
  
    [image: Shadows & Reflections]
  


  
    
      SHADOWS & REFLECTIONS

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      DIVING IN THE SEA OF TIME

    

    
      
        DAVID GERROLD

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Donovan Street Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright 2026 © David Gerrold

      Edited by Ira Nayman

      Donovan Street Press Inc.

      All rights reserved.

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

      Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

      Title: Shadows and reflections : diving in the sea of time / David Gerrold.

      Other titles: Shadows & reflections

      Names: Gerrold, David, 1944- author.

      Identifiers: Canadiana (print) 20260133574 | Canadiana (ebook) 20260133736 | ISBN 9781069458650

      (hardcover) | ISBN 9781069458643 (softcover) | ISBN 9781069458636 (EPUB)

      Subjects: LCGFT: Short stories.

      Classification: LCC PS3557.E776 S53 2026 | DDC 813/.54—dc23

      ebook ISBN 978-1-0694586-3-6

      softcover ISBN 978-1-0694586-4-3

      hardcover ISBN 978-1-0694586-5-0

      

      COVER DESIGN:

      Bibliofic Designs

      donovanstreetpress.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        All Of Them Were Empty⁠—

      

      
        In The Quake Zone

      

      
        Dancer In The Dark

      

      
        What Goes Around

      

      
        thirteen O’clock

      

      
        The Man Who Broke Time

      

      
        The Martian Child

      

      
        Pickled Mongoose

      

      
        Entanglements

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        More from Donovan Street Press

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my son, Sean

        with love

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      These stories were all inspired by events in my own life. They leapt out of my heart and they are the most soul-revealing. There is probably much more for me to say, but this is what I have been able to say so far.

      This is what I know, what I have discovered, the hard way. Life is a daring adventure—or it is nothing at all.

      Sometimes we choose the adventures. Sometimes the adventures choose us. But an adventure is always about risk, and it almost always produces hurt and pain, sometimes more than we can bear—sometimes more than we believe is humanly possible.

      But sometimes, sometimes, perhaps more than we realize, an adventure inspires us to be more than we ever believed we could be.

      In my case, these stories are profound shadows cast by the adventures of my life—and most of them became even deeper reflections into my soul. My thoughts and feelings and experiences and discoveries poured into my keyboard and came bursting out as stories, written to exorcise as well as exercise joys and horrors that I lived through.

      If there is an arc to this collection, it is the journey toward completion—the traps in which we live, the discovery of love, the incredible rupture of loss, and ultimately the triumph of redemption, the achievement of self.

      These pages are where I share my conviction that there is still good in this world and it’s worth living for.

      
        
        David Gerrold

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALL OF THEM WERE EMPTY⁠—
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        I started here.

        I didn’t stay in this place long. Only long enough to taste and be tasted in turn. I brought this story out with me.
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        * * *

      

      In a city of night and neon. She had puppy-soft eyes and an old army coat. I had a sweatshirt and Levi’s and an acid-laced joint. We watched the colors smear.

      We sheared our eyes on the slashing lights and let them bleed into the streets. The lights. Glowworm letters and gray crumbling walls.

      My blood was copper, hers was gold; I was strong and red, she was soft and malleable.

      She had sucking eyes. They could eat you up, or they could tease. Black whirlpool pupils, large and moist.

      I moved like stone down the hollow deathwalk, the tall night above, the close city around. The unreal-colored neon flashed us messages of EAT, DRINK and JESUS SAVES. She moved with me like a wraith, a shadow of a girl suspended in air, attached to my jacket, following ghostlike and effortless. “Deet?” she said, and her voice was like that first big hit—painful, elusive and narcotic.

      “Deet?” she asked again. “Let’s go home, huh?”

      A shake of my head. “Not yet, Wooze; not yet.” Wooze, short for Woozle.

      “But I’m tired, Deet. It’s my period and I don’t feel good.”

      “Then go.”

      “I don’t want to go alone.”

      “Then don’t go.”

      “Deet...” she said plaintively. I looked at her; she was using that tone of voice again. She shut.

      “Nobody asked you to come,” I said.

      “I don’t like to be by myself. I want to stay with you.”

      “Okay, then stay. But if you’re going to talk about going home, I’m gonna ditch you.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Want to find out?”

      She didn’t answer, instead pulled her coat tighter about her, shoved skinny hands into skinny pockets and cringed against the city. Cars like giant panthers prowled the night streets, rolling silent-rumbly through dark-lit intersections and wet gutter bottoms. Eyes glowing, they spotlit their prey in white-lined crosswalks and rushed eagerly toward them, only to be cheated when the lone figures vanished into the safety of the soft black buildings.

      Doors like hungry mouths pulled at us. She half-ran, half-walked to keep up with me. “Deet? Where we going anyway?”

      “To a place.”

      “You said that before, Deet. Which place? We going to Cannie’s?”

      I shook my head. “Not Cannie’s. I don’t like his stuff.”

      “You used to.”

      “Not any more. Got something new.”

      “A new place?”

      “A new place, yeah.” Hands in my pockets, tight-wrapped around a narrow roll of bills. Yeah, a new place. And new stuff.

      And new people.

      Got to get away from the old stuff. Clot your mind. Too many pills, your eyes turn to glass, shatter with the morning. Your stomach turns to liquid, bleeds away in the night.

      Two ways to go. Up or down. Down, back into the bright-lit land of the straights—or up, into the pastel razorblade world of H. H for heavy stuff, for hard stuff.

      Uh-uh, not me. Not H. H is for hooked. Seen the cold turkey once too often. Not H.

      But still, two ways to go. Up or down.

      Tried them all, speed, mesc, acid. Acid’s okay and mesc is a people trip. But speed is the deathman. Speed kills, comes after you with the crystal knife shining.

      Still, you got to make the choice, Deet; can’t stand still—up or down?

      —or why not out?

      Why not a whole new direction? Hang a sudden left and leave them all. A whole new kick. Who said it had to be this or that? Why does it have to be either? Yeah, I had it. I had it now. I knew the way.

      To hell with up or down. What’s wrong with right and left and north and east and yesterday and Tuesday and Charlie and purple and?

      I knew the way. All I had to do was find it. I didn’t have the address though. All I had was a description of where it was, and I still had to go looking for it.

      Woozle was woozy. She kept wiping her nose on her sleeve. It was red; so were her eyes. “You crying again?”

      “Uh-uh, Deet. I wouldn’t do that. Uh-uh. I got a cold, that’s all. I told you, it’s my period.”

      “That gives you a cold?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know.” She shrugged her baggy green coat around her shoulders. “Deet, I’m awfully tired. Could we sit down a minute?”

      “We’re almost there.”

      “Where? We aren’t anywhere… ”

      “We’re almost there. Don’t worry about it.”

      She sat down anyway. All right; I stopped and waited. The streets shone in the dark. Like water. Dark puddles from the rain lapped at the curbs. I lit the last joint, inhaled deep, deep, deep, sharp pain, and deeper, deep hit. Acid-laced hit. Yeah.

      I wanted to hallucinate. Another hit. I could feel it coming.

      I offered Woozle the joint. She shook her head. “Uh-uh. Not any more, Deet. I’m afraid I’ll go on a bad trip.”

      I already was. I took another. Yeah, that was it.

      A car came floating down the street, cleaving water to either side of its bow, cleaving an inky wake. I was glad we were on this side of the street. I didn’t want to swim the canal tonight. I wondered where the horses were.

      Did they still put running lights on them? I wondered. On what, I asked, but I couldn’t remember.

      The joint disappeared back into a baggie, flame pinched out first, then into the underwear. Nestled tight, a nice place to keep things.

      The door was where I had left it. Knocked.

      No answer. Knocked again.

      An eye, red like the cherry on a copcar, peeked out. “Yeah?”

      “Deet. My name’s Deet.”

      “Yeah? So what?”

      “Told to come by.”

      “By who?” the eye demanded, floating behind a black wall.

      “You did. Somebody did. Said something about a new kick or something.”

      “What’d you say your name was?”

      “Deet.”

      The eye swiveled around to look at the Woozle. “What’s that?”

      “She’s with me.”

      “She okay?”

      “I said, she’s with me.”

      “Who sent you?”

      “I don’t know his name. Their names.”

      “Who’s they?”

      “A guy—no, two guys. And a girl. Strange girl. Pale eyes.”

      “Tamra?”

      “That could be it. Yeah, that’s it. That’s who it was. Tamra.”

      “Uh-uh—no Tamra. We got no Tamra.” The eye started to close.

      “Hey!“

      It opened again.

      “Hey, man—what is this? You guys told me to come by here⁠—”

      “Where’d we tell you?”

      “Here!”

      “No, where were we when we told you?”

      “Cannie’s.”

      “Where ’s that?”

      I told him.

      “Wait.” The eye closed.

      We waited.

      Night waited. The street lights seeped and sucked at the dark. It sucked back. Somewhere a thing splashed through the waves.

      The eye opened. “All right.”

      We went in. It was red-lit, like the churchman’s Hell. A naked red bulb sat on top of the room, not bright enough to light, dim enough to be painful. Everything was a red blur.

      Woozle took one look and groaned. She covered her eyes and grabbed at my jacket with an unsteady hand. She hung onto me all the while, following with one hand over her eyes. Well, she’d asked to come; it wasn’t my fault.

      The guy—yeah, it was a guy—had hair of barbed-wire brillo, a dark scraggly bush. Eyes like a prowl car. Heavy. He was wearing only shapeless underwear and a paint-stained blanket-poncho. It didn’t cover much.

      “This way,” he said.

      We pad-padded down a long corridor. The place was one of those narrow apartments that shows only a door to the street and stretches forever inland. Narrow rooms, narrow rooms, one after the other, open and empty. Some mattresses, an old box, a blanket, the remains of a shirt, scraps of paper, floors and walls. Nothing more. And everything red-lit.

      We went all the way to the back. One or two of the doors were closed, with sounds seeping out around the edges—once the sound of surf. But the ones I could see into were empty. A record player tinkered with sounds and darkness.

      The last room was like all the rest. Except something smelled funny. Like dusty orange. Two or three mattresses lay dirty on the floor. Four people in the room: two guys, two girls. They all had tombstone eyes. I didn’t like the looks, but I’d heard about the new kick and I wanted to try it.

      “This’s Deet,” grunted the brillo-head.

      Casual glances, nothing more.

      “That’s Woozle,” I said, nodding at the Wooze. She was still covering her eyes.

      “Sit.” One of the girls shrugged. I sat. Woozle, putting one hand behind her, lowered herself. The mattresses had no soft; they were flat and dusty-slimy.

      The two guys were off to one side, sitting-leaning up against the wall and looking at each other. Okay, none of my business. It was the girls who held my attention. They had pale eyes, pink in the red-lit room.

      “Who are you?” one asked.

      “Deet. I’m Deet. He just told you—” I pointed at brillo-hair, but he wasn’t there anymore.

      “Uh-uh,” she shook her head. “Who are you?”

      Shrug. “I’m me. That’s all.”

      “Okay. Who’s she?”

      “She’s Woozle. She goes where I go.”

      “Everywhere?”

      “Just about.”

      “You like that?” Her voice was like an empty room. It echoed.

      “Yeah, it’s okay, I guess.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “I don’t know,” I shrugged again. “I’m used to it.”

      “You want to change it?”

      “Why should I?”

      “Yes. Why should you?”

      I wasn’t sure what she was talking about any more. I shrugged. “Why do you want to know?”

      This time, she shrugged. “Need to know. That’s all.”

      Woozle tugged at my arm then. I ignored it.

      The other girl now, “Where’re you headed?”

      “Nowhere now. We’re here.”

      “This is where you want to be?”

      Another tug at the arm. I shook it off and answered the pale-eyed question. “It’s as good a place as any.”

      “Deet...” said Woozle, and she had that tone again. Plaintive. “Deet… !”

      “Christ, you’re a nuisance, Woozle, you know that? What do you want?”

      She pushed hair back out of her eyes, looked at me, wetly. “Deet, I want to go home.”

      “Then go, dammit!“

      “Uh-uh, Deet. Not without you. Deet, I’m scared.” She lowered her voice to a point where she was almost mouthing the words. “Deet, these people scare me.”

      “It’s all right, Wooze. I’m here.”

      “That’s what I’m scared about. You’re here. I don’t think you should be.”

      “You starting that again?”

      She lowered her eyes. “No. I’m sorry. It’s just that⁠—”

      “Aw, look—” I knew she wanted me to touch her then, but I didn’t. “Look, this’ll only take a minute. Promise. Then we’ll go. Okay?”

      She looked up with tear streaks. “Promise?”

      “Promise,” I said, and touched her chin. “Just don’t nag me, okay?”

      “Okay, Deet. I’m sorry.” She sniffed at her sleeve.

      I looked back at the girls. They had long stringy hair; like they were hiding behind it. There was something funny about the shapes of their mouths too. I smiled, sort of, as if to excuse the Woozle.

      They didn’t smile back. Okay, I didn’t care. They took up their questioning where they left off. Questioning? What was this anyway—a test? Why did I have to pass a test?

      “Hey,” I interrupted. “I didn’t come to talk. I came for the kick.”

      “We know. You’ll get it. But it’s...uncool to just kick and run. You’ve got to talk to us first. We like to talk.”

      “I don’t.” I looked at their eyes.

      “But we do,” they answered patiently.

      “Look, I got the cash for it—just give it to me and we’ll go.”

      “Don’t want cash,” said one.

      “Want you,” said the other.

      “Huh?” I said.

      And, “Deet!” said Woozle. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I ignored the voice at my sleeve. “What’re you talking about?”

      “We want you. To talk to. That’s our price.”

      “Oh. I thought you meant something else.”

      “Uh-uh,” she said.

      “Good. That’s not my bag.”

      “Not ours either.” She rearranged herself on the mattress. They looked at me again. Hungry. Patient bitches, weren’t they?

      “What is your thing?” they asked.

      “I don’t know. Just being me, I guess.”

      “But who are you? Do you know?”

      I shook my head. To clear it. It wasn’t making sense any more. If it ever did. “Hey, enough of this already. Where’s the hit I came for?”

      “We’re giving it to you,” said one.

      “We’re trying to give it to you,” said the other.

      “Right now,” added the first.

      “Uh-uh,” I shook my head. “Uh-uh, I’m not buying a shuck. I haven’t smoked anything. I haven’t dropped anything. So far, all we’ve done is talk⁠—”

      “Yes, yes,” she had a voice like a movie geisha, all treble and no bass. “That’s it. A communicating… thing.”

      “Huh? I don’t… ? I mean, it doesn’t.”

      She cocked her head, “It is essential that⁠—”

      Something was wrong, the whole thing was all tilty-slidy and kept creeping off at the edges. I tried to yank it back, but it wouldn’t. Somehow I kept missing the undertones.

      They were ignoring me. They were looking at each other and talking softly, words like, “...doesn’t want...needs a tangible...”

      The first one shook her head, as if in disagreement, “...does want...”

      “...doesn’t...”

      “...does...just doesn’t know that he...”

      The second one shook her head now, “No...needs a tan gibble...trib won’t work unless...must believe...”

      The first one nodded at that, “Yes...is necessary...give something...”

      The second one made a suggestion.

      The first one glanced up sharply. “...not...”

      The second one: “...what else...trib is trib...he wants...we give...”

      “Trib is not trib...this bite is...”

      “Bite is bite is bite...” snapped the second. “Want not hear about it...”

      “Possibility for ickle-ickle-ickle...”

      “Am aware...am aware...am aware...”

      “Rather try communicor again...” insisted the first.

      “Won’t work...won’t work...doesn’t want...doesn’t want...” The second one seemed to have the upper hand in whatever it was. At last, the first one gave in and they looked at me. “Okay. We give.”

      “Great. What do we do? Smoke it? Drink it? Eat it?”

      “None of those,” they shook their heads.

      “Then how⁠—?”

      “Rub it on,” said one. The other was burrowing around under the mattress. “Take off your clothes,” she said.

      “Huh?”

      “Take off your clothes. That’s what you have to do.”

      “You’re not putting me on?”

      “You want the hit?”

      “Are you going to take one too?”

      They shook their heads. “We’re already on ours. We don’t need yours.”

      “Oh.” I still didn’t move to drop my clothes.

      They waited. “Are you shy?”

      “No. It’s just that⁠—”

      “Would you like us to take off our clothes too?” one asked. The other didn’t wait for me to answer, but dropped her robe (how come I hadn’t noticed that before?) to the floor. She was as sexless as an eight-year-old boy. Flat chested. I stared, yeah. No curves, nothing. What a bring-down. A super-bummer. A beautiful face like that and no bod. No hair, no nothing. The other was just the same, she’d dropped her robe too, only she was wearing black briefs. She didn’t move to drop them. It wasn’t necessary. My curiosity was dead.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “All right.” I shrugged out of my shirt, started to fumble with my belt. “Hey, Wooze?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You coming?”

      “Huh?”

      “Take off your clothes...”

      “Uh-uh, Deet. I don’t want any. Thanks.”

      “Aw, come on. I don’t want to go alone.”

      “No, Deet. All I want to do is go home.”

      “Don’t be a drag, Woozle. Do it.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “But I want you to.”

      “Deet, I’ll go anywhere you go, Deet. I’ll never leave you alone. Promise. But please, don’t ask me to take any more stuff, Deet. I don’t like it.”

      “How do you know? You haven’t tried it.” I pulled her to her feet, started pulling her clothes off. She tried to resist at first, then realized it was useless. The army coat, the baggy jeans, the T-shirt and soiled underwear fell to the floor. She stood there naked and wiped her nose on the back of her wrist. “Sit,” I said. She sat.

      I kicked off my shoes, then dropped my pants and underwear all in one motion. Sit, lift the legs and slide them off; one foot, then the other. The two of us sat naked on the mattress. Ready for action. Whatever the action was.

      Woozle was clenched in on herself, arms folded across tight little breasts. I don’t know why she was ashamed. She had more than these girls did. No matter, she kept her nose into her knee and sniffed, wiped it across her leg.

      I turned to the chicks. (What happened to the two guys who were in the room? Where did they go?) “Okay, we’re ready.”

      One of them stepped forward (there was that funny smell again) and held out a jar that looked like a cold cream thing. I didn’t take it.

      First, I asked, “How much?”

      “Enough,” she replied. “Enough for two.”

      “No. I mean, how much do I owe you?”

      She cocked her head in puzzlement, “Nothing.”

      “Uh-uh,” I started to pick up my pants. “No free rides. Not for this head.”

      They exchanged a confused glance, “Why?”

      “Anything free’s got a hook in it. Like the first jolt of H—and that’s not my bag. Don’t plan on getting hooked on anything.”

      They looked at each other again. “Okay. Twenty dollars.”

      “Twenty?”

      “Two rides. One yours, one hers.”

      “Yeah,” but I was still suspicious.

      “You want it? Or not?”

      I sniffed. That was the source of the funny odor, like old orange peels. So were the girls. “What is it?”

      She shrugged, “No name. Just is.”

      “And I just rub it on.”

      She nodded. She held the jar in her two hands and waited.

      “No hook in it?”

      “If you don’t want it, we don’t put hook in. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “No hook.” I still didn’t like it, but I wanted to try it. The smell was getting deep, deeper. I wanted to feel what was at the bottom.

      The decision was made. I pulled the twenty out of my pocket, creased it between my fingers to straighten it, and tossed it over. The jar was heavy in my hands and it had a slippery feel.

      Okay, we’d do the number. Just once. See what it was and that’d be it. Course, that’s what I’d said about acid the first time too. The top unscrewed greasy, and suddenly the funny smell was intense. It was sort of like ozone and sort of like flowers.

      The girls were sitting again, hardly even watching. As if they’d lost all interest after making the connection. I turned to Wooze and offered the jar to her. She didn’t look up. She didn’t stand up.

      “Just rub it in?” I asked.

      “Uh huh,” said one of the girls. I couldn’t tell which, I wasn’t looking at them. “All over. Cover everything you want to take with you.”

      “Except the soles of your feet,” put in the other. “Unless you don’t want to come back.” And with that, they both laughed. I didn’t get the joke. Perhaps I would later. I took some of the goop in my hand and smeared it across Woozle’s chest. I had to go down on one knee and push her arms aside to do it. She didn’t resist.

      After a bit, I made her stand up and I made sure that I’d rubbed her all over—except for the soles of her feet. “What’s it feel like, Wooze?”

      “Nothing yet. Just slippery.”

      “Well, maybe it takes a little time. You do me now.”

      She did. Her hands were dull and lifeless and spread the goop with no more feeling than shovels. She did it mechanically and uncaring, but she was thorough. I helped her a little bit, but it wasn’t necessary. She was like a machine, running sensors all up and down me as if to memorize my body for later.

      Then I was covered with the goop all over and the smell of it was overpowering. “Now what?” I looked at the girls, but they weren’t there.

      “Hold hands,” they replied. “That is, if you want to go together.”

      Yeah, that sounded right. This was the new kick. This was what I’d been promised in front of Cannie’s—a trip you could share. No more one-man-alone numbers. I was tired of sitting around in a room watching everybody else going in a different direction. I wanted someone to share my direction. Yeah, I was ready for it. Now, you could go and take someone good along to share it with you—and you could share theirs. I reached out for Woozle’s hand. It felt different somehow. Tinier. Yeah, if you were going to share it, you should at least be holding hands.

      I could feel the stuff now. Or, that is, I couldn’t feel it any more. I couldn’t feel anything any more. I felt...disembodied(?)...no, that wasn’t it either. Creeping cold warmth was seeping out around my edges, dilating into the not-quite.

      My eyes, great multi-faceted things, grew till they spread around the top and sides of my head and I looked in all directions at once. Woozle’s hand looked back at mine. We stood half an inch above the floor and listened to water burning our legs.

      What it was, was this—I was a pillar of fire, taken fresh from the freezer, standing still in the lightless and examining things in the reflected glare of (myself) and all was timeless until the water drops spattered into steam upon the hot. That didn’t make sense.

      But who cared? I was tripping. And Woozle was too. She was with me. She always was. Oh, yeah. We were in a tiny red cubicle—red from the frozen flame?— just one cubicle out of millions of identical tiny red cubicles stacked one upon another, left and right and north and east and yesterday and Tuesday and purple and⁠—

      FLASH!

      Woop? What was that? Now the top of the room hung below us. We looked down the long tube at ourselves still holding hands. The red light seeped and pulsed and permeated it all. We were above and looking down and sideways at the little honeycombed rednesses below. Little black insects scraped within.

      The whole city of shining black was below us. We looked down at them from our hot two-hundredth-story window, noses pressed flat against the glass, trying to push through it so as to see our own selves from the outside. Cannie’s was only ten floors below. We watched the black uniforms herding them out of the building and into the street where they shot them. What a joke. Why hadn’t it been listed in TV Guide?

      Ooh, that was almost a bummer. We hopped the up elevator at the top floor and kept going and⁠—

      FLASH!

      -ed again. What was that? Wow—whatever it was, it was. A desert hung below us. Above us. “Oh, Wooze, look at that!“

      She looked, “Yeah, Deet, I see it.” Luminous flyspecks danced and skittered along a net of silver threads, in and out, patterns of streaking steel. Beyond it, the greater dark.

      Another—

      FLASH!

      —and this time we’re out in nothingness, looking at the whole marble. Why isn’t it bigger? I thought it was bigger than that, didn’t you? “Hey, Deet—I mean, Woozle, isn’t that supposed to be bigger?”

      “I don’t know, Deet. I’m just following you. Wherever you want, Deet.”

      “Hey, don’t be a bummer—this is...something.”

      Blue and white streaks, flat mottled brown patches, familiar shapes, but white streaks kept them from being too familiar and⁠—

      FLASH!

      Now! I was starting to see the inside of it. It was like a whiteness, but with crystal blues and spidery blacks and all kinds of coldnesses creeping out from inside. An expanding—and a shrinking too.

      “Deet! Please, slow down a bit. You’re going too fast for me.”

      “No, I’m not. It’s okay.”

      A greater darkness beyond, everything was scattered and speckled tiny this side of it. I wanted to expand to fill it. A glaring whiteness off to one side shouldn’t have been that big. After all, it was really only very tiny and⁠—

      Hang on, Deet—here we go!

      FLASH!

      The glaring whiteness dwindled to be a speck like all the others. I marked it for future reference. In case we wanted to come back to it later.

      A wash of bright stretched from one infinity to the other. All the yesterdays stacked against all the tomorrows. The thing had a structure, but I was too close to it to see what it was. I’d have to move back—and the greater darkness backdrop was still just as far away and⁠—

      “Deet! Can’t we stop and rest for just a minute?”

      “Oh, no, kitten! Come on, we’re almost there! This is it! This is really it!“

      And—

      FLASH!

      I grabbed her hand and we went. Yeah, this was it! I didn’t have to say it any more. It wasn’t necessary. I was convinced—because it really was it. IT! The trip—and it was still going!

      A great wheel of ç sparkling dust turning against the ultimate velvet. Turning, turning. Oh wow, how big is that thing? How big?

      FLASH!

      Tiny—really very tiny. A myriad of them spin twinkly through the darkness. Like snowflakes, scattering in a wind, roiling ever outward. We dive back into and out of it. I want to keep going. Expand to fill the whole⁠—

      FLASH!

      —little fireflies disappear into the hole. And⁠—

      FLASH!

      FLASH!

      FLASH!

      And I still hadn’t filled it.

      FLASH!

      But I was getting there! I was!

      FLASH!

      Oh, Woozle? Isn’t this the greatest⁠—

      FLASH!

      Almost, almost. Just once more, I think—and then we’ll fill this tiny black cubicle, and then one more after that and we’ll burst it and look down onto it from the outside and look down at all the row upon row of identical shiny black globes and⁠—

      FLASH!

      Not yet!

      FLASH!

      Still not yet! Dammit! Once more. I want it, dammitl Let’s go, Woozle. Once more.

      FLASH!

      And I throw my hands outstretched into the nevermore, always reaching and grasping, that elusive black wall remaining just ever so out of my reach and⁠—

      FLASH!

      FLASH!

      FLASH! DAMMIT!

      Blackness, nothing but blackness and blackness beyond. Almost, almost. I almost made it, this time I almost made it...

      FIASH!

      But nothing.

      Okay, so we don’t do the big number this time around. We dive back into the wrong end of the microscope and shrink down into the other direction of infinity—inwardly.

      Ping.

      The little wheels reappear, spinning madly. I pick one at random and down we go, and⁠—

      Ping.

      —it becomes a big wheel. I head for a spiral arm, zig-zag around the exploding core, and⁠—

      Ping.

      —pop out at a here in the middle of empty brightness. Rocky nothingnesses whirl about it. The wrong one. Not mine. Try again. So⁠—

      Ping.

      And this time, here is a blue and red binary, a pinpoint of bright and a bloated crimson vagueness. Streamers of blood-colored gas spiral outward from the giant. The lesser-sized one would have been lost among them if not for its brilliance. But— This one isn’t mine either.

      Ping.

      Up and out again. An explosion, a never-ending one. Dazzling, sleeting, brighting, sheeting, flaring, flashing, glaring, shimmering, slashing intensity of light so thick you have to push at it to move. All around me. All around. We hung at the core of the supernova and⁠—

      FLASHED.

      The wheel again, the great wheel. No, that’s the wrong direction. I wanted to go the other way. My God, how big is that thing anyway? Immense. No, tiny—tiny, tiny, remember! I am immense. Remember the outer blackness, how big it is and how big I am and never fill it. That wheel is only a mote of dust in the hungry sucking dark. I am as big to the wheel as it is to me. I am small and vast and⁠—

      Ping.

      I remember and dive back into it. Back to the home world, right Woozle?

      Woozle?

      Hey, Woozle—where are you?

      Woozle...?

      I’m alone in the vampire dark. Somewhere I’ve lost my⁠—

      “Woozle!!“

      No answer.

      I plunge through the night, carefully retracing. Where did I leave her? Where did I let go? She was with me here. Flash. Here. Flash. Here.

      She was with me all the way. Or was she? She wasn’t. She wasn’t with me at all.

      Flash/Ping.

      Back down into the wheel. Back down. Home system, home sun, home planet. Yeah, that’s it. Blue-white streaked disc. Dive into it.

      I know what must have happened. She couldn’t keep up. Yeah, that’s right. She—couldn’t keep up. So she went home without me. She went on home. Yeah, that’s what she must have done. Yeah, that’s it. She wouldn’t just run off on her own.

      Into the disc and down the long tunnel and the walls unstretch, become a room again, and I land on the floor and down.

      The room is empty. And alone.

      All of them were empty⁠—
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        One day I want to expand this into an entire novel. There’s too much story here and not enough room to tell it.
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      The day after time collapsed, I had my shoes shined. They really needed it.

      I didn’t know that time had collapsed, wouldn’t find out for years, decades—and several months of subjective time. I just thought it was another local timequake.

      Picked up a newspaper—The Los Angeles Mirror, with its sepia-tinted front page—and settled into one of the high-backed, leather chairs in the Hollywood Boulevard alcove. There were copies of the Herald, the Examiner, and the Times here as well, but the Mirror had Pogo Possum on the funny pages. “Mighty fine shoes, sir,” Roy said, and went right to work. He didn’t know me yet. I snapped the paper open.

      I didn’t have to check the papers for the date, this was late fifties, I already knew from the cars on the boulevard, an ample selection of Detroit heavy-iron: the inevitable Chevys and Fords, a few Buicks and Oldsmobiles, the occasional ostentatious Cadillac, a few Mercurys, but also a nostalgic scattering of others, including DeSoto, Rambler, Packard, Oldsmobile, and Studebaker. Not a foreign car to be seen, just a bright M&M flow of chrome-lined monstrosities growling along, many of them two-toned. The newer models had nascent tailfins, the evocation of jet planes and rocket ships, giddy metal evolution, the hallmark of a decade’s misguided futurism and an industrial dead-end.

      The Mirror and The Examiner both disappeared late ’58, maybe early ’59, if I remembered correctly, the result of a covert deal by the publishers. Said Mr. Chandler to Mr. Hearst, I’ll shut down my morning paper if you’ll shut down your afternoon. “Let us fold our papers and go.”

      A new Edsel cruised by—right, this was ’58. But I could already smell it. The Hollywood day felt gritty. The smog was thick enough to taste. The Hollywood Warner’s theater had another Cinerama travelogue—the third or fourth, I’d lost track. I was tempted; not a lot of air conditioning in this time zone. A dark old theater, cooled by refrigeration, I could skip the sweltering zenith. But, no—I might not have enough time.

      The papers reported that timefaults had opened up as far north as Porter Ranch, popping Desi and Lucy seven years back into the days of chocolate conveyer belts and Vitameatavegamin; as far east as Boyle Heights where ten years were lost and the diamond-bright DWP building disappeared from the downtown skyline, along with the world famous four-level freeway interchange; as far south as Watts, they only rattled off a couple years, but it set back the construction of Simon Rodilla’s startling graceful towers; and all the way west to the Pacific Ocean. Several small boats and the Catalina Ferry had disappeared, but a sparkling new Coast Guard Cutter from 1963 had chugged into San Pedro. The big red Pacific Electric streetcars were still grinding out to the San Fernando Valley. I wondered if I’d have a chance to ride one before the aftershocks hit.

      Caltech predicted several days of aftershocks and the mayor was advising folks to stay close to home if they could, to avoid further discontinuities. The Red Cross had set up shelters at several high schools for those whose homes had disappeared or were now occupied by previous or subsequent inhabitants.

      Already the looters and collectors from tomorrow were flocking to the boulevard. Most of them were obvious, dressed in jeans and T-shirts, but they gave themselves away by their stare-gathering unkempt haircuts and beards, their torn jeans and pornographic T-shirts. They’d be stripping the racks at World Book and News, buying every copy they could find of Superman, Batman, Action, and especially Walt Disney’s Comics with the work of legendary Carl Barks. And Mad Magazine too; the issues with the Freas covers were the most valuable. Later, they’d move west, hitting Collector’s Books and Pickwick’s as well. The smart ones would have brought cash. The smartest ones would have brought year-specific cash. The dumb ones would have credit cards and checkbooks. Not a lot of places took credit cards yet, none of them recognized Visa or Mastercard. And nobody took checks anymore; not unless they were bank-dated; most of the stores had learned from previous timequakes.

      The Harris Agency—there was no Ted Harris, but he had an agency—was just upstairs of the shoeshine stand; upstairs, turn left and back all the way to the end of the hall, no name on the glass, no glass. The door was solid pine, like a coffin-lid, and painted green for no reason anyone could remember, except an old song, “What’s that happenin’ behind the green door… ?” The only identification was a small card that said, “By appointment only.” That wasn’t true, but it stopped the casual curiosity seekers. My key still worked, the locks wouldn’t be changed until 1972; there was no receptionist, the outer office was filled with cardboard file boxes and stacks of unfiled folders. Two typists were cataloguing, they glanced up briefly. If I had a key, I belonged here.

      Georgia was still an intern, working afternoons; she’d started when she was a student at Hollywood High, half a mile west and a couple blocks south. Now she was taking evening courses in business management at Los Angeles City College, over on Vermont, a block south of Santa Monica Blvd. A few years from now, she’d be a beautiful honey-blonde, but she didn’t know that yet and I wasn’t going to risk a bad first impression by speaking out of turn. I pretended I didn’t know her. I didn’t, not yet.

      I brushed past, into the cubby we called a conference room. More old paper and two old women. Pinched-faced and withered, they might have been the losers in a Margaret Hamilton look-alike contest. Sooner or later, one of them was probably going to demand, “Who killed my sister? Was it you?!”

      Opened my wallet, started to flash my card, but the dustier of the two waved it off. “I recognize you. Wait. Sit.” But I didn’t recognize her. I probably hadn’t met her yet. Some younger iteration of her had known an older iteration of me. I wondered how well. I wondered if I would remember this meeting then. The other woman left the room without saying a word. Just as well; some folks get uncomfortable around time-ravelers. Not travelers—ravelers. The folks who tend the tangled webs.

      I sat. A dark mahogany table, thick and heavy. A leather chair, left over from the previous occupant of this office, someone who’d bellied up early in the thirties. She disappeared into a back room, I heard the scrape of a wooden footstool, the sound of boxes being moved on shelves, a muffled curse, very unladylike. A moment later, she came back, dropped a sealed manila envelope on the table in front of me. I slid it over, turned it around, and scanned the notations. Contract signed in 1971, backshifted to ’57. Contract due date 1967. It had only been sitting here a year, and the due date was still nine years away.

      A noise. I looked up. She’d put a bottle on the table and a stubby glass. I turned the bottle. It said Glenfiddich. I didn’t recognize the name. I gave her the eyebrow. She said, “My name’s Margaret. Today’s the day you acquire this taste. You’ll thank me for it later. Take as much time as you need to read the folder, but leave it here. Here’s a notepad if you need to copy out anything. That contract’s not due for 9 years, so the best you can do today is familiarize yourself, maybe do a little scouting. There’s an aftershock due tomorrow morning, about 4:30 am; go to West Hollywood and it’ll bounce you closer to the due date. Oh, wait—one more thing.” She disappeared again, this time I heard the sounds of keys jingling on a ring. A drawer opened, stuff was shuffled around, the drawer was closed. She came back with a cash box and an old-fashioned checkbook. “I can only give you three hundred in time-specific cash, but it’ll still be good in ’67. There’s a bank around the corner, you’ve got two hours until it closes, I’ll give you a check for another seven hundred. You can pick up more in ’67. But be careful, your account doesn’t get fat for awhile. How’s your ID?”

      In the past, my personal past, I’d renewed my driver’s license as quickly as I could after every quake, but a DL expires after three years, a passport is good for ten. The lines at the Federal Building were usually worse than the DMV, especially in a broken time-zone, but except for a gap of three years in the early 70’s, I had valid passports from now until the mid-eighties.

      “I’m good,” I nodded. I signed my name and today’s date to the next line on the outside of the envelope, then broke the wax seal. It was brittle; it had been sitting on the shelf for a year, waiting for today, and who knows how long before it got to this time zone. I didn’t have a lot of curiosity, most of my cases were small-timers. The big stuff, the famous stuff, most of that went to the high-profile operations, the guys on Wilshire Boulevard, some downtown, some in Westwood. There was a lot of competition there—stop Sirhan from killing RFK, catch Manson before he and the family move into the Spahn movie ranch, apprehend the Hillside Stranglers, find out who killed the Black Dahlia, help O.J. find the killers of Ron and Nicole… and so on.

      The thing about the high-profiles, those were easy cases. The victims were known, so were the perps. The big agencies had a pretty good idea of the movements of their targets long before the crimes occurred. But most of the laws had been written before time began unraveling and the justice system wasn’t geared for prevention, only after-the-fact cleanup.

      Then one hot night in an August that still hasn’t happened, Charles “Tex” Watson gets out of the car up on Cielo Drive and someone puts a carbon-fiber crossbow bolt right through his neck, even before he gets the gun out of his jacket. The girls start shrieking and two more of them take bolts, one of them right through the sternum, Sexie Sadie gets one in the head. The third girl, the Kasabian kid, goes screaming down the hill, and some redheaded kid in a white Nash Rambler nearly runs her down, never knowing that the alternative was having his brains splashed across the front seat of his parents’ car. I didn’t do it, but I knew the contract, knew who’d paid for it. Approved the outcome.

      That was the turning point. After that, the judicial system learned to accommodate itself to preventive warrants, and most of the worst perps will be safe in protective custody weeks or even months before they have a chance to commit their atrocities. The question of punishment becomes one of pre-rehabilitation—is it possible? When can we let these folks back out on the streets? If ever. Do we have the right to detain someone on the grounds that they represent potential harm to others, even if no crime has been committed? The ethical questions will be argued for three decades. I don’t know yet how it resolves, only that an uneasy accommodation will finally be achieved—something to the effect that there are no second chances, it’s too time-consuming, pun intended; a judicial review of the facts, a signed warrant, and no, they don’t call it pre-punishment. It’s terminal prevention.

      Meanwhile, it’s the big agencies that get the star cases—save Marilyn and Elvis, save James Dean and Buddy Holly, Natalie Wood, Sal Mineo, Mike Todd, Lenny Bruce, RFK and Jimmy Hoffa. Stop Ernest Hemingway from sucking the bullet out of his gun and keep Tennessee Williams from choking to death on a bottle cap. Save Mama Cass and Jimi Hendrix and Jim Morrison and Janis Joplin and John Lennon. And later on, Karina and Jo-Jo Ray. And Michael Zone. Kelly Breen. Some of those names don’t mean anything yet, won’t mean anything for years; the size of the up-front money says everything—but we don’t get those cases. The last one we bid on was Ramon Novarro, beaten to death with his own dildo by a couple of hustler-boys, and we didn’t get that job either; later on, after the Fatty Arbuckle thing, and that was a long reach back anyway, all of those cases went through the Hollywood Preservation Society, funded by the big studios who had investments to protect.

      No, it’s the other cases, the little ones, the unsolved ones that fall through the cracks—those are the ones that keep the little agencies going. Most families can’t afford five or six figure retainers, so they come to the smaller agencies, pennies in hand, desperate for help. “My little girl disappeared in June of ’61, we don’t know what happened, nobody ever found a trace.” “I want to stop the man who raped my sister.” “My girl friend had a baby. She says it’s mine. Can you stop the conception?” “My boy friend was shot next November, the police have no clue.” “I was abused by my step-father when I was a child. Can you keep my Mom from ever meeting him?”

      There were a lot of amateurs in this business—and more than a few do-it-yourself-ers too. But most folks don’t like to go zone-hopping; it’s not a round-trip. You don’t want to end up someplace where you have no home, no family, no job. Just the same, some people try. Sometimes people clean up their own messes, sometimes they make bigger ones. Some things are better left to the professionals.

      The Harris Agency had three or six or nine operatives, depending on when you asked. But some of them were the same operative, inadvertently (or maybe deliberately) time-folded. Eakins was a funny duck, all three of him, all ages. The Harris Agency didn’t advertise, didn’t have a sign on the door, didn’t even have a phone, not a listed one anyway; you heard about it from a friend of a friend. We took the jobs that people didn’t want to talk about, and sometimes we handled them in ways that even we didn’t talk about.

      You knocked on the door and if you knocked the right way, they’d let you in. Georgia would sit you down in the cubby we called a conference room, and if she liked your look, she’d offer you coffee or tea. If she didn’t trust you, it would be water from the cooler. Or nothing. She conducted her interviews like a surgeon removing bullet fragments, methodically extracting details and information so skillfully you never knew you’d been incised. Most cases, she wouldn’t promise anything, she’d spend the rest of the day, maybe two or three days, writing up a report, sending an intern down to the Central Library or the Times’ morgue to pull clippings. She’d pull pages out of phone directories, call over to the Wilcox station to get driver’s license information (if available), and even scanned the personal ads in the L.A. Free Press a couple times. For the most part, a lot of what the outer office staff did was “clipping service“—pulling out data before, during, and after the events; the more complete the file, the easier the job. Working with Margaret, the jobs were usually easy. Usually, not always.

      Georgia replaced Margaret in ’61, right after Kennedy’s election; Margaret retired to a date farm in Indio, as soon as she felt Georgia was ready; she’d managed the agency since ’39, never missing a beat. She trained Georgia and she trained her well. The kid had been a good intern, the best, a quick-study; after graduation from Hollywood High, she stayed on full time while she picked up her degree at L.A.C.C. The work wasn’t hard, but it was painstaking; Margaret had been disciplined, but Georgia was meticulous. She relished the challenge. Besides, the pay was good and the job was close enough to home that she could walk to work. And at the end of the day, she’d satisfied her spirit of adventure without mussing her hair.

      The files demonstrated their differences in approach. Margaret never wrote anything she couldn’t substantiate. She wasn’t imaginative. But Georgia always added a page or two of advice and suggestions—her own feelings about the matter at hand. Margaret didn’t disapprove. She’d learned to respect Georgia’s intuition. I had too.

      This envelope was thin, thinner than usual. Inside, there were notes from both, I recognized Margaret’s crimped precise handwriting, Georgia’s flowing hand. A disappearance. Jeremy Weiss. Skinny kid. Glasses. Dark curly hair. Dark eyes, round face, an unfinished look—not much sense yet what kind of adult he might be. A waiter, an accountant, an unsuccessful scriptwriter. Seventeen and a half. Good home. Good grades. No family problems. Disappears summer of ’68, somewhere in West L.A. Not a runaway, the car was found parked on Melrose, near La Cienega. But no evidence of foul play either. Parents plaster the neighborhood with leaflets. Police ask the public for help. The synagogue posts a reward for information. Nothing. Case remains open and unsolved. No clues here. Nothing to go on. The file was a list of what we didn’t know.

      Two ways to proceed with this one—shadow the kid or intercept him. Shadowing is a bad risk. Sometimes, you’re too late, the perp is too fast, and you end up a witness instead of a hero. Agents have been sued for negligence and malpractice, for not being fast enough or smart enough, for not stopping the murder. Interception is better. But that means keeping the vic from ever getting to his appointment in Samarra. And that means the perp never gets ID’d either.

      The easiest interception is a flat tire or even an inconvenient fender-bender. That can delay a person anywhere from fifteen to forty-five minutes. That’s usually enough to save a life. Most cases we get are events of opportunity. Take away the opportunity, the event doesn’t happen—or it happens to someone else. That’s the other problem with preventive interception. It doesn’t always stop the bad luck, too often it just pushes it onto the next convenient opportunity. I don’t like that.

      Give me a case where the perp is known ahead of time, I can get a warrant. I don’t have a problem taking down a known bad-boy. I don’t have to be nice, I don’t have to be neat. And there are times when I really don’t want to be. But give me an unsolved case, it’s like juggling hand grenades. Sometimes the victim is the real perp. It’s messy. You can get hurt.

      But this one—I listened for the internal alarm bells—they always go off when something smells wrong. This one felt different, I’m not sure why. There’s a flavor. I had a hunch, a feeling, an intuition, call it whatever—a sense that this case was merely a loose unraveled thread of something else. Something worse. Like the redheaded kid who didn’t die on August 9 was merely a sidebar.

      Think about it for a minute. Hollywood is full of manboys. They fall off the buses, naïve and desperate. They’re easy targets for all kinds of opportunists. Old enough to drive, but not old enough to be street smart. They come for the promise of excitement. Ostensibly, it’s the glamour of the boulevard, where the widescreen movies wrap around the audience; it’s the book stores rich with lore, shelves aching with volumes of forgotten years; it’s the smoky jazz clubs and the fluorescent record stores and the gaudy lingerie displays; it’s the little oddball places where you can find movie posters, scripts, leftover props, memorabilia, makeup, bits and pieces of costumery—they come in from all the surrounding suburbs, looking for the discarded fragments of excitement; sometimes they’re looking for friends, for other young men like themselves, sometimes they’re unashamedly looking for sex. With hookers, with hustlers, with each other. With whoever. A few years from now, they’ll be looking for dope.

      But what they’re really looking for is themselves. Because they’re unformed, unfinished. And there’s nobody to give them a clue because nobody has a clue anymore. Whatever the world used to be, it hasn’t finished collapsing, and whatever is going to replace it, it hasn’t finished slouching toward Bethlehem. So if they’re coming down here to the boulevard to look for themselves, because this looks like the center, because this looks like where it’s happening, they’re looking in the wrong place; because nobody ever found themselves in Hollywood, no. Much more often, they lose whatever self they had to start with.

      You can’t save Marilyn and Elvis because they don’t exist, they never existed—all that existed was a shitload of other people’s dreams dumped on a couple of poor souls who’d had the misfortune to end up in front of a camera or a microphone. And you can’t save anyone from that. Hollywood needs a warning label. Like that pack of cigarettes I saw up the line. “Caution, this crap will kill you.”

      Jeremy Weiss wasn’t a runaway. He didn’t fit the profile. And he didn’t end up in a dumpster somewhere, his body was never found. He wasn’t a hustler or a druggie. I doubted suicide. I figured he was probably destined for an unmarked grave somewhere up above Sunset Boulevard, maybe in the side of a hill, one of those offshoots of Laurel Canyon that wind around forever, until they finally turn into one lane dirt scars. Someone he met, a casual pickup, I know where there’s a party, or let’s go to my place⁠—

      So yeah, I could probably save this kid from the Tuesday express, but that wouldn’t necessarily stop him from lying down on the tracks again on Wednesday night. Or if not him, then maybe Steve from El Segundo or Jeffrey from Van Nuys. Most of the disappearances went unreported, unnoticed. Not this one, though.

      Margaret sat down opposite me. She put a second glass on the table and poured herself a shot, poured one for me.

      I knew Margaret only from her work—the files that Georgia had passed me, up the line. Margaret was compulsive; she annotated everything on every case, including newspaper clippings, police reports when she could get them, and occasionally witness interviews. Reading through a file, reading her notes, her advice, her suggestions, it was like having a six-foot invisible rabbit standing behind you every moment.

      But today was the first time I’d actually met Margaret, and I held my tongue, still gauging what to say. Should I thank her for the cases yet to solve? Did she want to know how these cases would play out? Would it affect her reports if she knew what leads were fruitless and which ones were pay-dirt? Do we advance to Go or do we go directly to jail? The real question—should we put warnings into the files? Watch out for Perry, a harmless little pisher, but an expensive one; stay away from Chuck Hunt, the chronovore; don’t go near Conway, the bigger thief; and especially watch out for Maizlish, the destroyer.

      Should I ask⁠—?

      “Don’t talk,” she said. “There’s nothing you have to say that I need to hear. I’ve already heard it. I’ll do the talking here because I have information that you need.” She pushed the glass toward me.

      I took a sniff. Not bad. Normally, I don’t drink scotch. I prefer bourbon. But this was different, sharper, lighter. Okay, I can drink scotch.

      “Something’s happening,” she said.

      I waited for her to go on. There’s this trick. Don’t say anything. Just sit and wait. People can’t stand silence. The longer you wait, the more unbearable it becomes. Pretty soon, they have to say something, just to break the silence. Leave an unanswered question in the air and wait, it’ll get answered. Unless they’re playing the same game. Except Margaret wasn’t playing games.

      She finished her scotch, neat, put the glass down, and stared across the table at me. “The perps are starting to figure it out.” She let that sink in for a moment. “The timequakes. The perps are using public quake maps to avoid capture. Or to commit their crimes more carefully. Bouncing forward, back, sideways. They call it the undertime railway. LAPD has taken down the Manson clan three times now. Each time, earlier. Now they’re talking about maybe legalizing preemptive abortion. Just stop them from being born. Nobody’s sure yet. The judges are still arguing. The point is, you’ll have to be careful. Especially with cases like this where we don’t have any information. The perp always knows more about the crime than the investigator. The more the perp knows, the harder the job becomes. If the case gets any publicity, the perp gets dangerous.

      “Here’s the good news. Caltech has been mapping the timequakes. They’ve been putting down probes all over the county for thirty years now. We have their most recent chart. The one they didn’t make public. It cost us some big bucks and a couple of blow jobs.” She unrolled a scroll across the table—it looked like the paperback edition of the Torah, smaller but no less detailed. “It stretches from 1906 all the way to 2111, so far. All of the big quakes and aftershocks are noted, those are the public ones, the ones the perps know. But all of the littler ones are in here too.” She tapped the scroll. “This is your advantage.

      “Most people don’t notice the little tremors, the unnoticeable ones. You know that feeling when you keep thinking it’s Monday when it’s really Sunday? That’s a dayquake. Or when you’ve been driving for an hour and you can’t remember the last ten miles? Or when you’ve been at work 8 hours and you still have 7 hours to go? Or when you’re out clubbing and suddenly the evening’s over before it’s really started? Those are all tremors so small you don’t even feel them, or if you do notice, you figure it’s just you. But Caltech has them charted, has the epicenters noted, can tell you almost to the second how far forward or back each quake bounces. See the arrows? You can chart a time-trajectory from here to forever—well at least up to 2111, depending on which of the local trajectories you choose. They probably have even more complete charts uptime, but we can’t get them yet. We expect Eakins to send back copies, but nothing’s arrived yet, not this far back. But it should have reached ’67 by now. So as soon as you get there, come back to this office. I won’t be here, I’m already retired in ’67, but Georgia will have what you need. We start bringing her up to speed right after Kennedy’s election.

      “The point is, this timeline gives you more maneuverability. Protect it like it’s gold. If a perp gets it, it’d be a disaster. That’s why it’s on proof paper. It goes black after twenty minutes’ exposure to UV.” She rolled it up, slid it into a tube, capped it, and passed it over to me. “Right. Get to the bank, get yourself some dinner, then get out to the quake zone. You’ve got a reservation at the Farmer’s Daughter Motel. That puts you half a block from the epicenter. You can get a good night’s sleep. Georgia will see you here in ’67.”

      Picked up some comics at the Las Palmas newsstand and shoved them into my briefcase, I do a little collecting myself, on the fringes, mostly just for my retirement. But not only comics. Barbie dolls, G.I. Joe, Hot Wheels cars, Pez boxes, stuff like that. And I’m saving up for a trip back to ’38, I hope to pick up some IBM stock.

      The Farmer’s Daughter is better than it sounds. On Fairfax, walking distance from Farmer’s Market. Of course, it isn’t the Farmer’s Daughter yet, but it will be in ’67

      I check in, check the room, check the bed, think about a hooker, I have the number of an escort service, they’ll be in business for another year or so; but it’s not a good idea. There might be a foreshock. Almost certainly, there will be a foreshock. Not fair to the girl.

      So I content myself with a nightcap in the bar. It’s almost deserted. Just the bartender and me. His name is Hank. I ask him what time he gets off, he thinks I’m hitting on him, he gives me a big friendly grin, but I say, no thanks. Close up and go home. Timequake tonight, an aftershock. He shrugs. He’s already been caught in two quakes. He won’t even keep a cat now. Everything important, he keeps in a bag by the door. Just like me.

      Not a lot of out-of-towners visit L.A. anymore; they don’t want to risk the possibility of time-disruption, finding themselves a year or ten away from their families. But some folks deliberately come to L.A., hoping to ride a quake back so they can prevent some terrible event in their lives. Some succeed, some don’t. Others have meticulous lists of sporting events and charts of stock fluctuations; they expect to get rich with their knowledge. Some do, some don’t.

      I fall asleep in front of the TV, watching Jack Paar on the tonight show. I wake up and it’s the last week of April ’67. The smog is the same, the cars are smaller and more teenage; on the plus side, the skirts are a lot shorter. But my old brown suit is out of style. And my car is visibly obsolete—a ’56 Chevy. Obvious evidence that I’m a wandering time-raveler.

      Caught breakfast in the market, fresh fruit, not too expensive yet, then headed back up to the boulevard. Santa Monica Boulevard was now a tawdry circus of adult bookstores, XXX theaters, and massage parlors. The buildings all looked like garish whores.

      Hollywood Boulevard was worse. The stink of incense was almost strong enough to cover the smog. Clothing had turned into costumes, with teens of both sexes wearing tight pants and garish shirts—not quite hippies yet, but almost. The first bell-bottom jeans were showing, the Flower Children were just starting to bloom. The summer of love was about to begin.

      Several store fronts had signs for time-tours and maps of the quake-zones; probably a better business than maps to the homes of the stars. I noticed several familiar faces—a small herd of comic book collectors—heading toward the newsstand on Cahuenga; they were probably the first customers of the quake-maps.

      Roy was still shining shoes, twelve years older, but just as slick and just as fast. “Shoes look good, Mister Harris,” he said, as I walked in. He called all of us Mister Harris. Nobody ever corrected him. Maybe it was his way of keeping track. He knew who we were, but he never asked questions, and he never offered advice. He kept his own counsel. But sometimes, he steered the right people to the office and sometimes he turned other folks away. “What you lookin’ for ain’t up those stairs, mister.” Every so often, Georgia would march downstairs and hand him an envelope. She never said why. I assumed that was something else she’d learned from Margaret.

      The office had been redecorated; it felt more like Georgia now. All of the typewriters were IBM Selectrics. New lateral filing cabinets, a Xerox photocopier, even a fax machine. The cubby had been painted light blue with white trim and the stacks of boxes and files had disappeared, replaced by dark oak bookshelves. Most of the files had moved into the offices next door, which we’d leased in ’61, when the accountant finally died. It’d be another few decades before we would have all that information on hard drives and optical discs. The same heavy mahogany table and leather chairs remained in the center of the room, but looking a lot more worn.

      Georgia was expecting me. She tossed the same manila envelope on the table, brought in another bottle of Glenfiddich, one glass, and a new pocket-Torah. I passed her the old one, as well as the few collectible treasures I’d picked up in ’58. She’d put them in storage for me.

      “Lose the brown suit,” she said. “I bought you a new one, dark gray. It’s in the closet. Already tailored. Read the file, there’s some new information.” She reached for the bottle.

      “Not this early, thanks.” I was already signing the envelope. The file had been accessed only three times in the last twelve years. Margaret twice, Georgia once. But it was significantly thicker.

      This time there was a bundle of newspaper clippings. Not about Jeremy Weiss, but about a dozen others. I checked the dates first. June of ’67 to September of ’74. Georgia had typed up a chart. At least
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