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To my extraordinary sister, Robin,

my sine qua non


Chapter 1

“Time to get moving, get selling,” Hugh said. “You’ll be top salesman again this month if you keep at it.” Hugh slapped Eli on the back. Hugh was a big man, but Eli, at six-five, was even bigger.

The sun looks wrong, Eli thought as he glanced past Hugh and out the window behind him. Eight ordinary, unnoticed minutes from now the sun could be gone. It could be gone right now.

Eli sat in his chair at his cubicle, the one nearest the window, the one nearest the wrong-seeming sun, the one farthest away from the wrong-seeming boss. A person you could never accept as a boss but who was in fact the boss.

Eli looked out at the sun, which was wronger than ever, less hopeful, less like the sun you’d want to see if you were lost on Earth, a stranded visitor from a distant planet in another galaxy, like that guy on the poster he’d seen on the bus on his way in to work.

But . . . time to sell. Time to forget that something—that everything’s—wrong.

“Hello! Eli Ryerson, here, from Sunbright Lifestyles. I have a special gift just for you! Just for answering a few simple questions that could change your life and your future! Now—”

Bang. Most people hang up. That’s why no one wants this job.

Eli exhaled twice and felt each bone settling into its groove.

Start over, Eli told himself. Every minute that you start over brings new possibilities. Inevitably, someone will be lonely enough to listen, to want to answer the questions, to need to stay on the line and get sucked into it.

Perseverance. That’s how you got to be the top seller of timeshares at Sunbright Lifestyles. Whether the sun looks right or wrong. Whether you’re in the right place or the right time.

Didn’t matter.

“. . . that could change your life and your future! Now, I want to ask you: Wouldn’t you love a beautiful place to go? Idyllic? A place at the beach? Sunny? Bright? Breezy? Where you could taste the salt air and watch the waves come in and just relax?

“A place that was yours for a week or two or a month out of the year? A place you didn’t have to take care of but that would just be waiting for you? Always ready for you? A place you could rely on!”

You could tell immediately if you were going to make a sale. Even though this prospect was talking about her life, was picking up little threads that you dropped and using them to weave a limp cloth with a meandering, senseless pattern, and was staying on the line, she was never going to buy anything.

If you’d been selling the key that opened the door to enlightenment and charging only a penny for it, she’d never buy it. She was lonely enough to listen but definitely not lonely enough to fill up her life with another obligation, a completely unnecessary obligation.

Wasting time.

Smile, make an excuse, hang up. The prospects can absolutely hear the smile.

Eli looked out the window. Chills mixed with a boiling-over fear. Because the sun wasn’t right, the office wasn’t right, and nobody looked like they were supposed to look.

How can you become the month’s top-selling salesperson if you let things get to you, stop calling prospects? How can you become the month’s top-selling salesperson if your gut is telling you that nothing’s right, that you’re in the wrong place, that you’re missing something?

But like the alien in the poster on the bus, your home is too distant to even consider returning to.

The man from the far-off galaxy—now, that seemed right. That seemed understandable. But that was an entertainment, an imagined scene. That an imagined scene looked right and that everything else seemed . . .

If you get up from your desk, walk past all the wrong-seeming people in this not-right office and go out the door, you can’t hope to become the month’s top-selling salesman. You can’t hope to make enough money to pay your rent or feed yourself.

If you walk down twenty-three flights of steps instead of taking the elevator, you’re not using your time well. The elevator’s faster and you should be at your desk, selling instead.

Twelve flights down the dull blue stairwell, Eli stopped for a moment. The chill rose up. The heat boiled over, more insistent. The coexistence of searing heat and intense chill was as wrong as anything else.

Rubbing his neck, rubbing his face, shaking his head. Did the staircase look wrong, too? Not as wrong as the office, as the sun. But not right. The center of his body as wrong as anything else.

Was anything right?

Running down the last eleven flights, skipping steps, closing his senses to the sounds of his shoes on the stairs, his breath pulsing, the empty echoes of the stairwell. Pushing open the fire bar, the ice and boil ever rising, taking over.


Chapter 2

She’s a typical client. Very edgy. You might even say paranoid. Wanting to do it but also wishing she’d never worked up the nerve. Looking around, eyes never staying in one spot for more than a moment.

Did I just see her flinch?

I can already tell that she’ll ask too many questions. She’s gripping the brochure, the one with all the rules laid out very very plainly.

Because Sean doesn’t want anyone getting the wrong idea.

Yet every damned person who comes in here has the completely wrong idea and we have to set them straight.

Why I had to come in early today is the question that’s beating me over the center of my chest with a force that I’m sure a physicist could explain. And why the hell isn’t Sean here yet? It’s his company, after all.

The client’s a medium-height, medium-build, medium woman with medium-brown hair. I’ve gotten tea for her. And one for myself.

She’s holding on to her purse like she thinks she’s about to be mugged. Another flinch, and if her eyes haven’t taken in every square millimeter of the office yet, it’s not because she hasn’t been making a good enough effort.

“Have some tea.”

Like so many other clients, she’s distracted yet focused, determined yet skittish, decisive and simultaneously wavering. Uncertainly certain.

“Thank you?” She looks down at her tea.

“You’re welcome?” It’s easy enough to return a question with a question, something Harv is always criticizing me about. As though he’s above criticism.

“And?”

But—it’s because no one wants to break the law.

By that, what I mean is that everyone wants to break the law. Isn’t that what laws are for?—to entice people to break them? To make the resistible irresistible. To give you a thrill in your otherwise not-too-exciting existence.

To give you one more thing to worry about and lose sleep over so that the other things that deeply bother you will be pushed aside and squelched under this new, nervous-making, illegal, and electrically exciting thing that you’re contemplating—that you’re doing.

It’s like any hobby—something to take your attention away from the terrible truths of life, which truths even I have no desire to get into.

I mean, what she’s about to do may be illegal, but I work here.

This woman has moved past the contemplation stage and is actually doing something. Once someone gets this far, they rarely back out. Not never, but rarely. It takes quite a bit of effort just to find us, and once you’ve passed that part, the rest is downhill.

Really, where is Sean? It’s nearly ten already and he’s never late. Never. He’s so reliable.

“Can you bring something back for me?”

“No.” I refuse to give her any additional information. She has the pamphlet in her grip, the stiff, shiny paper pushed into creases against her purse. Jeezus. Who carries a purse anymore?

The pamphlet answers every single question she could possibly come up with, including the inevitable Can I take this pamphlet with me when I leave?

No. It stays here.

I hate it when the clients crease up the pamphlets, the pamphlets they haven’t even looked at much less studied. And it’s so great-looking. I’m pretty sure #2 did all the design work. She’s creative like that.

“But . . . how will I know it’s been delivered?”

“Look, miss—”

“Elizabeth.”

“Okay, Elizabeth. Look here. You’ll know your package has been delivered because that’s what we do. We deliver packages.”

“You mean I have to take your word for it?”

Damn, I wish I were back at the shop. I need to break something right this instant.

“We’ve never failed to deliver a package.” I praise myself for saying that with such restraint and grace. I sit up taller and exude some confidence.

Although of course my answer’s not exactly true. But it’s pretty close to true, a lot truer than the name Elizabeth. Not a lot of lawbreakers give out their real names.

She looks around some more. She hasn’t touched her aromatic tea. I stare right at her and take a swig of mine.

The door at the other side of the office opens. Relief. I’m not alone with Elizabeth anymore. Client relations are not my thing. I’m a courier, not a salesperson.

“Hey, Sean. You’re looking suave this morning,” I say. “This is Elizabeth. She wants to know how she can be sure her package has been delivered.” I stand up as Sean comes over to my desk—actually his desk.

“Hi, Elizabeth. A pleasure to meet you.” Sean doesn’t just look suave, he is suave. Very reliable-looking, with his upright quasimilitary posture, that tall body with the proportions of a Greek statue, those dark gray eyes.

The clients trust him for no reason other than how he looks. They distrust me for the same reason. Something about my eyes. At least that’s what someone told me once—they were too dark. There could be a little sign on my desk with the caption untrustworthy selena. If I had a desk, which I don’t.

“Why are you here so early?” Sean says. Isn’t it enough that Elizabeth’s been giving me the fifth degree, now Sean has to start in as well?

He comes over to the desk and folds his Greek-statue body into the chair I’ve just vacated while I hover a few feet away, leaning against one of the many structural columns in our elegant office space.

We’re the only tenant in this building, which building I’m pretty sure Sean owns. He lives on the top floor, where I’ve never been.

“It’s almost ten. Is that early these days?” I feel unusually virtuous, having gotten here in the morning. I fold my arms across my chest while I’m leaning. Just the sort of pose that an early-to-work virtuous employee would strike.

“It is if it’s eight forty-five.”

“It is? I thought it was odd you weren’t here. You’re never late.” I should really get rid of that throwback clock I’ve got. I can’t read it half the time. Eight, nine, ten—little slashes that all look the same.

“Are you going to deliver my package or not?” The sound of Elizabeth’s voice is jarring. I’d half, possibly three-quarters, forgotten about her.

She’s stood up now and she’s gotten some actual guts into her latest question. Her waveryness has transformed into forthright, direct action. The kind of action that got her here in the first place, before the inevitable paranoia intruded.

“Of course we are, Elizabeth,” says Sean in his best anodyne tones. “Have a seat and we’ll get all the particulars. Just take a moment. You”—he points at me—“stand down.”

“I told her we’d deliver it,” I say.

“She never said that,” says so-called Elizabeth.

“But I—”

Sean raises his hand, palm facing me, stopping me cold. He picks up my teacup with my tea in it and downs what’s left in one definitive gulp.

“Of course we’ll deliver your package, Elizabeth. That’s what we do,” Sean says.

“I wasn’t certain,” Elizabeth says, sitting again and back to her former not-quite-so-sure-of-herself ways. “I’d heard of you but I didn’t know you existed until a few days ago. I thought you were just, you know, a myth sort of a thing.”

“You realize, Elizabeth,” Sean says, “you can’t tell anyone you’ve been here.”

“I have no one to tell.”

“It’s on the standard agreement form,” Sean says, pushing the scroll with that very form on it across the desk and motioning for her to sign it.

“Isn’t this just a formality?” Elizabeth says, her nervousness returning.

“It’s a legally binding contract,” I say from my leaning spot at the pillar, even though Elizabeth was talking to Sean, not to me.

“How can an illegal business have a legally binding contract?” says Elizabeth, suddenly revealing herself to be about fifty times cleverer than I’d guessed.

“You are not engaged in an illegal activity,” Sean says. “You’re merely giving us a package to deliver and paying us for our services. What we do with it after that is out of your hands. But your relationship with Origin Phase Delivery is governed by this standard agreement form, which every client’s required to sign.”

“It will really go wherever I ask?”

“As long as it falls within the stated parameters,” Sean says, his suaveness taking on a slight edge.


Chapter 3

In the park, Eli found a bench and sat down. He touched the ridges in the seat. Closed his eyes. The bench looked fine, seemed fine—but the sensations were wrong.

The relief of a moment ago slid away, vanishing as though it had never appeared. What the hell?

This must be a nervous breakdown. This is the kind of thing everyone knows about but only an unlucky few are forced to experience. That must be it. The icy penetrations, the burning blood, the utterly wrong sun. Not belonging. An alien from another galaxy.

“Are you okay, Eli?”

“What?” Looking down, away from the impossible sun. “Why?”

“I saw you leave the office and, well, you don’t seem like yourself.”

“Who are you?” The glaring not-right sun that blocks all vision blocked Eli’s.

“Eli! It’s Flora. You know—Flora, from the office.”

“Oh yes, sure.”

“Flora. The person you eat lunch with on Thursdays. The person you work with. That Flora.”

“Yes. Of course. Flora. I’m sorry. Nothing seems right today.”

“You’re just pissed because Josie sold two months already this morning and you won’t be salesman of the month like you were last month,” Flora said.

“Yes. Of course.”

“Eli?”

Staring at the sun, rocking forward on the bench. His broad, overly tall frame sinking into itself.

The sun’s just wrong and Flora doesn’t look like someone he might work with. What does Flora seem like? Who came up with the idea of selling time? Why does the bench feel like this?

Flora put her hand on Eli’s shoulder and gently shook him, the underside of her sharp metal bracelet biting into his shoulder. Two pigeons landed on the bench next to them.

Eli sat still, staring past Flora.

“Eli! What happened over the weekend? You’re never like this. Something must have happened. What happened?” The tone of her voice scared off the pigeons.

“I’m not like this? What am I ever like?” What am I ever like? Does the sun always look wrong?

Flora put her hand on Eli’s damp forehead. “You’re burning up.”

That must be it—a fever. That explained, that could explain everything. It’s not a nervous breakdown but a physical disease, Eli told himself. It’s something curable. Something understandable. Solid.

Get ahold of yourself.

“Eli, I’m taking you home. You can’t be here in the park, outside. You need rest and some soup or something. Crackers, for the salt. You can’t stay here.”

Flora’s red hair had a preternatural shine to it, something else that looked completely wrong. Was Flora’s hair always that color of red?

“Flora, I hope you don’t think . . . but . . . was your hair always red?”

Flora threw her hands on her hips. Was that a familiar gesture?

“It must be the fever, Eli. You have to get home.”

“How long have I known you? Wouldn’t I know if your hair was always red?”

She sighed in exasperation, in desperation. Her hands moved off her hips and onto Eli’s arm, encircled it as she tried to pull him up.

Is this how Death feels? The ice, the burning up, the hand on your arm? Nothing seeming right?

“I’m taking you home right now. You have a fever.”

“But did you notice the sun? And your hair. That red.”

“Eli, my hair’s always been red. Since I was born. Since forever. All the time. Always. Thirty-seven years ago, today, and last week.”

But her asserting something didn’t make it true. Those were just words.

Since forever. All the time. The words were colder than the icy fear.

Maybe this was a nervous breakdown brought on by a mysterious fever-fueled disease, a disease that made everything seem off. A sort of flu of the innate sense of what’s right.

They stood then. She could take him home. She still held on to his arm, encouraging him to go with her.

“Thank you, Flora. I’m sure if your hair is red, then it’s red.”

“Yes, Eli. You don’t look well.”

“Really. I’m fine.” If having an unheard-of flu that ruined your sense of what was right could be fine.

As they walked to Flora’s car, toward the back of the too-shiny building that housed Sunbright Lifestyles and at least a hundred other unfamiliar, probably wrong-seeming, and no doubt useless companies, Eli glanced back, across the street, and saw a tall, slim man in a gray suit. Blond hair, perfect posture.

The man carried a small package and he walked briskly forward, then stopped on the median while the light changed. Eli could see his breaths, the rise and fall of his chest. His feet were parallel.

There was nothing special about him. Just another person on the street. Someone you’d never notice. Everyman. Anyman.

Flora pulled on Eli’s arm. He’d stopped walking but she was still moving, about to round the corner to the parking lot in the back of the building.

Eli put his hand on Flora’s and turned toward the street. There. That man in the gray suit.

I know him.

Finally. Someone recognizable. Someone who was right. Someone not off.

Prying Flora’s fingers loose, breaking her grip on his arm, and sprinting across the street.

Finally. Someone he knew.


Chapter 4

In the back office, the comm blares out its obnoxious tone, the one that means someone needs Sean now.

“Excuse me,” Sean says so politely I want to kick something. He unfolds his perfect proportions from his chair, calmly nods to Elizabeth, ignores me, and goes to the inner office, the one he shares with #2, who isn’t in yet.

He’s got a desk back there as well. Sean: two; Selena: zero.

Sean closes the door partway and I’m left alone with Elizabeth and her package, which she’s produced from the depths of her anachronistic purse. She’d done this before Sean stepped away but now that it’s just her and me, she’s got her hand resting on top of the package, like I’d take it away from her or something, which, if I end up being the courier, I will take it away from her—and deliver it, of course.

I wish I could take it to the future, because frankly I’m sick of the past. Although it’s possible I won’t be the courier. The timing might not work out—and timing is everything in this business.

Elizabeth rhythmically taps the medium fingers of her left hand on top of the package, her right hand still gripping her purse and the brochure.

“No celebrities,” I say.

“What?”

“We won’t deliver anything to anyone well known, no matter when.” Just in case that was what she wanted, because it’s what a lot of people want—to send something of theirs to someone Big and Important so they’ll be Big and Important. We don’t do that.

“And you can’t send anything to yourself,” I say. It just simply won’t work, although I have no direct evidence that this is true.

I think of making myself another cup of tea. Elizabeth hasn’t touched hers except to move the cup aside to make room for her package, a flat padded envelope, the kind you rarely see anymore.

The scroll’s still in front of her, its radiance illuminating the surface of the desk and the sides of her package and causing the brilliant red gemstone on the ring on her left hand to glimmer and sparkle brilliantly.

“Because I said you can’t.” Sean’s raised voice leaks out from behind the not-closed door to the inner office.

“You absolutely cannot take a day off,” Sean says, “just because . . . For God’s sake, Harv. Get in here.”

Sean pushes his perfectly straight back into the door and closes it with absurd gentleness just as he uses his yelling-but-whispering voice to drive home his message: Get in here.

I smile at Elizabeth, showing her what an actually reasonable, friendly person I am. Elizabeth’s looking all around again, like she’s lost something so minuscule that it could be located anywhere at all and she needs to find it immediately.

I follow her roaming gazes, imitating her movements, subconsciously attempting to help her, but force myself to stop.

I’m just about to ask her if she’s read and signed the agreement when the front door opens and #2 sashays in, her perfect blond hair in its perfect ’40s movie star coif, her retro shoes clicking on the wide oak floorboards, her lipstick the usual deep red that matches her deep red polished nails. The red’s always a surprise to me, since she looks like she’s stepped out of an antique black-and-white movie.

“Hey,” I say.

“Selena,” #2 says, “good morning.”

“This is Elizabeth.” I gesture my open hand toward Elizabeth, who, it seems, hasn’t noticed #2 and is purposely shunning me. Her looking around has become more pronounced, almost urgent. Her fingers are drumming on the package now. Insistent.

What the hell is she looking for?

#2 is always so damned kind. She reaches over to Elizabeth’s purse-clutching hand, grasps it in her manicured paw, and says, “Elizabeth. So nice of you to stop by,” as though she knows Elizabeth, which is the way she talks to everybody, reeling you in.

If #2 has any Life Problems, they’re unknown to me. She’s the perfect person everyone wishes they could be, but no one, except her, is.

“Is there a guarantee that my package will be delivered?” Elizabeth’s returned to her original insistent questioning.

“The guarantee’s described right here,” #2 says, her voice mellifluous, her gestures like silk floating on a cool breeze. You can practically smell spring in the air, even though it’s the dead middle of a particularly disgusting summer. The overhead fans are whirring about, churning the hot air into moving hot air.

#2 shows Elizabeth the place on the standard agreement where there’s such convoluted mumboing and jumboing that even an experienced judge would be flummoxed, sigh, look resigned, sigh again, and sign. I know this only because I delivered a package for such a judge last year.

Elizabeth looks down to where #2’s pointing on the scroll just as Sean emerges from the back office, seeming as though nothing at all has transpired, and just as the front door opens yet again.

“Spencer!” I say, like I’m glad to see him. If I were in a better mood, I might be. But here it is, ten o’clock already—or is it nine?—and I haven’t done my delivery yet, which is why I came in to begin with, and I have to get to the shop this afternoon, and Sean drank my tea. Not to mention Elizabeth.

“Is there a bathroom?” says Elizabeth, glancing up from the scroll.

“In the hall, just to the right there,” says Spencer, pointing. Elizabeth gets up and goes past Spencer and into the hallway.

After she leaves, Spencer sits in one of the client chairs by the door, calmly waiting for Sean to tell him what to do. He excels at waiting. Spencer’s like that, such a good worker, so obedient, always well groomed.

Most robots are, although I heard Spencer had to convince Sean to hire him, which must’ve been some scene. Too bad I was at the shop that day. Sean’s never hired a robot—well, really, Spencer is a humanoid robot, an android, but he prefers robot—before and doesn’t use them for anything at all, except for Spencer, that is.

All this while Sean and #2 are embracing, as always, like the lifelong friends they are. I sit on the edge of the desk, watching them and refusing to be jealous or envious or whatever term might apply here. After all, I have a life, too. People embrace me, too. Maybe not right at this moment, but they do. Perhaps not Sean, but other men.

“I have something for you,” Sean says to Spencer. He’s talking to him over #2’s shoulder, since they’re still locked together in a tremendously friendly hold.

Spencer stands up, #2 disengages her perfect self from Sean and smooths out the front of her suit, and Sean, Spencer, and #2 make for the back office, where the details for all the deliveries are arranged.

The place is a bustling hive of activity, yet now I’m all by myself in a deserted room. So I turn the kettle back on. Maybe I can have the cup of tea I’ve so far been deprived of.

Ten minutes later, I’m sitting at my desk—Sean’s desk—with my feet balanced on the pulled-out bottom drawer, finally relaxed, or as relaxed as I can get, but, damn, now I have to go to the bathroom. Bodily functions can be so inconvenient.

I kick the drawer closed, reluctantly stand up, go into the hallway, and push through the heavy oak door to the bathroom. It’s empty in here, so I can have any stall I want: my choice of identical toilets with identical views of the back of a door while the mysterious goings-on of the human body work their way into the depths of the city’s sewer system.

Perhaps someday I’ll make a delivery to a time when they’ve made going to the bathroom a fun activity. If there is such a time, I might decide to stay there, even though that’s strictly against Origin Phase Delivery’s not-short-enough list of rules.

It’s not until I’m washing my hands at the old-fashioned pedestal sink that I remember that flash of red on Elizabeth’s ring . . . and . . . Elizabeth herself. Oh yeah, the client. Didn’t she go to the bathroom? Where is she?

I open all the stall doors, just to make sure, but as I’d thought, I’m the only person in here.

Out in the hallway, I lean over the banister, looking up and down. Smoothed-over dark walnut, marble, and mosaic tiles.

But no Elizabeth. She can’t have gone back into the office—I would’ve seen her. I go back into the bathroom, to triple-check. No one’s here.

Where the hell is she?


Chapter 5

She did all that gazing about. Didn’t sign the agreement—or did she?

I guess she’s lost her nerve. It’s happened before. Never exactly like this, but it has happened. It was that sign-the-agreement part she didn’t like. She resisted it. Probably didn’t want to be traced back to our illicit business.

In the office, back in the main room, Sean, #2, and Spencer are having a grand old time, laughing it up. Well, not Spencer, really, although he is smiling. The day I see Spencer laughing it up, well—I look forward to it.

That’s one of the things I like most about the future—something to look forward to.

“Did I miss something hilarious?”

“No, no, no,” #2 says while trying so hard not to laugh she’d spit if she weren’t so perfect, but she is bending over, holding her stomach, bracing herself against the edge of the desk, and smiling harder than I’ve ever seen her smile.

“Where’s Elizabeth?” Sean says. He may look like someone who doesn’t care about the business, like someone who does this only for amusement because he’s got a pile of assets stocked away somewhere, but he is a businessman—and pretty good at it, too, it seems.

“Gone,” I say.

“Her package is still here.” Spencer’s quite observant, a quality you’d think would be standard in a robot, yet it isn’t. Like anyone else, they seem to see only what they’re programmed to see.

Still smiling, #2 straightens up and turns around to see the package. “I wonder why she left it?” she says, and picks up the envelope, hefting it. As though this’d tell her what the contents were.

I’ve never known what was in anything I’ve delivered.

Well, actually, that’s not completely true, but it’s mostly true. Once I did see a kid open his package, which contained a beautiful metal train set, the kind they don’t make anymore, the kind they didn’t make anymore even back then.

But I’ve never told anyone about it. I’m sure neither the train set nor my having seen it altered the course of anything, much less History. But even if it did—what the hell. The fabric of events and consequences is more flexible and much more difficult to disturb than the laws banning zeitreise would imply. Than Sean’s long list of rules would imply.

“Lock it in the drawer and let’s go have breakfast. My treat.” Sean heads out, flipping over the sign on the front door, the one that says we’re in the coffee shop across the way if anyone needs us.

In case Elizabeth comes back, which, since her package is here, odds are good she will.

I take the package from #2, gently put it in the desk’s center drawer, turn the old-fashioned key in the old-fashioned lock, and put the key in my pocket.

“Let’s go. I’m starving.” Never refuse a free meal: that’s one of my credos.

We troop down the stairs together—well, maybe #2 is more of a wafter than a trooper—and walk out into the sticky, hazy, heavy, gray-as-always morning.

When we’re halfway across the street, I stop walking. I remember: I have a delivery to make this morning.

Damn. That was the reason for my being here, for my coming in so early, even earlier than I’d thought, as it turned out.

I’ve gotten distracted by the whole Elizabeth mess, which is bothering me more than it might. And even though her presence—and absence—seem like something more than just a nervous client, something bigger, well, they can’t be.

I mean, she’s just a client who got scared and left. I think. But there’s something strangely familiar about her. Something—I don’t know. Something.

“Sean!” The three of them, including Spencer, who can’t possibly want breakfast, are half a block ahead of me. When no one even pauses, I run after them, but they cross the street before I can catch up.

The light changes. Now I have to wait. Damn. I hate waiting.


Chapter 6

“Eli! where are you going?”

Still sprinting, Eli turned slightly, waved halfheartedly at Flora, as though everything were suddenly fine, and stared across the traffic to where the slim figure in the gray suit stood, holding his package, waiting for the light to change, looking straight ahead.

The heat and ice exchanged locations. The fear became ice, and the sharp cold reassigned itself into broiling steam. The sun was still completely wrong, pulsing a chill.

Eli kept moving, stopped only by the rush of vehicles. He waited at the curb, panting, more out of breath than a brief sprint warranted.

He waved at the man in the median, trying to get his attention, but Eli was unseen not just by the man but by everyone. No one looked at Eli or at anyone else.

“Hey!” If he called his name, he’d look over at Eli. He’d have to. Eli opened his mouth to say the man’s name. “Wait!”

What was his name? Eli knew it, knew him, but there was no name in the place where names are stored. A memory existed, the knowledge of that memory was certain, but when Eli opened the weighty drawer of names, the letters dissolved into vapor before they could cohere.

My God. How could he not know this tremendously familiar man’s name?

But of course he’d remember it. He’d have to remember it. He’d know it as soon as he could talk with him.

The light changed and the street became unexpectedly crowded, chaotic. People pushed against one another, against Eli. They cut across his path, blocking his progress, blocking his view.

Eli kept his eyes on the man he was certain he knew. If he could get to this man, talk with him, everything would fall into place. Nothing would seem wrong anymore—or the wrong-seeming things would explain their wrongness.

Logic. Sense. That’s what was needed. And a familiarity that was in harmony with truth.

The surge of the crowd carried Eli across the street in its swarm. The tall, slim man crossed the boulevard and broke into a trot. Had he seen Eli? Was he avoiding him? Running away from him?

“Wait!” But Eli’s voice couldn’t be heard through the crowd, even by the person next to him.

Eli waved his arms over his head, jumped up to look past everyone, all of them in his way. “Hey!”

Across the street, the man in the gray suit wedged his package under his arm, secured it. His trot turned into a run.

Eli elbowed his way forward, pushing past as many people as possible. If he could only speak to this man, even for just a moment, everything would fall into place. Everything would be explained. This sense of wrongness would shatter. He was sure of it.

The slim man ran down an alleyway, his gray suit merging into the dark corridor. Eli lunged forward against the changed light as the crowd pulled him back.

“Hey!” He was talking to anyone now. It was impossible to step forward into the flowing mass of vehicles, rushing, streaming past. His friend—the person who’d make everything seem fine—had disappeared and taken familiarity with him.

The sun incised its wrong-seeming light everywhere. When the crowd moved forward, Eli moved with them, crossed two streets, and picked up speed as he got to the alleyway the familiar man had disappeared into.

Eli broke into a run. Maybe he could catch up to him. Maybe he could find him. He’d remember his name the second he spoke. He was certain of it.

The alleyway turned right, then left. Eli turned with it, gaining hope as he gained momentum, the passage so narrow that even the wrong sun couldn’t penetrate it.

“Wait!” Eli said.

But there was no one to say it to, only the memory of a familiar-seeming man carrying a package. That tall, slim figure, his posture, the blond hair, the gray suit—all of it more known, more right than anything he’d seen so far that day, than anyone he worked with, than even himself.

The cavernous, dank alley opened up onto a wide, dry boulevard. Pale stone buildings rose against the buff-colored pavement. Emptiness, unlike the masses on the streets in front of the glass monstrosity that housed Sunbright Lifestyles and scores of other useless, pointless businesses.

Did the man go left, right, straight across? Was he in one of these pale buildings right now?

Eli ran faster, across the boulevard, down a street chosen at random, urged on by a sudden cloud cover that obscured the hopeless sun, blotting out at least that wrong element.

It was deserted here. Easy to find someone on a deserted street, wasn’t it? He had to find this man.

Fifteen minutes of running full out yielded nothing. Not even another person, much less the person he was looking for.

Panting, bent over, hands on his thighs. Gasping for breath, the fever spent, cool sweat on his forehead, dripping dark onto the light pavement. Looking up at those cool, pale buildings, their stone blocks, their smooth, unyielding façades.

How could this section of town be so deserted when on the other side of that alley there were crowds, everything moving through noise, chaos? Where you were compelled to move with the force and will of other people.

But here, this emptiness, the smooth stones, the beige pavement. Not even an open shop, if there were shops. The blank faces of building fronts, closed off, inscrutable.

Eli trudged back to the alleyway, wound hesitantly through its snaky turns, his breaths heaving. At least here there was no sunlight. At least there was that.

A few more steps. His legs gave out. He sat on the ground and leaned back against the cool, damp wall of black bricks, an antidote to the wrong sun, to the pale stone buildings.

How would he find this man? He had to find him. So much depended on it, he was sure.

“Eli! Thank God.”

Yes, thank God. Someone recognized him, at least.

“Flora.”

He looked up at her, standing over him.

“Flora.” She must have heard the disappointment in his voice.

“I was so scared for you. You’re sick. You shouldn’t be running around the city like this. Someone with a fever, you know—”

“The fever broke.”

She reached down and felt his cheeks. “Yes.” Reluctant. “I guess you’re right.”

“Must get back to work.” Eli half stood but his legs wouldn’t cooperate. He sat back down.

“Eli, you’re still not well.”

“Give me a minute.” His breaths had calmed. It was better to be in this shaded alleyway. The wet bricks had penetrated the back of his shirt. His shoulder blades and the wall seemed to merge.

In the distance, from the direction of the deserted boulevard, sirens screeched. As Eli turned toward the sound his hand pressed down and brushed against something cool. He felt it before he saw it. That familiar sensation.

“Let’s get back.” He laughed. Flora tried out a laugh as well.

He felt the metal under his hand. He recognized it without seeing it. Just the sensation was enough. He picked up the token and as he stood, jammed it in his pocket before Flora could see what he was doing.

His hand in his pocket, still grasping the cool metal. Something else wasn’t wrong. Something he could hold on to.


Chapter 7

The light on this street takes for bloody ever. If this was done on purpose to make people impatient, more impatient, to make people want to scream in frustration—it’s working. Nice to know that something works so well.

While I’m standing there waiting waiting waiting, Sean, #2, and Spencer blithely enter the coffee shop, never noticing my absence. They haven’t even turned back to see if I’m still there.

I’m hungry, but I have a delivery to make. And something about so-called Elizabeth is really bothering me.

The light still hasn’t changed. This is the universe telling me to go back to the office, take care of my delivery, and forget about breakfast.

Really, though, the universe is telling me to find Elizabeth. Because something isn’t right and I know it. I have no clue how I know this, but I kind of know things that I can’t account for.

Since no one believes or understands this about me, I rarely say anything. Even I’m not sure I believe it or understand it, although it happens a little too often.

Was it something she said or didn’t say? Was it the way she kept looking around the office, never letting her eyes rest on anything or anyone?

Or maybe I was just concerned that she’d gone, taking the brochure with her, which was against company policy although, really, it wasn’t like the brochure by itself could cause any problems.

It explained everything, but it’s not like it also had our address or contact information on it. It didn’t. You could just as easily look at it and think it was a prank or a hoax. We deliver when no one else can.

A time travel delivery service didn’t really exist. It couldn’t. Time travel itself didn’t exist. Besides that, it’s against the law. That’s just one of the many paradoxes inherent in zeitreise, which officially doesn’t exist and anyway has been thoroughly debunked and discredited—yet it’s nevertheless illegal.

How something that doesn’t exist and couldn’t exist is illegal just shows you how essentially insane rules and laws are.

Yet banned, debunked, or otherwise discredited, we exist and we provide the exact service we described. Your package delivered to the past. Within limits, of course.

Almost everything we deliver is completely innocuous, not affecting or noticed by the galactic coherence of matter, disturbing nothing.

We do a brisk business in love letters, often delivered by #2, the very personification of Love, even though the recipient never sees her, although I’m convinced that something about her essential being leaves its traces on everything she touches. Maybe this is true of everyone. But I’m sure it’s the case with #2.

And of course the usual bunch of forgotten birthday and anniversary presents, which probably account for at least 50 percent of our business.

A couple of artists have sent their work (one piece only—those are the rules) into other times. Hopeful, I guess, trying to build a reputation before themselves—or just ego.

I have a theory that if your work’s not of its time, then anything you’ve made is also not of its time, so no matter where it goes, it’ll always be out of sync, since it’s eternally itself. Merely removing something to another time doesn’t change its innate nature, which is helpless against its own emanations. Of course that’s just a theory.

You get only the one delivery, then never again. Too bad, really, since repeat customers would certainly boost our profits. Sean’s profits, I mean.

I’d like to send a note to my past self, warning me. When I finally complete the list of things I’m going to warn myself about, I’ll probably do it, even though that’s against the rules, which there are too many of.

My own shop operates with only one rule: you must wear the protective goggles. Other than that, you’re on your own. If I could get rid of that one rule, I would, but the near miss I myself had prevents me from being so devil-may-care.

Sean once told me that his father created Origin Phase’s rules and that he just follows them, since they’ve worked out so far. Yet I get the feeling that he’s bullshitting me, blaming the rules on his father so no one will argue with him about them.

Did his father even exist? He’s just someone we hear about, but there are no photographs, even.

Of course, I’ve never been upstairs in the sanctum sanctorum.

Here in the building’s corridor it’s quiet. No sounds echoing off the mosaic tile floor, no footsteps on the marble staircase. Just me, looking for someone who’s gone.

“Elizabeth?”

Nothing. Silence.

I go back upstairs to the office, sit at the desk, and look around, the same way Elizabeth did. Perhaps there’s something in this very room that I’m missing—something I should see more easily than Elizabeth could since I’ve been here so many times.

Although familiarity can just as easily create a kind of disappearance of anything. Something you’ve seen too many times becoming visibly invisible.

I change places, sitting in the client seat. Maybe I can see whatever it is that needs to be seen from here. Maybe this is the optimal viewpoint even if the wood chair isn’t very comfortable, which perhaps Sean arranged on purpose, so no one will want to sit here for too long.

I scan the room, but it looks like the same place as ever to me. The same wide-plank floors that look like they could use shining or buffing, except that Sean likes them this way.

I examine the old-fashioned wainscoting around the room’s perimeter, interrupted only by the door to the inner office, where Sean and #2 spend so much of their time.

Spending time. What a ludicrous idiom.

My own ideas about time used to be dead wrong—I’d been certain I knew what was what. That the universe measured out time in definite parcels. That time had its own immutable motion. Changeless.

I’d been sure that the only direction you could travel through time was forward, and that progress was made at some predetermined speed, a speed that went faster when you were enjoying yourself and seemed to stop when things were unbearable. Also that stuff about clocks on a speeding train. I was so wrong.

I trade seats again, take the key out of my pocket, and open the desk drawer. There’s Elizabeth’s package. As I’m pulling it out of the drawer, I hear someone in the hallway. Elizabeth’s come back!

I’m anxious to see her. I feel like hugging her. She’s come back and now I can make up for the terse answers I gave her. Offer her something to eat along with her tea. Make sure she feels that she can totally rely on me to deliver her package safely.

It’s odd. I seem to like this person I’d barely tolerated twenty minutes ago. Merely because she’s returned, because she didn’t run off, because she isn’t missing. Because I sat in the chair she just sat in and absorbed some of her energy.

I have to unlock the door for her.

I get up, pushing my thighs into the drawer, closing it. The soft click of the front door as it opens. I’d forgotten to lock it behind me.

“Elizabeth!” I jump up, the wound-up part of my anticipation springing me forward. I’ll be getting her something to eat, a new cup of tea, fresh reassurances. I’ll be the person I should’ve been earlier.

“Selena?”

“Harv?”

“Where is everybody?” Harv says.

“Hey, I’m here. What are you doing here, anyway?” I say.

“Sean told me I had to come in. I wasn’t going to. I’m working on something, you know. The Gas Cloud.” That’s Harv’s latest obsession.

“You would be.”

“I’m going to convince Sean one day. I have hope.” But Harv’s already-slumping shoulders slump more obviously. If my own hopes are that poorly supported, it’s, well, hopeless.

“They’re at breakfast, across the street.” I start looking around again, à la Elizabeth, as though that will make either her or what she might’ve been looking for spring into view.

“I saw the sign on the front door. I can read, you know. So I was surprised that the door was open. What on earth are you doing here? You’re never here in the morning.”

“Delivery. And I don’t know how to tell time.” Harv knows that about me. He sees right through me, something he was able to do immediately. I can see only about an millimeter into Harv, though, through his ordinary gray suit and tall, slim frame.

He’s the perfect nobody—someone both recognizable and unrecognizable. Someone you think you know yet has no personality.

Only, of course, Harv has a personality, but he puts it on hold for the deliveries. He’s the ideal courier, needing no disguise, no alternate identity, no special outfit. No one would ever remember him.

“You want some tea?” I say.

“Are you kidding me? Let’s go have breakfast with everyone else. There’s nothing going on here.” Harv motions around the office, proving his point.

“I was just going to have something here—crackers, a cookie. I’ve got a delivery in an hour,” I say, still scanning the room for some something.

“That’s an hour from now. You’ve got time,” Harv says.

My stomach burbles. Maybe the crackers won’t be enough. And Elizabeth hasn’t come back, even though I felt she would. I sigh my disappointed sigh.

I’m about to close the desk drawer, but I just can’t. Instead, I open the desk’s bottom drawer, pull out the messenger bag I’d already stocked with today’s scheduled delivery and my ID kit, and throw Elizabeth’s package inside.

“Let’s go,” I say. Now that Harv’s here, now that I’ve got my package and Elizabeth’s package, now that we’re going to eat, it feels like the universe has gathered everything into its proper place, me included.

“I’m starving,” says Harv. “Haven’t eaten since lunch yesterday. Got involved, you know. I wasn’t going to come in. If I didn’t need the money . . .”

“I could eat two breakfasts,” I say, downplaying my actual appetite. I lock up the desk again, even though there’s nothing in it now, throw my messenger bag over my shoulder, and put my arm through Harv’s. When I don’t feel like being left alone, I crave companionship.

“Sean’s paying,” I say out in the hallway. I lock the office door behind us, tugging on the door handle twice, making certain.

On the stairwell, I stop for a moment, listening. There.

“What is it?”

“I thought I heard something, but . . . it’s nothing,” I say.

I reposition my messenger bag across my chest, bandolero-style.

Harv and I are the only ones here. I’m glad he came in. Something reassuring about seeing him, despite—or maybe because of—his bad attitude.

We breeze down the stairs, arm in arm.


Chapter 8

Eli and flora got off the elevator. They approached Sunbright Lifestyle’s offices, the place where they both sold time to people who didn’t know what they were buying. To people who didn’t realize that you can’t purchase time.

Eli’s knees nearly collapsed again as Flora opened the glass door to the bullpen. The cubicles filled with Sunbright’s smiling salespeople. The prospects can hear your smile.

He couldn’t see Josie, who must have been smiling more than anyone else after such an unlikely, victorious, unusually lucrative morning.

But that sensation brought on by the still-wrong sun as it gleamed its disorienting push through the windows on the far wall. The dead green carpet.

“Didn’t you have a great time last year?” Charlie smiled his biggest smile. He nodded at Eli as he walked past. Must be trying to convince a current customer they should buy even more time.

As though you couldn’t buy enough time. As though buying more of something you couldn’t really own would increase your level of happiness or satisfaction or your sense of rightness about your decisions, about yourself. As though you were giving yourself something extra, something more.

Charlie could be very convincing. He sounded like he knew something that you didn’t know, that you couldn’t know until he told you about it, and that you were a more complete person for having discovered.

Flora was no longer in sight. Her desk, mercifully, was on the other side of the office. Leaving Eli to himself. He exhaled twice.

At his cubicle, Eli got ready to start again, call someone new, someone he’d never spoken to before. Josie half stood from her chair and leaned over the partition, then sat back down, her attention abruptly refocused on her prospect. All business. Another sale, no doubt.

Didn’t you have a great time last year? He’d have to remember that. Natural sales technique, something that came easily to Charlie. Something Eli had to work at.

I have a job to do. Not exactly a pep talk, not the kind of motivating encouragement you’d give someone else. Not what Hugh would say. But the fever, the chills—gone now, depleted by chasing a phantom more familiar than anyone he could see from his seat.

Someone he knew. Someone he remembered even if he couldn’t remember his name. Although if he could find him, he’d instantly know his name. He could picture it—the meeting, the expected gestures, his saying the man’s name as though he’d always known it. The relief. The release.

Eli put his hand in his pocket and felt the cool metal. His link to a reality he couldn’t grasp.

“Hi! This is Eli from Sunbright Lifestyles. I have a special gift just for you! Just for answering a few simple questions . . .”


Chapter 9

I’ve always liked this diner, although there’s no reason to. The place has lackluster food, zero personality, and zero-minus atmosphere. As clouded over in here as the constant dullness outside, here in Port Jordan and everywhere else.

Yet the diner’s good. Comfortable and comforting. Maybe because we come here so often.

Sean, Spencer, and #2 are sitting at the usual table, the one by the side window in the back, and there are two empty chairs, as though they knew Harv would be here, as though they knew I’d catch up with them eventually.

Sean and #2 are sitting across from each other, the great friends that they are. I sit next to Sean, and Harv plops down in the seat next to #2, who’s graciously pulled out the chair for him. Sean hasn’t even noticed me—he’s too busy plowing through a plate of something that looks like it’s striving to be eggs. #2’s spreading some sort of orangeish goo on her toast.

Spencer’s by himself in the chair blocking the aisle. He’s got a plate of pancakes in front of him, which he’s staring at.

“You can eat?” I blurt out.

Sean chokes on his near-eggs. #2 takes a bite of her toast and a delicate sip of a cranberry-colored liquid. She leans over the table. Can’t get crumbs or stains on her perfect suit.

Harv waves his hand at the server, who’s turned away from us. Harv sighs and stares at Spencer’s pancakes, which I’m also admiring.

“I’m studying them,” Spencer says.

“Yeah,” Sean says. He shovels another giant mouthful of whatever it is that’s on the plate into his mouth. The body of a Greek statue needs nourishment. He must look fabulous naked.

“Why are you studying them?” I say to Spencer. What’s there to learn about pancakes? Is he thinking of becoming a chef? It’s all I can do not to pick up the fork in front of me and cut myself off a quadrant.

“To understand,” Spencer says. He can be extremely cryptic.

#2 raises her flowerlike hand, and the selfsame server who ignored Harv materializes at the table.

The server glances at Harv. “I didn’t see you come in,” she says. More proof that Harv’s unnoticeable, almost invisible. That’s probably the main reason Sean hired him and, more to the point, doesn’t fire him, even though Harv’s so damned difficult.

“Pancakes,” Harv says. “They look good.”

Spencer turns toward the front door and cocks his head, as though he’s heard something. He’s got an advanced sense of hearing, so maybe he has.

“I’d like—”

But my words are drowned out by the scraping of Spencer’s chair on the tile floor as he pushes away from the table and heads to the front door.

We all stand. Everyone in the restaurant’s on their feet. We’re all as alert
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