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      I never would have pictured myself feeling at home in a recording studio, let alone one that I associated with a controlling ex and the unraveling of my early life. However, despite the associations this job had with a few darker chapters of my life, I’d come to enjoy the perks that came with the work: the thrill of speaking into a microphone and the exclusivity of taking part in something so exciting from behind the microphones. The narrow streets of Nashua, New Hampshire now gave me a thrill when they came into view, and I didn’t mind the crowded parking or the heat that vented from my car when I opened the door later in the afternoon to drive home.

      It was a little later in the summer now, a hot and brittle time of year when a seasonal laziness had taken residence in most of us. We—the team behind the reboot of the classic cartoon Madcaps—had planned to get the entire first season of the reboot wrapped up and ready for processing by the end of the season, before the school year started and I was called back to my real life.

      If that even was real life anymore.

      So far, this show and the chaos that came with it had unravelled everything I thought I knew about myself. A few months ago, I was a fifth-grade teacher at Hayes Elementary. I was engaged to a man I still couldn’t make up my mind about and fighting the vague sense of futility that haunted my daily routines without end.

      Then my parents were kidnapped. A school custodian named Max Moon became the shining beacon in my life when he stepped in to help me, and through a series of unexpected events, I learned that everything I thought I knew about myself was a lie.

      The truth was, I wasn’t Mary Maxwell the teacher. Max wasn’t Max Moon the custodian. My parents, or the people I thought were my parents, were actually two members of a robot army controlled by the man I was engaged to—Sandy Irwin, who, as it turned out, was a cartoon mad scientist brilliant enough to transcend his own two-dimensional existence and secure a portal to this world.

      But while most mad scientists focused on things like global domination or blocking out the sun, Sandy’s efforts took a different direction. He didn’t want the world. He wanted me. And he was willing to bring me out of our world into this other one so that he could better secure his chances. Mary Madcaps would never end up with Dr. Doomstayer, after all. But Mary Maxwell might end up with billionaire Sandy Irwin, and no one would think the pairing at all unfortunate.

      It could have ended there. I was dazzled when Sandy had first parked outside my parents’ suburban home in his custom-crafted sports car and asked to take me out on a date. He promised to sweep me off my feet and grant all my wishes. Despite the overpowering smell of his cologne and hair gel and the fact that he always insisted I walk behind him (Sandy needed to be the star of any scene he walked into), I couldn’t say no when he finally popped out a diamond-studded ring and asked me to marry him. I had no alternative.

      Or so I thought.

      But then along came Max. My co-star Max Madcaps had followed us into this universe on his own and gradually introduced me to the fact that the world was nothing like I had imagined, and now the three of us—Sandy, Max, and I—were torn between our old life as classic cartoon characters and our newer, scarier lives out here in a world where gravity worked consistently and not all endings were happy.

      My brain split every time I thought too hard about how it worked. The fact was, plot holes were real. Wormholes were real. There was some truth to the multiverse theory, and even a nostalgic hit like Madcaps had an underlying semblance of truth. I was Mary Maxwell, but also Mary Madcaps, and both lives were equally valid.

      And the way things had played out, my summer job consisted of me voicing myself on my own show on episodes I’d likely have to live through later.

      This afternoon I stood with Max and a couple others in front of our microphone set up, and we all paused in a state of silent victory when we reached the end of the script. Voice acting was an easy job. Fun, too. Even if I didn’t have the very literal ties to the character I was playing, I would have found these episodes a welcome break from teaching in the classroom. Unlike stage acting, I had a script to look at and no costumes to worry about. And the fact that I was playing against Max Moon made it ten times better.

      The other cast were fun to work with as well. Tim Hayes was the narrator from the older 1980s reboot of the show, and everyone was pleasantly surprised when he agreed to step in for this newer project. Meanwhile, this particular episode reintroduced a minor villain character played by a man named Brett Little, a voice actor from Boston who was supposedly new to the area.

      We’d decorated this place since getting the show underway. Someone had commissioned a large cardboard cutout of the Lemming Studio mascot, a giant orange bird drawn in an old-timey rubber hose style. It was the signature of this studio ever since it was founded in the late 1920s. I’d brought in a few white Christmas lights to add a fun glow while we worked, and Max supplied the snacks every week.

      That left room for only one small tension as we worked: Frank Stone, the head writer and current co-producer of Madcaps.

      Once upon a time, our producer was Sandy Irwin. That was before we knew that Sandy was a literal supervillain who only wanted the rights to the show so that he could destroy it on the streaming service that had agreed to the terms.

      After I jilted Sandy at the altar, he had quit the show in a rage. At least on the surface.

      Even a few moments ago, as we raced through the last lines of the second episode of the show, Frank stood just outside the recording studio in a green polo and picked at a skin tag on the side of his neck, pulling it out and dropping it back in place. Frank was still good friends with Sandy, and through Frank, Sandy still had some control.

      Frank was like us: a cartoon character brought to life. He was a Frankenstein’s monster ripoff on Madcaps, a consistent recurring henchman for Dr. Doomstayer. Out here, he was a writer. Not a good writer or a clever writer or even very aware of what type of show he was supposed to be writing. Just a writer who was devoted to the man who’d gotten him the job.

      Frank looked too human for comfort in this world, and human in the worst ways. His breath reeked, he always spoke out of turn. He picked his nose and ears with such regularity that the rest of us had learned not to look at him at all by default. But ever since Sandy had disappeared, everyone treated him as the man in charge.

      As soon as the recording lights went off, Max raised his fists in a victorious cheer. “Man, you know what? I think this show’s coming together, and I mean it,” he said. “The asylum, the evil clown. The fact that we fix it all by accident. I’m starting to get hope in this season again. Like maybe the fans will actually be excited to see it instead of wanting to burn us at the stake.”

      “No kidding,” I said. I added a part about how ridiculous this plot would be to enact in person, but I only said it in my mind. Around the others, Max and I didn’t talk about the fact that the show was also a part of our lives, and everything that looked cringey on the script felt even worse when it happened in person.

      “Mary, how are you holding up?” asked Max. “Still up for tonight?”

      “Oh. Yeah. That should be great.” I stumbled over the words, and enough blood rose to my cheeks that I knew everyone could see my feelings.

      Max and I had started dating recently, and I’d come to love the man so much I could hardly believe our romance was real. I’d throw myself into his arms every time I saw him if public displays of affection were more socially acceptable, and I never wanted anything in my life as much as I wanted a future with him. But things in public were still too harried for me to want to advertise what was happening between us.

      Weeks ago, I was still engaged to Sandy. And everyone thought we were made for each other, and that by now I’d be on a honeymoon in Mexico wearing a gem-studded swimsuit. According to everyone who had known me as Sandy’s girl, it was still too soon for me to run off on a rebound with someone else. I didn’t want my relationship with Max to look like that, either, but Max didn’t appear to care as much. Max always saw himself as a cartoon icon first and a real-life person second. And in the cartoon, Max and Mary were always together.

      We filed out of the recording studio, and I stretched and wiggled my toes.

      Max turned around and faced Tim, our narrator. “So, same time next week?”

      The white-haired veteran of the animation business smiled coyly. “I’m not the one who makes the schedules.”

      “I don’t know that,” said Max, with an equally playful expression. “You’re the narrator. You know everything.”

      A second or two passed, and Tim didn’t correct him.

      Tim was a withdrawn guy, a solid generation or two older than the rest of us, and he appeared to want to work on the show for its own sake. But it was true that sometimes he did seem to be more in the know than he let on. I tried not to entertain any notion that Tim was anything more than a friendly old man.

      Still, his association with Madcaps rippled through my consciousness like a beacon, connecting decade to decade and life to life. And sometimes I wondered if he knew we suspected that there was more to him than a retired voice actor. There was no way to know, not with someone who is half in, half out like the narrator of the story. Tim could be omniscient, or he could simply be an actor reading a script. It was better not to think of it too much.

      As soon as we stepped into the lobby, Max offered a salute to Frank Stone. “Well, I must say, sir, you’ve outdone yourself.”

      Frank sneered at the compliment and squared his shoulders. He turned and started to saunter right back to the office, but then Max dashed in front of him. “I mean it. I’m not being silly. I think the show is on the right track. And I didn’t know if we’d get there. That’s why I got on board in the first place, to make sure the rest of you didn’t get carried away and crush it before it even got started.”

      Now Frank huffed. He wasn’t flattered by Max’s words. He was irritated the way he would have been with a chihuahua nipping at his ankles. “Well, I guess that’s a wrap. I’ll see you next week, then?”

      “Same time, same place on the dial,” said Max, offering a hopeful salute and then shaking his head in disappointment.

      Frank Stone walked away, and Max rubbed his hands together and approached me. He gave a nod over his shoulder. “Somehow, I thought Frank would be able to take a compliment better than that. I mean, it’s one thing if I was insulting him or telling him his work was trash. But I was being as nice as I know how. That was a good script. You agree it was a good script, right?”

      “That’s what I thought,” I said. “Our characters played together well. The Maniac guy is indistinguishable from the old reboots. I liked the twists, the way it gets under your skin. You know?”

      I paused at a nearby window. Our studio was located on a higher floor in an old office building in downtown Nashua, New Hampshire. The windows gave us a clear view of the rest of downtown, the fine gray road drawn beneath us, the tiny cars and people walking around going about their business. The height made me dizzy originally, but I’d braved it so many times I was starting to enjoy it.

      Today, however, something was different. I squinted, and my gut twisted.

      “Hey, Mary, what’s up?” asked Max.

      I snapped to attention. “See for yourself,” I said. Then I pointed down at the street. “Do you see that? Is that the car that I think it is?”

      Sandy’s car was one of his most notable features. Back when we were dating, he always put on big airs about how he had designed the vehicle himself and built it from scratch. He might have been a mad genius villain from a cartoon, but the genius part of it was absolutely legitimate. Sandy’s car was fully built with an integrated AI and decked out with more luxury features than anyone could point a finger at. And it didn’t stray from aesthetics either.

      Looking down here, I could spot the car easily on the ground beneath us, and the sight made my skin crawl.

      “Sandy’s car,” I said. “The Scorpion. I thought he wasn’t involved in the show anymore.”

      “He isn’t,” said Max. “I mean, he quit pretty dramatically. It was in all the papers before we even had a chance to decide to resign ourselves.”

      “But if he’s done with the show, what is he doing here?” I asked.

      Max shook his head. “He’s not here in the studio. Maybe he’s buying groceries.”

      “In downtown Nashua?”

      He nodded. “Would it make more sense for him to go on a shooting spree? He puts his pants on one leg at a time, like the rest of us. At least I hope he does.”

      Max stood back, but my eyes remained riveted out the window. I couldn’t chalk the appearance of Sandy’s car to a coincidence. People didn’t come to this part of town just to hang out or buy groceries or run the laundry. This is where the businesses were. The fancier shops. The offices. The studio. And the fact that Sandy Irving was parked right outside the building didn’t say much either.

      Slowly I backed away and returned my attention to Max. “I don’t like it,” I said. “I wanted him to mean it when he walked out. I never wanted to see his face again.”

      Max shook his head. He put my hand into his own. “I promise, whatever happens to you, I will always be here to protect you. He can’t get to you. Does that help?”

      I nodded, but I couldn’t let go of that gut feeling that my current illusion of security was nothing more than that: an illusion.
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      The evening, with its beautiful real-world engagement, was more pleasant than the day. Eventually, I could forget seeing Sandy’s Scorpion car parked outside the studio. The world of recording and voice acting was asleep, and in its place was the world of twilight and romance. Max and I weren’t co-workers or cartoon legends: we were a normal couple enjoying a night out, and we were in love.

      Tonight’s date, our second real date, was a night out at a casual diner. It was the same venue where we ate last time, because it was one of the only places that we knew that served chili dogs, Max’s favorite snack. I enjoyed how laid-back everything was compared to the endless high expectations Sandy had enforced with his curated destinations. Everything was so casual and restful that I could forget that my life wasn’t a fairy tale and that I wasn’t already entering my personal happily-ever-after. Looking across the table to see Max made my heart melt.

      After dinner, Max drove me home. His car was an old Jeep (a steep contrast with Sandy’s Scorpion), and at the moment, the interior was covered with dog hair from Max’s dog Spot—another character brought from the show. After I stepped into the car, I started gathering some of the fur that had shed over my seat. I held my open palm over the side console. “Does Spot always shed this much?”

      Max laughed. “We’ve been going to the dog park every day. Sometimes multiple times over. I need to bring a lunch for the trip. And if I didn’t go out of my way to drive him, he’d probably put me on a leash and drag me out there behind him. He doesn’t give me a choice.”

      “Maybe you should have brought him to the restaurant in that case,” I said. “We could get an outdoor table next time.”

      “And then we’ll be a whole family, won’t we?” asked Max.

      The car slowed, and I realized that we had arrived at my apartment. I lived on the second story of a house that was being rented out. It was an old place, a home constructed in the nineteenth century with creaking floors and rusted hinges. Sometimes I liked to imagine that the ghosts of the original inhabitants were still there, keeping an eye on me.

      I clicked my seatbelt and wrapped my fingers around the door handles. “I have to thank you again for taking me out,” I said.

      “Thank me?” Max looked baffled. “Nah, don’t mention it. We’re dating. Isn’t that type of thing supposed to be expected?”

      My chest tightened. “Under normal circumstances. But seeing that car brought up a lot of old—well, it made me think of a lot of things that I really hate right now. I don’t know what I’d do if Sandy returned. If he changed his mind about something.”

      Max flipped a hand in the air. “Don’t sweat it. There’s no way they’d let him back on the show,” he said. “He had a contract, and he broke it. They take that kind of thing seriously in show business. If you say you’re going to do something, you’re expected to honor your word. You can’t just go changing your mind every couple of days like nothing happened and expect everyone else to play along.”

      “I guess,” I said. “Still, I don’t think he’s done with me. I don’t think he’s done trying.”

      “If anything happens, you give me a ring, okay?” asked Max.

      “Okay, I promise.” I leaned over the center console, and Max and I traded a slight kiss on the lips before I opened the car door.

      As I prepared to leave, Max suddenly tapped my wrist. “Hey, Mary,” he said.

      “What?”

      “I realize that first episode was a little rough,” said Max. “Make that a lot rough. But the fact is, seeing that that world is our home after all, I was wondering if you wanted to go back sometime. Just you and me. Maybe we can just hang out. Even between episodes.”

      “I’d like that,” I said, picturing the sunny streets of the Madcaps world and the two of us holding hands while watching an animated sunset.

      Max’s devotion to our cartoon origin was something I still didn’t share, but I understood why he felt the way he did. When Dr. Doomstayer had taken me into this world, he had wiped my memories of life in Madcaps. I remembered the show only as a Saturday morning favorite when I was growing up. Max remembered it as home.

      I didn’t know how long Max had been in this world, but his stay wasn’t as long as mine. He followed behind me and remained intact with himself. When he was in the Madcaps world, he acted as if everything was perfectly natural. He understood how to work cartoon physics to his advantage. He never skipped a beat when his turn came around. I was clumsy and out of place.

      “I think we could benefit from more time there,” Max continued. “Not just us. Spot, too. I’m not sure how to say it, but the more time we spend in this universe, the more we seem to think and act like—like the people who belong here. And I don’t want to lose the qualities that make us special. It’s like losing your soul. And I don’t know about myself, but I couldn’t stand to watch you disappear like that.”

      I sucked in my breath. “Maybe we should skip the diner for our next date and hop into Madcaps instead,” I said.

      Max nodded. His eyes were wide and tinted with melancholy. I hadn’t seen that expression in them before, and it made me quiver. Maybe I should have said something to reassure him. Maybe I should have patted him on the back and hooked my pinky with his in a promise that our original world would always come first.

      No, that type of emotional display was for back when I was with Sandy. With Max, I didn’t need to put on an act. Max and I were literally made for each other. I could share with him anything I wanted and he’d honor it—even if it differed from his own perspective. I smiled instead and took a breath, and then I opened the car door and stepped out.

      The air was crisp with enough of a breeze to justify long sleeves despite the season. It wasn’t dark yet. The sun didn’t set until late this time of year, but a warm glow swallowed everything as I climbed up the stairs to my apartment.

      My key jammed in the lock of my door at first. I looked down to check that I had the right key, and then I tried again. Finally, it slid in, and a moment later I heard a click on the other side. I open the door, and what I saw inside was a complete blank: a clean gray slate where my apartment should have been.

      I didn’t know how to respond to the blankness. My brain didn’t register properly what I was seeing. Where my living room should have been, with the
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