

      “I, um, don’t usually do a demo in such a little place,” Taylor explained. He was talking just to fill the dead air, I think. I wasn’t really processing. “No offense,” he added, “This is a really swell bookshop, but, um, FYI: This business model isn’t super solid. What are you studying?” It took a beat or two before I realized he was looking at me.

      “Comp Lit,” I said automatically. Guys asked my boobs this question daily when I was working the register. “I’m into alternative feminist recasting of traditional narratives.”

      “Comparative literature?” He nodded his head appraisingly. “Cool,” and he actually seemed to think it was cool—most guys just told my breasts they thought that was “really cool,” and then they asked my breasts if they’d like to go get coffee, and presumably be grabbed afterward. Oddly, Taylor focused all of this chit-chat at my actual face, behind which I keep my brain, within which I wondered why I was going deep into hock just to argue semantics in the morning, buy back unopened women’s studies textbooks in the afternoon, and torch ATMs at night. When his eyes finally wandered down, they seemed more into what was on my shirt than what was in it.

      “You did 4-H?”

      “Yeah,” I still couldn’t feel my heart beating, “As a kid. My family raises sheep outside Paxton. I raised and showed goats.”

      “You should totally consider starting a petting zoo,” he said wistfully, “whisk me away from all this.”

      And then Taylor’s portal returned. He dipped his arm into the fiery water-light again, despite John-john weakly gasping “Don’t!”, then rooted around for a moment, like a guy trying to fish his car keys out of a koi pond.

      Taylor pulled a dingy tennis ball out of the shifting, hanging puddle, which again evaporated, leaving only the dim shadow of its crackling.

      But, of course, it wasn’t a tennis ball. It was the grapefruit, covered in mold, desiccated with age, as though it had spent a month at the back of a dorm-room mini-fridge.

      “Tada!” he said, gingerly holding it aloft between thumb and index finger. I could clearly see Bill’s black scrawl under the mold.

      “That’s a trick,” Militantly Skeptical Matilda said with absolutely no conviction. Buffalo Bill had taken the grapefruit from Taylor and was carefully inspecting it.

      “All the siggies are here,” he said. John-john came over to look while Rob-o spun on his heels one last time, muttering “so sweet” in apparent ecstasy.

      “My dad was a Burger King magician,” Matilda said, “Kids’ parties and stuff, on the little stage in the non-smoking section. He did a trick like this—but with an orange that turns out to have a dove inside. Or to seem that way. But the same thing, where the birthday boy signs his name on it to ‘prove’“ she used air quotes, “that it’s his orange. It’s a trick.”

      Buffalo Bill unclipped the gravity knife from his pocket, flicking the blade out with an icy click. He crouched on the linoleum and cut the grapefruit in half.

      “Dude,” Taylor said uncertainly, “I totally wouldn’t eat that; it’s gonna have been in my cubicle’s mini-fridge for nine weeks.” But Bill didn’t even acknowledge him. John-john crowded close over Bill’s shoulder, but you didn’t need to be close: I could see the glints of metal in the still slightly moist flesh of the fruit from where I was standing.

      “What are those?” John-john asked, “like, chrono-cicles?”

      Taylor, for the first time that evening, was as saucer-eyed as the rest of us. “Yeah; what are those? What are chrono-cicles?”

      Buffalo Bill continued to ignore them both, rooting through the citrus flesh with his grease-stained fingers. “Six,” he said, “Seven. Nine.” He stood, holding out his palm so we could all see the sticky straight pins. “They’re all here. This is legit. This guy is legit.”

      Matilda plopped heavily into one of the chairs.

      “Why does the Department of Agriculture have a time machine?” I asked numbly.

      “Time machines,” Taylor answered, his confidence restored after the brief off-script stage business with Buffalo Bill’s straight pins. “Basically, to do this: Test preservatives, culture samples, whatever. Make time for stuff that takes time.”

      “I thought it would look like a DeLorean,” I said lamely. I’d sort of meant it as a joke, but once I said it I realized I’d also sort of meant it for real.

      “Yeah,” Taylor said, “Everyone does. I mean, after 1985 they do. Then before that there’s a phone both period, and before that you get burned as a witch. The funny thing is that I’ve never even seen that old movie—”

      “You’ve never seen Back to the Future? Everyone’s seen Back to the Future!”

      “Maybe,” he smiled his honest smile, “Maybe you could show me Back to the Future?”

      I could feel myself blushing, because this was the most awkward way I’d ever been asked out. “Maybe—” I began, but Rob-o cut me off, mock-yelling through his cupped hands:

      “Maybe you could get a room, Suze!”

      “Right!” Taylor exclaimed, clapping his hands and turning back to his audience. “Rob-o is right; I’m not here to drop ye olde timey pop-culture references. I’m here because Deke and I have a master key to the labs, and we’re 99 percent sure that you guys can think of something 100 percent better for humanity than insta-rotting citrus.”

      This caught us off guard; in all the late-night-TV demo shenanigans, it had sort of slipped into the background that we’d been meeting to talk about our next direct action. We’d been planning to firebomb unoccupied cop cars. That suddenly seemed like small potatoes.

      Predictably, it was Buffalo Bill that regained his equilibrium the quickest.

      “We should kill Hitler,” he said decisively. Taylor pulled a face upon hearing this. “I’ve got a Kalashnikov at my place,” Buffalo Bill stood, “I can be back in ten minutes.”

      Taylor grimaced and held up a hand to stop him. “Yeah, that’s good instincts—and I like your pluck,” he smiled encouragingly, “But… why… why not think… bigger?” Taylor nodded as he said bigger.

      “How big?” Bill asked, his interest genuine and intense, “How big can the portal get?”

      Taylor looked around the room. “Pretty big. And we can pop it up wherever.”

      Bill sat back down to think.

      “Big enough to drive a truck through?” Bill asked, “A van?”

      Taylor smiled and nodded eagerly, “Hell yeah, bro’!”

      “And is it stable? There’s no crazy heat spike or weird compression as you pass through?”

      “Safe as houses,” Taylor assured us.

      “So we could drive a van full of propane tanks and blasting caps through it? Pop up at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in 1992?”

      “Or McDonald’s Headquarters back before the clown ate the world?” Rob-o asked.

      “Or Nixon’s White House!” John-john marveled.

      Bill never looked away from Taylor, but he wasn’t seeing him, either. He was seeing everything he could tear down with that portal to do his bidding. It was as though none of us were there. Bill seemed to mostly be talking to himself when he finally said, “Or the World Trade Center?”

      I don’t think anyone else saw it when Taylor’s face faltered. Just for an instant his real smile dropped, and he quickly pasted that big marketoid smile over it. But it wasn’t in his eyes. His eyes were like a dog’s when he jumps off a pier and then realizes how high the climb back up to solid ground is.

      “Sure!” He fake enthused, stepping up to slap Buffalo Bill’s thick shoulder. “You guys are thinking big. I like that. I love that! But think about big impacts. You can go small and subtle, and have a big result—remember, you’ve got all the time in the world to run this gag.”

      And then Matilda, God bless her atheist heart, said, “How far back can we go?”

      Taylor frowned as he thought about it. “All the way, I guess.”

      “OK. Because I was reading this article about how junk food is basically addictive, right? Twinkies, for example, they’re all full of fat and sugar. That’s super hard to get in nature, so when we find it—” she faltered.

      “I read this, too!” I jumped in. “Fat, sugar, and salt are really important when food is scarce: The fat is lots of calories in a small package, the salt is electrolytes—because so many famines are caused by droughts, dehydration is a problem—and the sugar is quick energy that’s easy for the body to extract.”

      “Yeah!” Matilda said, getting excited, “So this is why people love bacon, or just mindlessly munch chips or M&Ms until the snacks are all gone and they bloat up: Evolution selected for the cavemen that ate all the sugar, salt, and fat they could find because it gave them a survival edge.”

      “Oh!” Rob-o suddenly sat upright, “That article from Utne Reader!”

      “Or Harper’s,” Matilda said, “One of them. But now the thing is that those foods aren’t scarce, and it turns out that eating a ton of it is super bad for you. Cavemen never had a chance to eat themselves fat because they never found that much fat or salt or sugar. Like, seriously, how much bacon is on one boar? And how many folks were sharing it? But we live longer and can buy all the salty-sweet fat we want, and our prehistoric edge is killing us. Obesity, heart disease—all of that.”

      Bill squinted. “What’s this have to do with revolution?” It was a cagey question. I think he already saw where Matilda was going.

      “What if we go back to paleolithic Europe, or whatever, with Twinkies. Tons of Twinkies.”

      “They’ll pig out,” Rob-o marveled.

      “And fatten up,” I said, “Lots of them will, the ones most susceptible to putting on weight, like how Polynesians are. The ones that diabetes doesn’t get, sabertooth tigers will.”

      “We can crater the population,” Bill said admiringly.

      “Exactly!” Matilda agreed. “Think about how far we’d wind back scarcity if we took just ten percent off the base population pool 45,000 years ago.”

      “Oh!” I shouted to be heard above everyone. “And—damn!—and whoever makes it through does it because they’re genetically hardened against—shit, what did the article call it?”

      “Diseases of affluence,” Matilda said with finality.

      Taylor clapped, “Hot damn! Humanity’s best Twinkie defense is a good Twinkie offense! I love it! I knew you were my dream team on this. Now there’s just the logistics. Sounds like we need a crapload of Twinkies. Any of you guys know a Twinkie farmer?”

      And we started planning how to finance this, how to supply it, when and where to meet next. At 11 o’clock Taylor’s watch started to beep, and he excused himself—but not before asking me when I’d be working next. I told him I had the afternoon shift at the register the next day, and he said he’d bring me lunch—something healthful and devoid of the Devil’s salt, fat, and sugar.

      The rest of us stuck around until 3am, drinking beers and eating fatty, salty cheese pizza, and planning out how we’d finance burning the village to save it.
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      I took a few minutes to tidy up after everyone left—I didn’t want the owner, Kurt, to think we’d been partying—and then went out the alley door, so I could dump the pizza boxes in the dumpster. Someone shuffled in the alley behind me as I was locking up.

      “Hey Suze,” The voice was timid, but I still whirled around. Taylor was standing next to the dumpsters, leaning against the wall. He was wearing a different jacket, one too light for the weather, which was sort of weird.

      “Shit, Taylor; you scared the shit outta—”

      But when he stepped into the light I saw how terrible Taylor looked—haggard and sallow, his hair limp, almost grey under the yellowish security light. This guy was way too old to be Taylor.

      “Oh, God, I’m sorry. Are you… like, Taylor’s dad, or something?”

      That didn’t seem right, either; he didn’t seem old enough to be Taylor’s dad, but…

      “Naw,” he said, “I’m Taylor.”

      He smiled uncertainly. I was creeped out, but still hoped this was just a really weird gag Taylor was pulling. He sort of seemed like the kind of guy that might do that. “You’re a little bit old to be Taylor, mister.”

      He shrugged and smiled in sort of a crooked way that made my blood run cold, because it was so much like Taylor.

      “I’m Old Taylor is all.”

      I thought about Taylor, and the slightly off-beat things he’d said, calling a new-in-box GPS “old,” expecting us to have cell phones. “Do you mean, like, From-the-Future Taylor?”

      He shrugged again. “Sure, but Young Taylor is from the future, too; I’m just also old.”

      “So, like, you’re from farther in the future?” I tried my own crooked smile, because I kind of still expected Taylor to jump out and explain about this being his uncle, or something. And, anyway, he was still sorta cute in the way Taylor was cute.

      But what I said seemed to upset Old Taylor. He ground the heel of one palm into his eye, the way people do when they’ve been up all night in a hospital waiting room.

      “Yeah, you know, I don’t really know which one of us is from farther up the future anymore. I’ve done this more than him, but… I’m not 100 percent sure we’re on the same timeline, or whatever. Just,” Old Taylor took a deep breath, and smiled an exhausted smile, “Just let’s go get a coffee or something—at the Denny’s on 12th street. We need to talk about Taylor.” So I took him to Denny’s. It was close. It was open all night. It was always filled with all sorts of caffeinated kids talking all manner of crap. If this dude was gonna try something, he sure as hell wasn’t gonna try it at Denny’s at 3am.

      Standing in the clear light of Denny’s I saw that Old Taylor really might be old enough to be Taylor’s dad—certainly old enough to be my dad. The waitress paused before walking us back, taking a moment to look at me, then at him, and then back at me. I saw on her face what she thought of grungy me and this creepy old guy coming into her Denny’s at 3am. She gave us a crappy booth by the loud conspiracy-theory teens.

      “So,” I asked, leaning over the table, still trying to play it fun and conspiratorial, “Do you really work for the CIA or the FBI or what?”

      “No,” he said, sipping his coffee. “You know, you wouldn’t think it but it isn’t the luxuries you start to miss when you’re always bouncing around; it’s the cheap-ass little stuff. That’s the stuff that goes first. For real: I don’t care when you are, but French press coffee tastes the same in New Orleans in 1812 and Tennessee in 2012 and China whenever—I know that as a fact. It’s just roasted coffee beans, ground up, and soaked in boiling water. But powdery, vacuum-paced, mass-produced Chock Full o’ Nuts? Nothing tastes like that except that.” He sipped again. “And these oddly thick, hyperparaboloid-ish coffee mugs they have at Big Boy’s and Denny’s and college cafeterias and diners? These things are only mass produced because there’s this one machine that spins a certain way to force the clay to form, made by one guy in 1948, because he couldn’t get the straight cylinder he wanted. They’re a total historical accident, and that guy thought up the spinning part when he was a goddamned ball-turret gunner. Seriously, how many contingencies is that to get one of these cups?” He cupped the mug in his hands like it was a chalice, like in that last Indiana Jones movie. “I love these cups,” he quietly admitted, almost shamefully. Then he spotted something at the wall-end of the booth and brightened.

      “And pencils!” he exclaimed, “Graphite pencils!” He marveled, picking up the Dixon-Ticonderoga someone had left shoved into the little metal rack of individually packaged servings of jelly. “Factories crank out a cuajillion of these every year, and they aren’t worth a dime even, not individually, but do you know what a miracle it is to have these? You sharpen it,” he pantomimed this, “You jot something down,” he scribbled a swirl on his placemat, “you forget it,” he ceremoniously straightened his arm and dropped the pencil in the aisle running between the booths and the two-tops, “and you don’t give a crap. In some timelines, the pencil never happened. You wouldn’t believe the ramifications of a thing like that. There’s no Russian space program—no Mir, and so no ISS—in a world without pencils. In a world without pencils Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address begins ‘So, a while back…’ I’m not shitting you,” he marveled, “The pencil is a miracle.”

      “Oooh-Kaay,” I said slowly, “But I’m worried about this,” I scooted out of the booth in a half crouch and snatched the pencil off the floor. “Someone is going to slip on that.” I laid it out on the table in front of us.

      “But who does Taylor—do you—really work for?”

      Old Taylor sipped more coffee, savoring the cheapassness. “Hunh? Oh, Young Taylor wasn’t fronting: We’re in the Department of Ag. I’m in the Department of Ag—although I’m not here on behalf of them, not right now—and Taylor is in the Department of Ag, and they really did license the portals from the place I used to work in order to culture samples and test preservatives and stuff. Except for a brief thing in China in the future—the future relative to where we started—we’re basically with the Department of Ag for all eternity. I mean, so far.” He sipped again, and it dawned on me that this guy may or may not be Taylor, and that he also may or may not be sane.

      “So what did you want to tell me about Taylor?”

      He set down his beloved chalice of Chock Full o’ Elixir. “Listen: Taylor’s lying to you. He’s in the Department of Ag, but he was sent to you guys by the FBI. He doesn’t think you can really change anything using the portal. The only reason the FBI sends guys like Taylor out to guys like you is to boondoggle you—the official position is ‘let the baby have its bottle.’ The math or physics or whatever they’ve got says that you can’t travel back to your own timeline-of-origin, on account you never showed up there the first time around—it’s a quantum-leap Catch-22 or something. You’ll only ever pop into alternate timelines—pointless little bubble universes that are basically harmless, and disconnected from any meaningful continuity. This is their math. This is how they see it. Since everything you’ll muck with is confined to its own lil cul-de-sac timeline, they figure it’s sort of a harmless zero-sum. You go back in time, do your little mission—some of which are pretty expensive and ornate—come back, and get super discouraged to see that all your work didn’t seem to result in anything. Plus you sound like a lunatic if you try to tell anyone. It’s a way of neutralizing domestic terrorists.”

      I was literally speechless.

      Finally, what I ended up saying was “We’re not terrorists.”

      “You blow shit up. People get hurt. You’re terrorists. If you used kittens and balloons to distract cops from acquiescing to corporate hegemony, or whatever, I’d call you sweethearts. But you don’t. Even your Twinkie gag isn’t harmless: Your plan is to pre-murder billions and billions of people. And it’s not gonna turn out as tidy as you think. You can’t even imagine how pear-shaped this is gonna go. Let me tell you the parable of Too Many Hitlers.”

      He was somber, but what he’d said was so left-field I had to smile. “OK. Sock it to me.” That made him smile.

      “Back when I first did this, I did it with a guy named Deke. It’s sort of a long story, but we’d both run off from this job at a tablet factory in Tennessee—”

      “Pills?” I asked, thinking it was maybe a drug-slave thing. I mean, that happened. Or I assumed as much. It didn’t seem far-fetched.

      He shook his head, chuckling, “No; they’re a kind of computer. Little ones you can carry around, with no keyboards—listen, we don’t have time for me to give a guided tour of the future. They’re little computers and everyone is going to love them. What matters is that Deke and I bailed on that job and ended up in China, and our jobs in China were in a lot of ways crappier than our job in Tennessee, but China was also a lot less… morally compromised. So it was better.”

      “OK.”

      “But we still felt pretty bad about this one thing we’d done in Tennessee—not even exactly done; a thing we’d let happen.”

      My stomach dropped. Things a middle-aged guy confesses to “just letting happen” when he was in his 20s—those are never good things.

      “So we decided we’d stop the Holocaust.”

      I guess I had a look on my face, because he set down his mug.

      “Just real quick: How many people did Hitler kill? Off the top of your head.”

      “56 million,” I said. It was a dumb question, like ‘Who’s buried in Grant’s tomb?’ Old Taylor’s jaw dropped, which I took to mean ‘How stupid is this bitch?’, and I sort of went off. I’d just had a semester-long course on Genocide and Persecution in the Modern World, and so all the numbers were right at my fingertips: “The Hitlers started out by exterminating all 11 million Jewish persons in Europe, Asia, and the Middle East, but after they got their process in place they expanded the project to include 4.2 million communists—both outside and inside the USSR—5.2 million homosexuals and bisexuals, 415,000 transgendered people, 12 million mentally ill Aryans—including at least two-million learning-disabled children—3 million barren Aryan women, anyone of mixed heritage—”

      I stopped because Taylor was shuddering. At first I thought he was holding in the giggles, but then I heard his tears pattering onto the cheap paper placemat, where they made warped little pock marks.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quietly as he smeared at the tears with his jacket sleeve.

      “You… “ I didn’t really know what to say. “C’mon; please don’t be so broken up,” I said softly, “You don’t have to apologize for feelings. It’s OK to be past this macho crap.”

      Old Taylor laughed and sniffed mightily. “Listen, kid: I was born when everyone was past the macho crap. My mom and dad grew up listening to Free to Be… You and Me.” He snorted again, rubbed his eyes, then blew out a long breath. “I’m crying because that’s my fault. When Deke and I started trying to stop the Holocaust Hitler only killed 11 million people—” I started to correct him; a lot of people only thought of the Hitlers as killing 11 million folks, because of those Schoolhouse Rocks public service announcements from when we were kids, the ones that were always playing during Saturday Morning Cartoons—but he held up his hand.

      “I know, I heard you; I meant 11 million total; 6 million Jews, 5 million everything-elses. No program for barren ladies or the deaf-mute, either, as I recall. That’s… that’s fucked up. And that’s also on me and Deke, I guess. Dammit.” He slurped some more coffee. “Did you say ‘Hitlers’?”

      I smirked despite myself. “Yeah: Adolf and Adolf Hitler; senior and junior.”

      Old Taylor stitched his brows. “Adolf Hitler’s dad was named ‘Aloysius,’ or something like that.”

      “They weren’t father and son; they were identical cousins.” It was so weird that he didn’t know this, because it was the weirdest thing about the Hitlers—it was the sort of thing that kindergartners knew.

      “Then why were they senior and junior?”

      Now it was my turn to stitch my brows. “Because they were born, like, 50 years apart. How can you not know this?”

      “How can you believe in ‘identical cousins’? That’s a crazy thing to believe in. How many ‘identical cousins’ do you know? That are different ages?”

      “I don’t know!” I hissed shrilly, “I think the Hitlers were the only ones! 56 million corpses; do you think the world can handle more identical cousins?!”

      The waitress glided in to refill our crappy coffees. She made a point of making eye-contact with me. “Is everything OK, honey?” she muttered.

      “Yeah, it’s fine; my retarded cousin didn’t take his pills today.”

      The waitress shifted her gaze to Old Taylor.

      “I like beans,” he said in a Rain Man voice, “Beans with ketchup.” The waitress shook her head and left.

      “Listen: Before the FBI program, when we were just in the Department of Ag, Deke and I really did nick the spare keys to the lab, and really did come back at night, and really did go back in time to kill baby Hitler. But I’m gonna tell you the truth: No one can kill baby Hitler—”

      “I could kill a Baby Hitler,” I said.

      “Are you Jewish?” he asked. I squinched my face, because it was a crazy question, like asking “Are you Wampoaneg.” I’d never even been to one of those re-enactor Jewish cultural festivals. “No.”

      “Mostly it’s Jewish people that insist they could kill baby Hitler—for obvious reasons.” He said it so casually—Jewish people—like he just saw Jews every day, wandering around, walking their dogs, waiting for the school bus, cleaning leaves from their gutters. Not just doing reenactments of traditional Jewish rituals for bored high schoolers on field trips. Not just singing traditional Jewish songs in the mostly empty auditoriums at community college diversity fairs. Jewish doctors and Jewish lawyers and Jewish garbage men, Jewish drunks, Jewish fry cooks, Jewish astronauts. This shadow culture, all of these Jews in Taylor’s alternate timeline. How crowded it seemed.

      Taylor slurped his coffee. “Anyway, we tried, me and Deke. I personally tried four different times. But Hitler is a really charismatic baby.”

      “That’s bullshit.” I said, “It’s the Hitlers.” Taylor was already rolling his eyes, digging something out of his pocket. “I could kill a baby Hitler without batting an eye.” He nodded, but he wasn’t listening. The thing cupped in his palm was flat and black. I thought it was maybe a beeper, but when he touched it it glowed really brightly. He swiped at it with his index finger, read something, and then craned around, scanning the other tables.

      “Well, you’re in luck.” He glanced at the thing in his palm one last time, double checking, then cocked his head at a corner booth. A blonde women in nurse’s scrubs sat with a sleeping baby, still in its snap-in car seat. A stubbled man in a baseball cap joined them, wiping his damp hands on the seat of his chinos as he leaned forward to kiss his wife on the forehead.

      “That’s Dr. Missy Rogers.”

      “The lady with the baby?” I asked.

      “No, the baby. A bona fide genius. She’s gonna be a Noble-caliber epidemiologist or immunologist or whatever. Infectious disease. In about 45 years she’s going to weaponize Nipah virus—”

      “—I’ve never heard of—”

      “No one has, not in 1995; it’s still evolving in Southeast Asia. World Health Organization won’t name it until, like, 1999. But she’ll weaponize it, and sell a defective version to Liberia—one with no possible vaccine. Because she thinks black people are sub-human, and because she wants to make a lot of money. Liberian Flu is going to kill 36 million people by 2050, about a third of the continent’s population. So, there you go; if you figure a Standard Hitler kills about 28 million people in this timeline, that baby is worse than a Hitler. She’s three times worse than my Hitler. Go kill her. Go save the world.”

      My heart stopped. The mother and father—the Rogerses—held hands across the table, smiling the exhausted smile of new-ish parents. The baby slept. Her skin was so new and pale that it was almost translucent, showing a thin blue shadow of veins through her eyelids. Wisps of cornsilk hair peeked out from under her little knit cap. Her tiny mouth pursed and worked, as though she were nursing.

      “C’mon, Suze; I thought blowing shit up was your business model?”

      I gawped like a fish out of water, my throat clicking. “I… I don’t… I, um, I don’t have a, ah, a weapon.”

      Old Taylor plucked the sharpened pencil off of the tabletop.

      “A baby that pretty, people must come up all the time in public to coo, to kiss, to gently run a finger across that untroubled brow. If you go up and sigh about how adorable their baby girl is, they’ll just smile. They won’t even see the pencil in your hand until it’s too late, until it’s through that baby’s eye.”

      I shook my head involuntarily, the tears coming as I chewed my lips to keep from sobbing. Old Taylor held out the pencil, the look on his face so pitying, but I couldn’t lift my hands. I couldn’t even feel my hands. All I could feel was the huge, expanding void behind my breastbone, a darkness that seemed to be seeping up into my throat.

      “I mean, you don’t even really have to kill her, Suze. You just have to, like, retard her. Maybe even just blinding her in one eye will knock her off course enough that she won’t have the brains and the guts and the determination to do what she’ll do. Or a few good punches; bruise her brain, twist her spine, deny her a little oxygen. You can do that right here, right now, no time machine necessary. You can save 36 million Africans. You’ll be a big fat hero, karmically speaking. But no one will know, because it’s a terrible future you nip in the bud. You’ll just be some deranged college kid that tried to kill a baby. But you’ll know. You’ll know that you saved 36 million humans from really just about the most god-awful way you could imagine dying.”

      I couldn’t breathe. Taylor broke eye contact, clearly ashamed, and looked over at Missy Rogers and her parents, who were now talking to the waitress. He carefully stuck the pencil back into the jelly rack.

      I lowered my head, so that my bangs would screen off my face. And then I wept, because it was true: I was never gonna save the world. I wept because I didn’t have the guts to stab a baby in the eye in order to save 36 million innocents, and I wept because I was a person who would be ashamed that she didn’t have what it takes to smash a baby in the face.

      “Why don’t you?” I whispered. “Why don’t you go save Africa, either?”

      “‘cause Dr. Missy Rogers is just a baby, Superstar Suze. A damned charismatic baby.”

      And then Old Taylor—who really was just Taylor—explained about how he and this Deke guy tried to kill one of the Adolf Hitlers. Taylor said he’d brought a dry-cleaning bag each time, intending to throttle the future Chancellor of Germany in his Austrian crib. But no matter how quiet Taylor was, standing there with his pen-light clamped between his teeth, raising up his bag, the littlest Hitler had always woken up. Every time. Probably, if that baby had cried, Young Taylor would have just stifled it out of reflex, and the story’d be over: In a snap our world would have been just lousy with left-handed, dreidel-spinning gay Communist performance artists.

      But Baby Hitler didn’t cry. He looked up at Young Taylor with big, round, ice-chip blue eyes and cooed and gurgled and reached out for Taylor to lift him up out of his crib and play.

      And Taylor just wasn’t Hitler enough to wrap a dry-cleaning bag around the happy chap’s toothless smile—even if that happy chap was bound to murder millions upon millions of equally happy chaps. Those piles of tiny corpses were cold abstractions out in the future—or, for Taylor, back in the past—and the Baby Hitler was a live, healthy, happy baby stretching up as hard as he could to just almost set his index finger to Taylor’s wondrous cold candle light.

      Deke was pissed off at Taylor when he came back empty-handed the first time—”figuratively; I wasn’t, like, gonna bring back the head of Baby Hitler. That’s… that’s fucked up”—so Deke tried it the next night, and couldn’t do it either. Taylor tried twice more.

      And then, one morning in the shower, Taylor realized that maybe the only guy really and truly heartless enough to kill Baby Hitler was Hitler himself.

      “That’s nuts,” I gasped.

      “Yeah, well,” he slurped his coffee, “I was stressed. I’d studied German Language and Literature in college, so… it sorta seemed like the Universe wanted me to talk suicidal Old Hitler into going back in time, killing Baby Hitler, and erasing the Holocaust.”

      “Did it?”

      Taylor paused. “Nope.”

      It took some doing—you have to catch a Hitler at the right part of his downfall, and you need to hit him with the right argument—but Taylor did it. Taylor did it once. Then again and again and again. Sometimes Hitler killed Baby Hitler. Sometimes he didn’t. But it never seemed to change anything: Taylor came home to the same old Holocaust every time.

      “And I guess, maybe sometimes he stayed behind to shepherd Baby Hitler. Certainly enough of them ran off, having done the deed or not. We didn’t sweat it, ‘cause it didn’t seem to have any impact.” Taylor slurped reflectively. He dug a flask out of his jacket pocket and dumped it into his mostly empty coffee. If yesterday you’d told me that the Hitlers weren’t identical cousins, that really it was a time-traveling elderly Hitler come back to guide and protect his younger self—I would have told you that was the stupidest thing I’d ever heard. Time portals? Old Hitlers taking on young versions of themselves as proteges, protecting their baby selves from a Jewish time-traveling conspiracy? What a load of third-rate Star Trek horse shit. But now that I’d seen Taylor’s portal-and-grapefruit act, I realized that “identical cousins” really was incredibly stupid sounding. It made no sense, but we all believed it just because it happened to be what happened.

      “Then Deke and I got busted by the FBI. It’d never occurred to us that someone else might also be doing freelance historical revision. I came back from the chilly lower Danube valley one night—thankfully Hitlerless—to find Deke standing around in cuffs with two Agent Smiths and a bunch of guys in hippie costumes waiting to use the portal. We got recruited on the spot.” Taylor frowned. “Or more like drafted. But that’s when we got hip to the mathematical models: According to the FBI these back-in-time hijinks were basically harmless, because they spawned their own little bottle universes. That’s why me and Deke couldn’t get any traction on the Holocaust; everything downstream was happening at somewhen else.”

      I’m no mathemagician, but that made no sense, and I said so: “If going back in time and monkeying around just spawned harmless off-shoot timelines, then why was the FBI bothering with their missions? Wasn’t all their portalling just making more useless dead-end universes? Didn’t everything that they were trying to prevent happen anyway?”

      Taylor shrugged. “We were conscripted; no one answered our questions, apart from to say we were helping to prevent terrorism.” I must have made a face, because Taylor held up a hand.

      “I know how that sounds, but we were told it was all about ‘minimizing loss-of-life in the primary timeline’—i.e., our timeline—which we bought, because we wanted to think we were doing good things.” He took another sip of booze coffee. “You want some fries or something? My treat.”

      “Didn’t you ever wonder why the FBI had to sneak into the Department of Ag at night? If it was a legit operation, I mean. Why couldn’t they sign up to use it during business hours?”

      Taylor took a deep breath. “Well, yeah. But you know how you can be in a really crappy relationship, and after the fact all the excuses and lame subterfuge look really obvious, but when you’re in the middle of it, all you think is ‘I guess he just likes to take showers in the middle of the day’?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, that’s sorta how this is.”

      “Is?”

      Taylor looked away, blushing. “A crappy relationship is better than no relationship. Besides, if I quit, I’m locked out, and can’t hope to get shit back on track.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “After a few years me and Deke started to worry that the FBI was bad with math, because no matter when we went back to, the Holocaust was always worse. Like, according to the model, it should have been the same, because we were going back to our timeline—the ‘primary timeline’—and making branches from there. And it wasn’t just that it was different: every time we looked it up while on a mission, it was always at least a little worse than the last time we checked; never the same, and never less bad.”

      “It metastasized through the timelines?” I asked, and he winked at me heartbreakingly.

      “They’d call it the ‘multi-verse,’ but yeah, something like that. Maybe it was what we did in Tennessee, or maybe it was all the Hitler stuff, but I’m pretty sure Deke and I sort of…” he slurped his Irish coffee. “Um… destroyed the integrity of space-time. Or something.” He finished his mug.

      “Oooh-kay.” I sipped my own coffee. It was cold. “So what are you trying to accomplish now?”

      “Well, in general, I’d like for someone to kill me—the young me, the me that keeps hoping through portals—and stop adding fuel to the fire.”

      My heart jumped and the taste of pennies flooded my mouth. For just a second, I wished I had Buffalo Bill’s zip gun in my boot.

      “I can see that you’re not cool with this,” Taylor said cautiously, raising both hands. “But listen, you sorta have this enormous karmic debt situation to work out with the Universe: Your Twinkie shenanigans are gonna mostly be the end of humanity—and not the easy way.” He leaned in, and I could smell the bourbon on his breath over the smell of coffee, and that over the smell of standard-issue stale old-man breath. He didn’t look that old, but his breath smelled ancient.

      “Do you know the difference between Neanderthals and Cro-Magnon man?” he asked.

      I thought Neanderthals were Cro-Magnon man, and said so.

      “Me too. Until you guys killed off all the Neanderthals with Twinkies and Ding-Dongs. ‘cause, it turned out, the Neanderthals were different. And they interbred. And whatever it was that was cooperative and peace-loving in humanity? Those were Neanderthal genes.”

      My gut sank. Old Taylor reached out and took my hand—not in a coming-on-to-you way, but like a big brother would at your mom’s funeral.

      “You guys aren’t going to ‘sustainably cull the herd’“ he said gently, “and you aren’t mercifully banking the fire before it races out of control. You’re consigning humanity to perpetual war and famine and brutality. I’m, like, 90 percent sure that my timeline—the Primary Hitler timeline—is the one that you guys strip of its Neanderthal genes. We create war, and war creates Hitler, and then me and Deke go back in time and traumatize Baby Hitlers in all sorts of timelines, making more Holocausts. Just a shot in the dark: What do you call the war that the Holocaust was part of?”

      “The World War” I croaked.

      “Yup.” He gave my hand a brief squeeze, then let it go so he could move his cup to the edge of the table, ready for a refill. “They always do. Listen, I’ve spent a lot of time dicking around with the past, and let me tell you: Whatever you do with that fucking portal isn’t going to make the world a better place, it’s just gonna make it awful in new and unbelievable ways.”

      This so successfully summarized my personal life to date that I almost bawled. Look at “Buffalo Bill.” Before he met me, he was just “Will,” and he’d never even been to a protest. But he was the most seriously justice-minded guy I’d ever met. He’d actually read Stirner and Bakunin and Kropotkin and Goldman, and understood them, and had opinions about them that actually meant something. Also, he was basically the first guy I’d met since middle school who didn’t ogle me and then try to impress my pants off—or at least my bra. He just wanted to talk, to work out these ideas he had from these books.

      But boy, did I want to impress him. So after our first date I took him up to my dorm room and showed him the slingshot I’d made out of surgical tubing and steel. We went back out and put ball bearings through the dark windows of every corporate fast-food place within walking distance of campus—we both actually were vegans back then. A militant vegan, in my case.

      A slingshot is silent and these bearings, they go so fast you can kill someone with them. They pop right through the tempered glass windows with hardly a tick, and then the window bursts to confetti. Out in the moonlight, in the silent night streets, it’s like magic. He’d never touched a slingshot before—certainly not one like mine—but he was fantastically accurate, and that lit this manic fire in his eyes. That’s when I saw he was beautiful, too, and I kissed him.

      But the thing is, when you’re out to impress someone, you kinda always want to ratchet it up another notch every go ‘round. We were wild to impress each other. Some folks can’t date over the long haul because they aren’t a good fit; me and Buffalo Bill couldn’t date because we were a dangerously perfect fit.

      “Now you see my point, right?” Taylor said, “I’m sure that you’ll go and try to tell Buffalo Bill and the others about how bad the Twinkie idea is; they’ll end up doing it anyway. But if you—someone native to this timeline—keeps interloping young me from enabling these Twinkie shenanigans, then maybe… “ He shrugged. “You just have to meet me, young me, for lunch tomorrow—” he glanced at his watch, “—Today, and Arsenic my Old Lace, then none of your amigos will have access to the portal. Maybe we can start to wind this all back.”

      “I don’t think I can kill you.”

      “Sure you can. A couple hours ago you were gung-ho to kill everyone with sugar and spice and everything nice. How is it worse to kill one guy—one guy that’s literally asking for it—in order to save everyone else?”

      I didn’t say anything. I literally had nothing to say, but Taylor read it as hesitation as opposed to what it was: Moral paralysis.

      “Listen: You feel that you, personally, can’t end a life face-to-face—I totally get that. But you can still kill me. Tell Buffalo Bill that Taylor really is a narc—or that he, um, sexually assaulted you. Or whatever. I’m sure that guy would kill Taylor in a heartbeat.”

      He was right about that, at least.

      “Why don’t you kill Young Taylor?” I asked.

      He smiled hopelessly. “I’ve been trying to for ages. Can’t you help a brother out?”

      And then his watch started to beep. It was the same fancy digital watch Taylor had been wearing that afternoon, and it dawned on me that Young Taylor probably thought of it as an “old-fashioned digital watch,” even though it maybe hadn’t been built yet.

      “Deke picking you up?”

      “What?” He asked distractedly. “Oh, no, Deke… retired.” He said the last word uncomfortably, the way you’d tell a kid his old dog had gone to live on a farm while the boy was at kindergarten.

      “You need a ride anywhere?” I asked, dragging it out, although I couldn’t say why.

      Taylor laughed despite himself. “Naw, I’m good.”

      “Then I’ll walk you out.” We stood and I started digging through my bag for some cash. Taylor dropped a crisp blue bank note, like some oversized Monopoly money, on the table. “It’s on me—” Then he snatched the bill back, muttering under his breath as he dug through his jacket pockets. He finally came up with a crumpled hundred dollar bill missing once corner. Someone had carefully inked an eye-patch, curly mustache, and parrot onto Franklin’s shoulder, and inscribed PIRATE PARTY 2016 along the top of the bill, as though it were part of the engraving.

      Taylor looked at the defaced bill, frowned, and then shrugged. “Fuck it. It’ll still spend just fine.”

      Outside we stood awkwardly at the mouth of the alley. It really did feel like a date, but not a first date; it felt like one of those dates that’s after the last date, when you get coffee with someone you used to date and you both silently affirm that you’re never going to split a coco or sneak into a movie or make love again. The date where you realize you’re both OK with that, but that you’re both still somehow linked forever, because you once did those things without knowing there was a Last Date coming.

      There was a crackling, staticky sound by the dumpster in the alley.

      “That’s my ride,” Taylor said.

      “What would you do?” I asked, “What would you do if you hadn’t already done all the things you’d done? If you hadn’t mucked up everything so badly? If you hadn’t already spent so many years trying to kill yourself?”

      He smiled uncertainly. “What? Here? Now?”

      “Yeah!” I smiled, “What would you do if you were just some guy with a portal, some guy hanging out in 1995?”

      And then he shook his head pityingly. “Suze, sweetie, I think you’ve missed the point: Me doing things is what got us into trouble to begin with.”

      I nodded, because it didn’t really seem like there was anything for me to say. He looked away, rubbing his palms into his eyes while taking a deep breath.

      “OK,” he said, shaking it out. “OK. Time to go.” He turned to leave, calling over his shoulder, “I’ll see you around.” Then he stopped and turned back. “I mean, I won’t. Never. But…” he waved his hand. “I just meant ‘good bye’ in a casual way.” He started back down the alley.

      “Hey Taylor,” I called, “I’ll take care of you, like you asked.”

      He looked me over and saw I was legit, and his face blossomed into that big, honest smile, the one that came so easily to Young Taylor but hadn’t peeked out of Old Taylor yet.

      “Thanks!” he shouted, “You’re a life saver!”

      I made a point of looking away from the alley, so that I wouldn’t have to see the dappled, watery light of the portal wedging itself into reality amid the buzzing yellow flicker of the alley’s security lights and the rosy dawn breaking across the clear, cold horizon. It was too much light being too weird, like drinking OJ right after brushing your teeth.

      The streets were empty. It was that little sliver of morning that’s crammed between the last drunks stumbling home and the overly motivated people starting their morning runs. As I walked I thought about Young Taylor and Old Taylor and what Old Taylor’d said: Whatever we try to do with the portal wasn’t going to make the world better, just awful in a new way. Maybe that was true—it certainly felt true in the darkest chambers of my heart—and there was no denying that if anyone should know, it would be Old Taylor, condemned to endlessly wander the portals hunting himself down.

      But more than anything, I wondered why folks were always so eager to hop into the portal with guns and bombs and dry-cleaning bags, why we were so eager to get blood under our nails. Suddenly Taylor didn’t seem that different from Buffalo Bill, with his zip-gun in his boot and his smudgy Xeroxed bomb instructions. But I wasn’t any better than either of them, and neither was this Deke, or the FBI, or the President with his daily bombing runs over Bosnia—none of us were. Why the Hell did we insist blowing shit up was such a great business model?

      I’d thought I’d collapse into bed when I got to my place, which was just a crummy little room in a grungy co-op. The communal drama and penny-ante ‘Who ate my Ramen?’ bullshit had seemed like the whole world when I’d left for classes and work yesterday afternoon; now it just looked like what it was: A shitty rooming house in an overpriced college town. Instead, I packed some clothes and my toiletries, then went down to the common room to dig through the jumbled shelves for the “H” volume of our 15-year-old, broken-spined Encyclopedia Britannica.

      Camped out in my Honda down the block from the People’s Cooperative Bookshop, I figured that I could catch Taylor before he reached the store. With nothing better to do I started leafing through volume “H,” and was surprised to learn that the Hitlers’ birthday was just two days away. And then I fell asleep.

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      It was the tapping that woke me up, and Young Taylor’s smiling face that greeted me.

      “Hey Suze!” He yelled through the glass, “The chick at the bookstore is pissed you never showed up for your shift.”

      He held aloft a pair of plastic bags, the little carry handles knotted into bows. “I brought butter chicken and something vegan I can’t pronounce, because I wasn’t sure if you were serious about the vegan thing. And that naan bread.”

      I stiffly unfolded myself from the Civic. “Naan’s not vegan,” I said, shoving my hair out of my face. “They fry it in butter. But it’s OK, I’m not either.”

      He smirked. “Because you were fried in butter?”

      “Hey,” I reached out and grabbed his hands around the plastic handles of the grocery sacks. The backs of his hands were cold and smooth; he was so much younger than Old Taylor, it sort of caught me off guard. I wormed my fingers in to press against his soft palms. I’d never realized before how intimate it was to hold someone’s hands, all those nerve endings pressed right up against each other.

      “What would you do?” I asked, “What would you do if you hadn’t already done all the things you’ve done? What would you do if you were just some dude hanging out in 1995?”

      He squinted at me, forcing a smile. “Suze, what things?”

      “These things.” I let go of his hands and dug the “H” volume from my purse. “I wanna show you something,” I said, flicking past “HALOGEN” and “HOLOCENE EPOC,” hitting “HOLOGRAPHY,” then backtracking to “HOLOCAUST.” I held it out so he could scan the page without putting down his carry-out sacks. His smile wilted, then totally crumpled as he started chewing his upper lip.

      “Fuck,” he said quietly. “Identical cousins?” I could tell when he hit “56 million” be the way his eyes welled up. I closed the book.

      “You can read it in the car, if you need to.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I dunno. A road trip. I met you last night, after you left. Old you.” Taylor nodded numbly. “Old Taylor is kind of a total sad sack, but he wanted me to tell you that the FBI’s been playing you for a fool. You and Deke both. And that basically the only way to even things up, um, karmically is for you to change history without killing anyone.” Taylor was very still, the way a fire bomb sitting on a workbench is still, even if the fuse inside it is silently smoldering down. “Old Taylor called it… um… a ‘kittens and balloons’ operation.” I added. Were these lies? Yes, in that they weren’t accurate to what Old Taylor had said. But I’m not a tape deck; I don’t have to just play back what some guy said. I can say what needs saying.

      I could see what I’d told Taylor ticking around in his head. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The misty plume curled in the cold, bright air. “I’m kinda not that surprised,” he said, “about the FBI. They’re a sack of dicks.”

      He had no hat and his hair was a little damp—he must not have thought he’d be standing around out in the cold talking karmic debt—and the close-cropped hair at the side of his neck was freezing into little dark spikes.

      Finally he asked, “What day is it?”

      “April… April 18th, I guess.”

      He nodded, but still seemed sorta shell shocked. “1995?”

      I smiled. “Yeah, for seven more months, at least. Maybe more.”

      “Oh!” he was comically, Buckweatishly surprised. He would have dropped the carry out, but the plastic handles were twisted around his pale white fingers. For the first time I worried about him standing in the cold with wet hair.

      He laughed suddenly, but his face was still grim. It was spooky.

      “How far is Oklahoma City from here?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said “That’s two states away. Maybe eight hours. Probably less.”

      Then it seemed like whatever was adjusting inside of him evened out, and his face relaxed into a smile. His eyes sparkled. “OK! This is gonna be sweet! Let’s go to Oklahoma City.” He said decisively.

      I could feel the smile stretching my face. “Yeah. OK. Totally. Why?”

      “It’s Easter!”

      “It was Easter, like, three days ago.”

      “It’s Easter season! We’ve gotta go to OKC! But we’ve gotta make some calls first, and some more on the way.”

      And so we drove to OKC.

      
        
        ♾

      

      

      It wasn’t hard to find this Murrah Federal Building Taylor was talking about, because someone had already tied helium balloons to every parking meter on the block and plastered every light pole with FREE EASTER PETTING ZOO!!! flyers. It was drawing traffic. By the time we edged our way into the parking lot facing the building, a few families were already milling around, and a security officer had jogged out to argue with the clowns Taylor had called from Kansas City the night before. While the fattest clown got progressively more jolly with the cranky guard, the others fanned out, sculpting balloon cowboy hats and cutlasses. A pony trailer turned in behind us, and the cop swiveled around to watch it, dumbfounded. He immediately grabbed the handset clipped to his lapel and started yelling into it.

      Taylor was out of my Civic before I’d even set the parking brake, toting the mewling cardboard carton he’d had in his lap since Topeka, which he’d labeled using a mostly dry fat-tip marker: FREE KITTENS! [NOT FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION]. This left me with both the ducks and the goat.

      “Hey!” I shouted, but he was already calling out to the cop and Fatso the Clown.

      “Officer!” I heard him shout, “Happy Easter Week! My name’s Taylor, and I’m from the Department of Ag extension office up in Tulsa! Didn’t anyone tell you about the Federal Easter Petting Menagerie?”

      And then he was close enough not to be yelling anymore, and their debate was lost to me. Another clown car pulled in, oooga horn blaring, and I turned my attention back to the nanny goat in my back seat. The Honda was a two-door, and she’d given me Hell getting her in; I was expecting a similar fight to get her out. But I guess eating half a blue vinyl tarp and most of the foam out of the middle back seat chilled her out, because she was remarkably cooperative as I clipped the lead to her collar and urged her to hop down. The ducks, on the other hand, were having none of it. You wouldn’t think there was room, but they’d somehow wedged themselves under the front seats, and I couldn’t get my hands around them without getting wicked gouged by the rusty springs. Plus duck beaks pinch like a bastard.

      The nanny goat, now tethered to the side mirror, eyed me solemnly, bleated once, then shook her head fiercely, spattering my face with stinking blue-vinyl-flecked spittle.

      I stood and gazed in wonder at the beautiful chaos Taylor had created with nothing more than a couple phone books, lots of quarters, and the promise of cash on the barrel head: The pony man had trotted out his two miniatures and already told a nearby mother of two “Nope; all free—some sort of Easter Parade the city is putting on!” before a cop could get to him and shut it down. A one-man band launched into a pounding, discordant cover of that Hootie and the Blowfish song that was always on the radio, making any sort of police intervention all the more impossible. Security streamed in from the federal building, but they were no match for the two competing clown troupes jockeying for turf in the car-choked parking lot, drawing in children and families from every corner. I guess the building had a daycare or something, because cars kept pulling up with pop-eyed kids pressed against the windows, their mouths distorted with glee.

      It was hard, right then, not to love Taylor. I set my hands on the roof of the Honda and arched my back, relishing the sharp crack as everything popped back into place. We’d been up and driving at 4am. Across the lot Taylor was smiling broadly, and the cop—miraculously—was coming around. The fat clown produced a novelty bouquet. Just as the cop gave in and reached for it, the clown jerked it back with a flourish. The bouquet had transformed into a bear claw donut, which Fatso handed over like a blushing courter come a-callin’. The cop laughed. Taylor smacked him on the back.

      Behind them a big yellow Ryder truck cruised slowly up the street. It was riding low, like it was overloaded, and the kid behind the wheel—this scrawny crew-cut in an Abe Lincoln t-shirt, of all things—looked absolutely terrified. He slowed almost to an idle, scanning the crowds of clowns and ponies and kids like it was the most god-awful thing he’d ever seen in his entire life. Suddenly he slammed on the gas, tearing up the block; it was a miracle he didn’t roll that truck or hit one of the kids racing out to join the carnival. But no one else really seemed to notice. After all, what’s one more guy driving like an asshole?

      I was down on my hands and knees, and had just gotten ahold of both legs of one of the ducks when it happened. This terrible boom, like lightning striking way too close. I was sprawled face-down on the goat-stanking floor mats. Car alarms screamed awake all over the parking lot.

      But the sky was clear and bright, and for just a second, I couldn’t get my head around what had happened. Then Taylor was helping me up so he could coax the goat back into the Honda.

      “Where’s the kitten carton?” I asked, dazed.

      “I gave it to the top cop,” he said. “We’d better go. I don’t have money to pay any of these people.”

      “What happened?” I was yelling. My ears felt like they were stuffed with cotton.

      “Terrible shipping accident,” he said patly. “Some poor bastard blew his truck up over by the freeway.”

      “Shit!”

      “It’s OK; just the driver was killed, and he was sort of a total asshole. But everyone’s commute is gonna suck today, and that’s a bummer.”

      I nodded.

      “I don’t want to drive back to Topeka with the stupid goat,” I said. “I’m going to college for a reason.”

      Taylor smiled. “That’s fine.” He held the goat’s lead high and, with all due solemnity, dropped it. Then he hauled back and slapped her backside hard, sending her charging into a knot of clowns and children. “We could use the extra cover just about now. Get in.” Pulling out of the increasingly frantic parking lot we headed west, putting the rising sun and the column of smoke and the welling sirens all to our backs.

      This isn’t going to be a guy story, where you kill Hitler to save the world. And it isn’t going to be a girl story, where they kiss and wed and live happily ever after. It’s just a regular road-trip story, where a couple college kids drive all night, pull a prank, stiff some clowns, and no one gets hurt. And maybe a little something good happens after that.
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      University of North Carolina Voicemail System transcript November 1, 2004

      "Hi Ben. My name is Deke. You don't know me. I know your brother. We're co-workers. [pause] Or we will be in a couple years. Anyway, we're friends—we’re gonna be friends…

      [pause. deep breath]

      “I am your brother’s friend. I know shit feels really grim for you right now. But here's the thing: if you kill yourself it will hurt your family irrevocably. Taylor will never recover. That’s a fact. And the truth is, Taylor is a pretty good guy. Hang up right now, and call, um [paper shuffling] (919) 966-3658. That's UNC student mental health services. Or just call Taylor. You know he'll answer when you call, and you know he'll come. Call him. Call your brother.

      [pause]

      [pause]

      “Listen, when I was a kid my moms told me 'Whoever destroys a soul, they destroy an entire world. And whoever saves a life—including their own—it's the same as if they saved an entire world.'

      "I just thought that was rabbi bullshit back then. But man, now I believe. I'm not religious—I'm less religious then I've ever been in my whole life—but I fuckin' believe that shit now.

      [pause]

      "Anyway, um, that's what I've got. I'm out. Uh, Go Tarheels!, I guess."

      [END OF MESSAGE]
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