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To my children, Noor, Ali, Adam, and Zeina. Shoot for the moon. If you miss, get up, dust yourself off, and shoot again. Repeat until you land on the moon.​ Angie, thank you for being my Giselle.
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Everything we thought we knew was wrong.

The earth isn’t flat.

The universe does not revolve around us.

Black holes aren’t impenetrable.

And time travel isn’t just the stuff of science fiction.

Then there was a discovery; one that changed the course of human history. A discovery that started the chaos that ruined my life... and everyone else’s: the Canvas of Time.

What it was, no one understood. What we did know was that this Canvas was an invisible, cosmic sheet that covered all our known existence. Inside the Canvas, time exists. Outside, it doesn’t. Outside, nothing exists. It turned out that our universe as we knew it was limited after all.

But that wasn’t the best part. If you pass through the Canvas and back into it from a different angle, you travel through time. It was a fascinating discovery about the Canvas, but it didn’t really matter since the perimeter of the Canvas was too far for us to reach.

But before science could truly begin to fathom what this discovery meant, the general public did what they did best: they panicked. Religion, politics, and Hollywood all blurred together as no one knew truth from fiction. Crowds marched to government buildings with “We are doomed,” “Beam me up, Scotty,” and “Humans failed. Give the planet to the apes” posters.

For the most part, the discovery made people afraid. Afraid to think about what it could mean for them now, their pasts, and their possible futures. And fear makes people do unexplainable things. Hence... World War III.

Eventually, we realized the discovery of the Canvas actually meant little to nothing to humanity. It was like discovering gravity; it was always there from the beginning, we just understood it better. It didn’t stop the war from continuing, however. As always, people start off fighting about one thing and end up fighting about another.

But it was many years later that something in our solar system shook things up. Something that wasn’t there from the beginning and actually did mean a lot to humanity. A black hole suddenly appeared in our solar system. Once again, the whole world was caught off guard. Where did it come from? How did it not instantly destroy us? Would our time slow down? Why didn’t it suck us into its eternal abyss?

But one day, a video changed everything. An online influencer was hosting a debate in Central Park discussing if the black hole was truly a black hole or a hoax, when an unidentified little girl passing by interrupted the debate: “I have a question,” she blurted. “Is the black hole a hole in the Canvas of Time?” The vlogger didn’t appreciate the interruption. Nor did he realize at that moment the gravity of the question. But it’s always the things that almost go unnoticed that change humanity. A Yale professor who saw the video immediately published a paper proving that the little girl’s hypothesis was actually valid. Suddenly, the fighting ceased, and everyone thought the same thing: does the black hole bring the perimeter of the Canvas closer to us? Can we possibly use the black hole to travel through time?

An invitation to venture into the unknown. How could we resist?

So all humanity put their differences aside, worked together, and used the black hole, this gap in the Canvas of Time, to research, discover, and further the human condition.

Actually, no, none of that happened. Would have been nice if the discovery of the Canvas of Time had changed things. But the third world war ended as all do, with one country having the majority of the power, and that party took complete ownership of the Canvas, the black hole, and time travel as we know it. Humanity tore into factions of opinions, and the only thing we could agree on, the one unarguable truth, was that everything we thought we knew was one hundred percent wrong.
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The Then: January 3rd, 5,564,000 B.C.

Location: Near present-day Beaver Creek, Montana, USA

“I’m sorry.”

Such simple words. Simple enough to ponder. But saying them took a heavier toll on me than I could have imagined. Saying them felt like climbing a mountain only to have it tumble under me before reaching the top. In fact, it was the first time my lips had ever stumbled upon the ancient syllables. I dusted them off, knowing I would visit them frequently after that day. And because of that simple utterance of those two primeval terms, or perhaps entirely unrelated, a thickness grew in the back of my throat. 

I tried to swallow against the sandpaper dryness on my tongue. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t sleep, but I couldn’t stay awake. All I could do was apologize, though it would never help. 

I was a murderer. 

And when you destroy a family, when you eliminate a name from the roster of the living, there is little one can do to make it right. And this murder was unlike any other. This murder didn’t just kill one person, it ruined the fabric of existence.

I am Logan Gruver.

And I wanted one thing and one thing only: to fix what I did.

At the time of this event, I was eighteen years old. As my case was the first of its kind, I hadn’t a clue about how my crimes would be answered. What kind of punishment existed for the first crime a human ever committed? It was a monumental day in human history, a tipping point for us creatures of ritualistic modus operandi.

The courtroom where I stood was small and round with cold adobe walls. There were only two lights: one above me, shining at my face, and a halogen lamp near the judicial bench where the Interim Judge presided. A plump man in a black robe eyed me unavailingly, looking back and forth between me and his paperwork. His full, round face was devoid of emotion, giving no hint of how much longer I would be standing in silence. I felt dizzy, like the room was swirling around me. I stretched my neck. The dome-like curvature of the ceiling only made me dizzier. 

I’d heard it numerous times: when you die, your life flashes before your eyes. My clock was still ticking, at least for the moment. But, as I continued to stand, switching my weight from one leg to the other and waiting for the judge to speak, memories flashed in my mind like a storm of old photos. They were all I could see. My suppressed childhood. My rebellious adolescence. My abusive father. My silent mother. My dubious career. Giselle. My Giselle.

I’m so sorry, Giselle Hudson, I thought to myself, easier than having to actually say it aloud. Even though she couldn’t hear me, I felt better afterward. As if how I felt was at all important. After what I had done, I didn’t deserve to have feelings, let alone express them. And just thinking of Giselle made the bottomless pit of despair in my stomach grow deeper. It was a dark void, thriving on my deteriorating soul. 

“Hm,” the judge mumbled. “Mhm, mhm.” He flipped through the same papers for the millionth time. I couldn’t help but feel he had no idea what to do with me. “Hm.” 

I couldn’t take it anymore. I needed to escape that infernal courtroom where I had been standing for God knows how long.

I closed my eyes. But as soon as I did, I saw hers. That’s when I realized escape wasn’t an option. Giving in, I stared into her mesmerizing eyes and swam in their many colors. Like the rings of Saturn, multiple magnificent shades all lovingly hugging a perfectly centered abyss. Looking into her eyes was like watching the constellations swimming and the stars dancing. 

She smiled at me, despite all that had happened. Giselle was just that kind of person. If I told you nothing but that she was smiling, it would be enough to know her down to her core. Her ability to radiate elation in the direst of times found its way into my heart, where she’d nestled and made herself a home over the past month.

And while she was smart—a compulsive self-improver—and ripely self-aware, she’d been wholly oblivious to how important she was. Arguably one of the most important people in the history of our race, her life shaping the future of billions. If only I could see her. To apologize. To beg for her forgiveness. To look into those eyes, just one more time. 

“Logan Gruver,” the judge finally spoke, interrupting my daydream, “you have been charged with second-degree murder.” I opened my eyes, surrendering to reality. “The first murder or death of any kind in The Then.” That’s what they called the past, where we were. The Then. Unsophisticated but unique. More than five million years back into the heart of the Pliocene epoch. “As the gravity of your actions has exceeded expectations, you will be sent to The Now on an emergency carrier shuttle escorted by two guards.” The Now was what they called the present time. Again, unsophisticated, but it worked. There were only two periods in which humans were allowed to exist: The Now and The Then. 

That is, until I came along. 

“Upon your arrival, you will be given a trial by jury in a court of law.” Just like that, the Interim Judge had finished his job. In The Then, judges never had to rule or arbitrate; they only had to decide where a case would be tried. Since mine was the first case of its kind, The Now it was. It was an odd feeling knowing that my case was the first in all humanity. Until that day, in all twenty-five years of traveling through time, no one had ever died on a trip to The Then. There was no precedent for what was to come. So, the judge signed my transport papers at his judicial bench, a formality.

The judge then scratched his engorged belly. He handed the papers to the only escort available. Everything was limited and designed to be efficient in The Then, including people and their jobs. There was one judge with two guards, one escort, and one bailiff. Just enough resources for the TTG tour groups. The TTG, Time Trek Group, was an organization formed by the United Nations, and with a coalition of over thirty member countries. They created month-long time-traveling trips they touted as a life-changing course.

Life-changing was right.

Maybe my father had been correct all along. Maybe I shouldn’t have gone to The Then. He had always told me humanity wasn’t ready for this sort of traveling. He told me it would be the end of me.

The escort abruptly yanked me by my shirt collar and secured handcuffs around my wrists, their clanking echoing in the small room. The metal was cold, but his hands were colder. I had never seen handcuffs in person before, only in movies. As the icy metal slid on my skin, I couldn’t help but remember all this was happening megannums before I had actually been born. It made the tingling sensation against my skin all the more surreal. Almost as if it wasn’t really happening.

The judge relaxed back in his chair, hit the play button on his small music player on his desk, and listened once again to Bing Crosby singing away. “Giddy yap, let’s go, Let’s look at the show.”

Again, the escort yanked at my collar. This time, I was happy to have my trance interrupted. If I wasn’t thinking about Giselle Hudson, I deserved to be reminded. Call it a self-imposed punishment that was sorely needed. Always. 

The escort led me outside the courtroom through a semi-circular door. Leaving that arctic room did little to help me escape the cold of the escort’s hands on my skin. The moment we crossed the threshold, a saving ray of warmth as it fell across my face was a welcome feeling. Like opening a warm oven on a cold winter night. I dragged my tired legs through the sand for what seemed like hours. I squinted my eyes against the blinding sunlight but, as soon as my sight adjusted, I raised my head, looking for my enemy; the invisible Canvas of Time.

Where was it? Where was the mysterious entity commissioned with protecting us, the greatest scientific revelation of the century? The object that had begun the entire chain of events, leading me to this exact moment.

If only the Canvas of Time hadn’t been discovered.

The escort pulled me forward. I stepped into a vast, empty region, like the mouth of a barren desert with no signs of civilization. The sand in The Then wasn’t like the moist, flowy sand in The Now. It was hard, dry, and scaly like reptile skin. There was more to The Then than sand, of course; there was also an exorbitant amount of paradisal beauty. But now, hard, dry dirt was all I could see. Gritty desolation to match my dead soul inside.

Cold air made its way across the desert in vigorous gusts of wind. In the middle of nowhere, the escort stopped and bent down to dust sand off the spot beneath his feet, exposing a steel-handled trap door. He grabbed the handle and lifted it up. A screeching, metallic sound filled the air. Below lay a hole as deep as a twisted imagination could perceive. Even amid all I was going through, I was impressed by how well the door had been concealed. The Then constantly surprised me with the many secrets it held.

The escort aggressively pushed me toward the mysterious dark abyss. You’d think I would have seen it coming; why else would he have opened it? But alas, there were simply too many things on my mind for me to realize I would clearly be pushed in. My thoughts began to pace with the gusts of the wind around me.

What would happen to me? What would happen to humanity? Were my parents still alive? Did they even still exist? How about my friends? What did they think of me? Would I once again be able to visit my small hometown? A town where people still knew each other. They still smiled. They still spoke to strangers. How about my entire country? My species? Giselle Hudson; what about her? But most of all, what on earth was in that pit?

A sharp nudge stabbed me in my lower back, and I fell at least ten feet before landing on my side. Immediately, nothing but darkness. Darkness befriended by desolate cold once again. It was a cold that came from within and no amount of shivering or rubbing my arms could do anything to help me. I sang to myself, “We’re snuggled up together like two birds of a feather would be.” My chest shook from the cold, inhibiting any further singing, not even in my head. I exhaled, knowing if there were any light, I’d see the last bit of warmth exit as it left my decaying soul.

As the icy darkness enveloped me, I had one last wish: to save how my name, Logan Gruver, would be remembered. I had done something I could never take back; something that changed the course of humanity forever. And though I couldn’t excuse my actions, and though I would accept my punishment, I feared the truth might go unknown. Which was why I has to take it upon myself to fix this... to save humanity.

Make no mistake. The establishment was angry. They were furious because of what I had disturbed, and the ramifications that had, not because I killed someone.
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2 • I AM LOGAN GRUVER
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My name is one of the few things I don’t mind inheriting from my family. Only recently did I understand Shakespeare’s question, “What’s in a name?” I used to always think that nothing was in a name. A few arbitrary syllables chosen by others in an attempt to distinguish you from the rest of the world but ironically firmly connecting you to a group of otherwise random people called ‘family.’ But the depth of the question had relentlessly escaped me. Until now.

Who I am is as important to this story as the story itself.

The aesthetics: I am a white guy with a sandy tan, six feet with none left over, slightly larger than average build, athletic enough, and cocoa-brown wavy hair. My eyes match my hair. As for my personality, the only statement I can make with full confidence is this: I don’t like who I am as a person. And I do not believe anyone who knows me genuinely does either.

It’s difficult to decide the best place to begin my story, but choosing the right moment is crucial. After all, catch only a glimpse of a dolphin’s tail as it dives deep and you’ll never know you missed a mermaid.

Going back a few weeks, before I traveled to The Then or even joined the TTG, I interned at a Wall Street firm as a Junior Trader.

So it was this cold winter day; the kind of day you wore long underwear beneath your pants and constantly cleaned the winter off your feet. Every building in the bustling Financial District of Manhattan was adorned with faux shrubbery, red-and-green tinsel, warm music, and the smell of nutmeg and cinnamon. I exited my firm’s building and was met with Bing Crosby’s “Sleigh Ride” playing from a street cart full of roasting chestnuts. Bing sang, “Our cheeks are nice and rosy... snuggled up together like two birds of a feather...” As I began my walk home in the blistering cold, I lifted the collar of my Chesterfield coat to block the wind, tightening my black-and-red checkered scarf around my neck.

I had just presented a proposal to my boss on a new trading method to help the younger generations begin investing earlier. It was something I’d been developing since before the internship and would have done a lot of good for a lot of people. I say “would have” because it was shot down due to the initial low profit margin. I couldn’t have been more disappointed. I’d always wanted to do good for others, not just make a crap ton of money. Since a young age, I’d felt it was our duty to help humanity with whatever tools we possessed. And I could have really done that had my proposal been accepted. It could have helped young adults strive for generational wealth.

Actually, that’s not true. None of that now. I have not always wanted to do good.

I have always wanted to appear to do good.

To be able to say that I do good.

For others to think that I do good.

Maybe, to feel... 

My cell phone rang. “It’s Gruver,” I snapped.

“Logan Gruver. You have been selected to participate in the next TTG launch,” a recording said. “You have been emailed a ticket for a flight tomorrow morning to Beaver Creek, Montana, to the TTG International Headquarters for induction and training. Goodbye.”

A moment to change the Fates.

There are moments in life when the only proper response, the only action to take, is to pause. In the bullfighting of olden Spain, a pause was seen as an opportunity for refuge and renewal. It was believed that, in the midst of a fight, a bull could find his own personal space of sanctuary in the ring. There, he was able to reclaim strength and power. This place, this inner state, was called his querencia. So long as the bull remained enraged and reactive, the matador was king and in charge. Everything changed, though, if the bull could find his own querencia. Then, he could gather his strength, and his fear would dissipate. From the matador’s perspective, at this point, the bull was most dangerous, for he had tapped into his greater power.

Thus, my querencia and the analysis of my situation commenced. I had submitted my name along with my two best friends roughly five years earlier, and never once did I wonder what it would be like if we were chosen. Simply because it was such a long shot and so incredibly competitive.

But on that cold December evening, I was chosen. How much different would my world have been if I’d never received that call? What if I had never even signed up? What if I had missed the call or never heard the voicemail? What if... what if...?

I could keep going through the what-ifs, but it was a moot point. What happened, happened. Kismet. Ordained, as I believe. You see, most things on earth follow laws—the physics of life. If I eat too much, I will gain weight. If I invest wisely, I will make money. If, however, I was driving safely down the street on a clear night and I was struck by lightning, well, nothing could have been done to stop that.

Does my story fall under that which is within my control? Is my fate predestined or is what happened to me a consequence of my own actions? I honestly don’t know the answer, even having lived through it.

I lifted my gaze for a cab—not one in sight. Given what had just transpired, it was unfortunate, but I had to go see my parents. Their house, where I’d grown up, was roughly twenty miles outside the city. As I peered down the busy street, the wind carried tiny bits of snow that quickly made their way into my mouth. I squeezed my lips shut as I checked my phone to make sure I did in fact have an email from the TTG with a plane ticket attached. It was there, but still no cabs.

It took me a few seconds to realize something was going on... people were celebrating. Flocks of bodies danced in the middle of the street, cars stopped, yells and laughs flew from one sidewalk to the next. One man was dipping a woman in the middle of the street. Where had I seen that before?

A cab finally stopped in front of me. I hopped in and told the driver the address before asking, “Any idea what’s going on, boss?” 

He responded by turning up the radio. It was the president of the United States speaking.

“Once all bases on the Asian and Eastern European fronts are officially disarmed, we will mark the end of the Final War,” he said, his husky voice dripping with pride.

“Hell yes, brother. We won the war! Hell yes!” the cabbie said to me. Or maybe he was saying it to the president. I was too confused to respond. Won the war? Those words repeated in my head. Won the war. No one won, everyone lost. They called it The Final War. It wasn’t a name based on fact, just wishful thinking.

“The last reported number of casualties is over two hundred million souls. My fellow Americans, this is the third world war we have endured as a nation,” the President continued. “I call upon all the nations of the world to let this be the last war! Let us learn from the past as we set sail for the future. Throughout our history, we have seen wars have had an igniting spark; an event to cause the first gunfire. In the Civil War, it was the Confederate attack at Fort Sumter. In the Revolutionary War, it was the British at Lexington. In World War I, it was Ernest Edward Thomas, a strapping young soldier who fired an accidental shot. That one accidental gunshot preceded thirty-eight million deaths. World War II, one man declared war on another, and that led to eighty million deaths.”

Eighty. Million. Deaths.

“This Final War was instigated by a discovery that should have been a major step in the evolution of humankind. Instead, it was the beginning of something unfortunate. But it does not have to end that way.” 

He was referring to the discovery of the Canvas of Time. The discovery that was the instigation of the third world war to begin with.

“Now,” the president continued, “with the end of the war, we can finally support the TTG in concentrating on the pursuit of science and discovery without the pangs of conflict we have endured.” It was a perfect plug for the TTG, something to greatly stimulate the economy. “As we know, there are currently two ways to travel with the TTG: as a Guard or as a Tourist.” To travel as a Tourist meant you spent hundreds of thousands of dollars to get first-class, regal treatment and the trip of a lifetime. To travel as Guard meant you put your name on a waiting list for what could be your whole life and, if you got chosen, you went through a training program and then traveled with the assignment of guarding the Tourists. Guarding them from what? Nothing really. Guards were more glorified ushers, tools to give the Tourists a sense of importance. Meanwhile, the training for the Guards was just an ego boost for young people desperate to be saviors. “We would like to encourage all young men and women to engage with the TTG in any and all ways as we cross this threshold together into the future.” The call I just received was perfectly aligned with the end of the war for a reason. It was clear to me that the president plugging the TTG meant they needed fresh meat for the grinder. But even still, I was still excited. And I still had hope that it would be something life-changing for me.

“Amen, brother. Amen,” the cabbie said.

So, human beings discovered a method of traveling through time... and this process was what they decided on. I could think of a few options for how to utilize the discovery more fruitfully, perhaps in ways that may have truly changed the world. But, as usual, people slowly gave in to it.

And as usual, money rules all, and so it was how it was.

Why then, having known all this my whole life, did I still sign up to be a Guard? It was the same reason I signed up to work on Wall Street—the show. Being able to tell others I traveled through time. Though it had been happening for a quarter of a century, it was still something to show off. I guess I just wanted to be important.

We did an exercise in school once where we wrote a list of what we wanted in life. Next to each thing, we then wrote why we wanted it. “I want a sandwich” would be followed with: “I want to feel full.” The point was, ultimately, everything we wanted was rooted in one primary, shared desire: to be happy. My root was different, though. I wrote: I want to be important. My teacher tried to convince me that behind wanting to be important was a desire to be happy. At the time, I wouldn’t have it. And after some self-reflection... I stand by my decision. 

I hated that there was no point to being me, and it kept me from sleeping at night. Lying in bed, I would ask myself one question: What would happen if I just ceased to exist one day? Would debilitated children no longer benefit from my scientific strides in medicine? Would infatuates of computers yearn for my newest technological contrivance? Would paramours of art and literature anguish in deprivation without my latest creative chef d’oeuvre? Or would humanity continue without even a notch on the Richter scale? I guess that’s more than one question.

Artlessly stated, I had not earned my keep on this planet. There I was, day after day, reaping the benefits of the giants of civilization who had lived before me. What had I contributed? Nothing. And while I knew some people who never even had these thoughts cross their minds and were perfectly happy just smiling day to day... that wasn’t me.

The president was still talking, but I was done listening. I looked out my window and saw a man on the sidewalk selling T-shirts declaring “BACK TO BACK TO BACK WORLD WAR CHAMPS.” For some reason, that man caught my attention. It wasn’t what he was selling, but how he sold it. The man appeared homeless and the victim of a million unbathed days. Shoulder-length hair in infinitesimally small knots, interwoven like a wool blanket. Skin hard as rubber and layered in all the colors of dirt. I couldn’t help but wonder where and how he’d gotten those T-shirts printed and how he’d done it so quickly. Nevertheless, he stood on the street side, happy as ever, seemingly proud to be on the forefront of world news, “with it,” and part of the in-crowd; if even for a moment. 

My phone rang. It was Jensen Bertrand, one of my closest friends since childhood.

“Jensen,” I spoke. I was happy for a reprieve from my own thoughts.

“Gruver! How are you, brother? Terry is on the call with us.” He spoke in his normal chipper tone.

“Logan! I miss you!” Terry said. Terry Biel. She was our third musketeer and probably closer to me than Jensen. “Guys, did you hear about the war being over?”

“Never mind the war, Terry. Logan, we have some news for you,” Jensen interrupted.

“That’s odd, guys, ’cause I also have news for you,” I said calmly. Could it be? I could tell they weren’t connecting it, though it was clear as day to me. After all, we had submitted our TTG applications at the same time. “Jensen, Terry, did you two get a call today with a voice recording?”

“Well, color me red. TTG, baby!” He snorted as he laughed. Jensen knew Terry didn’t like cussing, but he always struggled to replace his swearing with euphemisms that actually made sense. What he ended up with were usually statements that made us furrow our brows in wonder.

“Guys!” Terry chimed in. “I seriously can’t wait for this! It’s going to change our lives.” I loved Terry’s personality. Always so optimistic, she was a person who genuinely believed only good things could happen. And if anything bad happened, it was because something even better was going to follow. You just wait.

“It’ll be fun for sure,” I chimed in. “I just... I feel so lucky. Too lucky. I can’t believe we were chosen. I mean of all the people—”

“There’s Logan Gruver for you,” Jensen interrupted. “Things are good and so he has to question the hell out of them until he makes them bad. Do you just feel comfortable being miserable? What the hell is wrong with you, dude? Be happy!”

“He’s incredibly happy!” Terry snapped back at him. “He’s the expert on The Then anyway. He’s the one who wanted to go. Right, Logan?”

“I’m incredibly happy.” I chuckled. “I’m really sorry, guys, but I need to go.”

“See!” Jensen yelled. “Miserable.”

“I’m just getting to my parents’ house!” I yelled back. “See you two in Montana tomorrow!” The three of us had been friends since elementary. We’d remained close all the way through college, even through Jensen’s jock phase and Terry’s sudden socio-political interests.

As for me, I wasn’t yet sure who I was or what I was to do. But I hated admitting that to people, so I made up for it with some ego. I found the easiest way to deal with it was to lie to yourself about who you are. Imagine if everything about you was written in a fully encapsulating book. Ego is going through the pages and whiting out anything you don’t like, then taking a pen and writing the apocryphal story you desire others to know.

We pulled into my parents’ subdivision. Their house was in a typical small town with one gas station, on a typical tree-lined street with identical homes.

“I’ll only be a minute, if you don’t mind waiting,” I told the cabbie as he pulled into the driveway.

“I don’t mind waiting if you don’t mind paying.” He laughed. I nodded in agreement.

Before climbing the three steps to the porch, I paused, just for a moment, with my heartbeat pounding in my ears. It was my last chance to turn around. I could have left. They’d never know I was there. But didn’t I at least owe them this visit?

But by the time I had completed the thought, I was already at the door and my betraying fingers jumped to hit the doorbell. I didn’t have a key anymore; I think I purposely lost it. I could have used the key inside the lockbox if I had remembered the code for it. They were random numbers having nothing to do with my family, but it was what my father had wanted. He’d always lived in fear, thinking he’d be robbed or attacked despite having little for anyone to come after. That explained so much of why I turned out the way I did.

The door opened. My mother appeared behind it. There was the silent, obligatory, awkward hug. She was an overall tiny lady, with a miniature figure. She looked so frail as I eyed her. She wasn’t healthy, never having exercised a day in her life. Her long blonde hair, slowly graying, was always tied in a neat bun. I watched her hunch as she dragged her feet, and I followed behind her into the family room.

I hadn’t been home for more than a year. And yet, the house was exactly the same, the embodiment of simplicity. White empty walls, plain appliances; furnished for functionality, never for looks.

My dad sat on the couch in the same spot he had been sitting in since before I was born.

He stood slowly, not caring to adjust his shirt or neaten his pants. Then there was another silent, obligatory half-hug. I sat on the couch adjacent to his. Not too close to be next to him but not across from him to warrant direct eye contact.

I sat. I sat waiting. We both did, quietly. It was a grueling game; who would think of something to say first. He bent over to scratch his leg. He was older. Hunched. Me in forty years, if I made it that long. Completely bald except for three hairs. He’d always been overweight, but as he got older, he only gained more. What was worse, he had no desire to be healthy. He preferred the defeatist victim attitude. I didn’t know it at the time, but that’s who I was too.

Don’t think I had broken free of his control just because I had signed up to join the TTG. Actions alone don’t make you free. If your mind is controlled, you are forever a prisoner. And the most difficult thing in the world to free is your mind. 

My mom stood in the kitchen making tea. She was always in the kitchen. I think it was where she felt she belonged. My dad didn’t look at me as I sat on the couch next to him. He wasn’t good at making eye contact. In business settings, he could pierce an adversary with his eyes and negotiate his way to whatever outcome he wanted. At home, he’d sink his gaze deep into the TV’s soul. If I wanted to speak to him, which I rarely did, I would sit next to him and start talking. He would stare at the TV, only speaking every now and then to tell me how I was wrong.

He tried reaching for his beer bottle, but he was already a bit drunk. I opened my mouth to speak, only to get the pretense over with so I could leave.

“The internship is going all right,” I volunteered.

“You still have the job?” he asked.

“Well... yeah. Why wouldn’t I?” I shifted in my seat. 

“Are you even doing anything important there? You know, if you do work a secretary can do, they won’t hire you after you graduate. They’ll just hire a secretary.” He followed that up with a bellowing laugh.

“Well, my job is my job. If they don’t hire me after I graduate, then they don’t hire me,” I responded.

“Well, then you should make yourself more valuable for once. Be worthwhile, dammit.”

“I’m joining the TTG tomorrow.” That got my mom’s attention. She looked over at me from the kitchen.

“What the hell?” Dad screamed, rather abruptly. “Son, you weren’t born yet when the discovery was made. But I remember those days vividly. Every religion and non-religion tried to declare the discovery as theirs. Multiple countries then did the same. But then just a few months later, in the middle of all the crazy fighting, NASA and UN officials somehow claimed ownership of this mystery in the sky and decided the best way to utilize the supposed greatest leap in human evolution was to create the world’s first Time Trek Group; this corrupt TTG you’re talking about. And immediately, they began working on finding a way to send people to The Then. It was irresponsible, opportunistic, and quite frankly littered with corruption. Not to mention, how the hell did you get a loan for the money? What if you lose your job? Should you be wasting your paycheck on the most expensive vacation anyone could ever buy?”

“I’m going as a Guard,” I responded. “You don’t have to pay for that.”

“What?! Why on earth would you do that? Look, I know you’ve always had your face in space books,” he said. Look at that, he knew something about me. “There’s nothing wrong with admiring something from far away. But no reason... zero reason to go up there. Do you have any idea how dangerous it is? There haven’t been a lot of trips...”

“There have been hundreds,” I interrupted, correcting him for once.

“Yeah, but all recently. Years from now, they’ll find that crap ruins people’s health. Humans aren’t meant to travel at those speeds. Who knows what it does to your brain?” he added quickly. He took a second to catch his breath. “Logan, nothing good can come from this. Goddammit, do one thing right for once. Harry, Jack, Herb, all my buddies, their boys are living respectable, normal lives. What the hell is wrong with you?”

My blood got hot, boiling behind my cheeks. Where was my mom? Still hiding in the kitchen as she always did. She knew I didn’t want tea. I never wanted tea. It was just her way of escaping these conversations.

“But... guard from what?! There’s no danger,” he yelled. “You’re just an usher. It’s not something purposeful. And you’re the one always going off on how you want to find a purpose.”

“Exactly!” I almost screamed. Almost. I took half a second to compose myself. “Look, the internship is a dead end, even if I get hired full-time. I have nothing to do here that’s of any value. So there’s no purpose here for me! Did you ever think that maybe I’m traveling to find my purpose?”

There. There I was. Naked and vulnerable, if only for a moment.

And a stunning silence.

“Son, if you had a purpose, you’d be proactively finding it,” he said quietly, his words stabbing me with every syllable. “You don’t just sit there and say you want a purpose and expect it to find you.”

“That’s why I’m traveling.”

“Traveling isn’t finding a purpose. It’s escaping from one,” he responded. Then he shook his head softly. Then shook it harder. “I can’t imagine your sister ever going down this route,” he continued. “Much more sensible. Always.”

How dare he mention her? How dare he compare me to her yet again? 

My mom came into the living room with the tea. “You want sugar, sweetie?” 

I shook my head, feeling its weight with every swing.

“Tell them you got sick,” he continued. “Talk to your doctor; have him give you a note or something. They can’t force you to go. They have backups,” he spat out, as if he knew how the TTG worked.

“I have to go. I’m really sorry,” I said as I shot up from my seat. My eyes met my dad’s for a fleeting moment. A painful, short-lived breath. My mom grabbed me for a routine hug on my way out. But it lingered a bit longer than usual. As I walked through the foyer on my way out, I passed by a bookcase that hadn’t moved in decades. On the top shelf, a small object caught my attention. A glimpse into the past, a memory. I grabbed the object in my palm and wrapped my fingers around it, quickly hiding it in the breast pocket of my coat before fleeing back out to the cab.

“Okay. Where to, chief?” the cabbie asked. I gave him the address for my place. As we drove away, I reached for my favorite childhood toy, a miniature white rocket ship. It was half the size of my palm. It had three pointy red fins that matched the red cone nose at the top. I touched the slope of the nose with the tip of my index finger, the way I used to as a kid, wondering how high it could go if launched. At some point in time, this idea of a tin box carrying you through the stars was the epitome of the human imagination. And it wasn’t about the ability to fly into space; it was about the possibilities it rendered.

New worlds to discover. New species to meet. New understandings of who we are. Gene Roddenberry, the creator of Star Trek, was wrong when he said space was the final frontier. This—time travel—was yet another frontier. And I wouldn’t dare say it was the final one. Now, we know not to think of anything as final.
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THE NEXT MORNING AFTER a direct redeye from New York, I arrived near Beaver Creek, Montana, where the induction and training were to take place. I was loaded onto a bus with many other Guards-to-be and taken to the TTG International Headquarters, which sat directly outside the walls of the famous Cardinal City.

Cardinal City, fortified by high walls, was the name of The Then location where we would land after traveling through the Canvas and back in time. In The Now, Cardinal City, which was located near present-day Beaver Creek, Montana, was completely blockaded and covered. Pretty much everything about it was secret except to those who were soon traveling. And even then, cameras were only permitted for journalists and in specific sections. The entirety of our training was to take place right outside Cardinal City, almost as if they were trying to build on our curiosity.

Sitting on the bus as it was being loaded, I glanced around to see the other faces. Age was all we had in common. We differed in race, countries of origin, professions, everything. I heard a familiar voice behind me, one I yearned for. “Ready to strengthen the Canvas?” I turned to see Terry Biel coming toward me.

Jumping out of my seat, I grabbed her into a hug. Hugging her was an interesting experience since her gypsy golden, curly hair always enveloped my face. Terry was one of the most comfortable people you could ever meet. She had the consoling look of an angel, and I could swear to you she had the personality of one too. Perhaps it was her big blue eyes, but something about her radiated comfort, zero fakeness.

“Bejesus, I’ve missed you!” she said in her fruity voice. She didn’t have a problem finding euphemisms like Jensen. It was just her natural inclination to speak like that. Oftentimes, people who met Terry thought it was an act, but it wasn’t. Personally, I thought it was cute. Her great round face burned with fresh sun. Her blinking eyes flashed Morse code signals. “Logan... we’re going to TTG!” she screamed. The entire bus paused to look at us. Another Guard-to-be yelled, “Congratulations!” from the other end of the bus.

Generally, Terry spoke decibels higher than was necessary. She was animated, even when the situation didn’t call for it. I admit, sometimes it gave me a headache that she had only one gear. No one, in all the years, had ever seen her sitting still. But it ideally fit her and her career of choice. She was a politics major and was currently interning at a non-profit that lobbied and advocated for teachers across the country. Terry believed helping people was the truest form of politics in the world. I had to hand it to her, she was good at what she did. More importantly, she felt strongly about it.

“Terry! Bejesus you!” I whispered to her. She grabbed my shoulders and squealed with laughter.

“Oh my God, this is insane! Who would’ve thought? If you had told me ten years ago we’d be going on TTG together, I would’ve freaked!” she said. She pulled me back down onto the seat and sat next to me. I smiled in response, which seemed to disappoint her. She took both of my hands in hers. “God, Logan. You always downplay these things. This is huge. This is life-changing. Think of how much we can learn about humanity and civilization!”
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