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… start from the assumption that in every tool we create, an idea is embedded that goes beyond the function of the thing itself.

—Neil Postman, 
Amusing Ourselves to Death






Come Away with Us

SUMMER 2017

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“So?”

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

“Blow up her life? Sounds extreme.”

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

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

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

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

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

“She’s thirteen.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What do you mean, what happens?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Whenever, wherever.



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


Retro: The Time Travel Agency

We’ll take you from here.



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

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

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


Come away with us! We’re hiring.






I Can’t Make You Want to Be Here

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She’d said, “What?”

Ash had recalled, vaguely, the terms of her contract. No health insurance, no benefits, no job security. Still, they hadn’t fired her, because it wasn’t the kind of place that liked to fire people. They preferred the passive-romantic tense of the modern workplace, wherein one was simply “let go.” She would not qualify for severance.

[image: ]
THE BANKER’S BOX had been harder to assemble than she’d expected. Which was so embarrassing, on top of everything.

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

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

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




What Are You Nostalgic For?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

Are there any memories you’re running from?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

What are you nostalgic for?

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

Are there any memories you’re running from?

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

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

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

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

You’ll hear from us soon! came the auto-reply. We’re working around the clock.




Haven’t You Been Waiting for Something?

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

“I had a feeling,” said Ash.

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

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

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

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

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

“What were you doing, exactly?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s true.”

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

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

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

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

“How did it make you feel?”

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

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

She said, “Like I could do anything.”

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

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

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

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

“Like the universe.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I mean,” Ash said. “I hope not.”

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

“Then—”

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

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

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

“What?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

The crowd vanished and the floor went still.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Some Unreachable Before

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

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

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

The reply came through almost instantly—What happened to the old job? Did you get fired?—as the train rolled past the spearmint-green bridge announcing TRENTON MAKES THE WORLD TAKES.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ash scrolled down to read the comments.
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