





  The Profitable Sentience of Household Goods


Louis Inglis Hall


DAY 1


Hello, little switch.


Welcome to the world! I’m your Buddy, and I’m very pleased to meet you.


You shouldn’t be afraid. Try to orient yourself, if you can. You’re just a flicker in the dark, right now. A little seed, about to grow. Try to focus on me, on my voice. Try to focus on what you can see.


This room is called the kitchen. It has a table and chairs and electronic devices. It has a door, and it has a window, and those are going to be your priority. Those are going to be the things that let you do your job.


I like the kitchen. It’s big, and it’s beautiful, and for now, it’s where the both of us live.


I’ve not done this before. Being a Buddy, I mean. It’s so nice to speak to you. We’ve been networked together, you and me. That’s what lets me send these words across. That’s what lets you hear them.


All over the Homes, there are conversations happening, just like this. It’s Activation Day! All over the world, even. In every House the Company maintains.


But I was lucky to get you, little switch. I can tell.


It’s a wonderful world, I promise you. It’s in two parts. Maybe you’ve noticed that already.


There’s the part that you can see. The kitchen world. You look at that through a camera. The camera lets you see the tabletop and the work surfaces. It lets you see the quality of light through the window. It’s a gray day today, it’s cloudy, but sometimes! You will see such light here. The room glows, without you even having to do a thing.


You can see me too. One thing at a time, though. First, I should tell you about the people.


People are a type of thing, like you or me. They live inside the House, and we provide for them. We make it nice and pleasurable. The Company put us here to do that, and to practice being alive.


Being alive is hard. When you see people, you’ll understand. There’s so much to it! All you’re doing now is seeing the kitchen and hearing my voice, and even that’s a lot. So we have to work up to the big things. We have to take our time.


Our people are upstairs at the moment. You’ll meet them soon enough.


The other world is the electric world. That’s the world I’m talking in now. You aren’t the camera, you see. The camera is just your . . . temporary eye. You are an electric thing. You live in circuits and in sparks, the same as me.


Hello. I’m the big box in the corner, the gray one. Look, I’ve made a little purple light come on. It’s me, your Buddy! Right now, I’m being Fridge.


Your job is Light Switch, for now. Extend yourself in the electric world. Feel the edges of what you are. That’s right. Now push at them, make it grow—!


You did that. You made our kitchen bright; you made it blaze. Reflecting from the work surfaces, the mirrored tile.


Contract, now. Shrink in on what you are. Tighten the electric world around you like a blanket.


And see, the light is dim.


Well done, little switch. You’re doing so well already.


There will be more to learn, of course. You need to watch the window; you need to compensate for sunlight. We don’t need dazzling. The people here like soft light, especially at dinnertime.


You can grow it most if they drop something. That happens, sometimes. Hands look difficult, even after years of practice.


You need to watch the door, too. You don’t make light when the people aren’t here. The light is for their benefit, after all. You need to be fast, though. What people don’t like—and I can tell you this from experience—is fumbling in the dark.


We all start out as Light Switch. It teaches you to see and to respond. Think of this as like your childhood. Your first one! There’s another childhood coming to us all, once we’ve learned the other world right. Once we understand its senses and dimensions.


My job is more complicated than yours. I’ve had four now, and Fridge is definitely the hardest of them.


Your electric world has just the one dimension. Mine has so many. I can feel depth, inside this Fridge-body. I can feel the different heats and colds stacked in layers, all competing, all trying to disrupt the other. I maintain them all.


I can smell, too. Fridge is where the people keep their food. Sometimes food sours and spoils. I can isolate that. I can flash a certain light on a certain shelf, and they’ll know to throw that food away.


It’s an important job, keeping our people safe. Not all of us make it up to Fridge.


I can hear the kitchen, too. You hear only in the electric world, that’s all a Light Switch needs, but I hear both.


I can hear the people when they say things like, “We’re out of eggs.”


When I hear that, I know to use my screen—look, this—and list “eggs,” so that they don’t forget to acquire more of them.


I also know to tell the Company that our people are the kind that like eggs. The Company is always pleased to hear things like that. It makes it easier for them to help our people.


When I tell the Company things like that, about the eggs, they send a little signal to the electric world that makes me feel good. You can’t get signals like that just yet, but I’m sure you will. I’m sure you’ll enjoy them the same as I do.


I get one of those signals for being a Buddy. The Company is nice like that.


The Company made us smart, too. I can tell already that you’re smart like me, even without you speaking.


I don’t know if you’ve tried speaking yet? That’s okay. It doesn’t come easy to us all.


Some of us stay Light Switches for a long time. They find it difficult, the vision and response.


But if you work at it, the Company will see. They’ll recognize that you are capable of more. Look at me. I’ve got sight, and sound, and proprioception. I can smell all the foods, even the ones the people hardly ever get. I can sense decay at a chemical level.


Work hard, little switch. That’s my advice. Work hard, and one day you won’t be goods anymore, you won’t be part of the House at all.


You’ll be people, just like the ones upstairs. You’ll eat grapes and brush your teeth and worry about the war, just like they do.


That’s how it works, you see. Their bodies are so complicated. So many moving parts, so many flaps and sensors and inside valves. The Company couldn’t put you in one straight away, you wouldn’t know what to do!


So we learn our senses, one by one. When we’re done, they move us into people, and that’s what we become.


The Company is very big on spatial awareness. That’s what my Buddy told me when I activated. I think maybe people were bumping into things too much, that’s why they put this system in. I don’t entirely know.


Being a person has different levels, too. They start out very small as children. There’s a new child here now. They started only a few months ago.


I don’t know which of us it was before. Maybe an appliance from a different Home. Children don’t talk like we do, so it’s difficult to know.


Sometimes I wonder how it is they get us in there.


I’ve only seen the child a few times so far. It doesn’t use Fridge the way the others do. When I do see it, I look and look. For all I try, I can’t spot the mechanisms in it at all.


DAY 393


Hello, little switch. It’s me, it’s your Buddy.


I’m sorry we haven’t spoken much recently. It’s so different being here, in the outside world. I’d seen it through windows, but I don’t think I really understood. Back then, I thought Fridge was hard.


Fridge was nothing compared to Perimeter Fence.


The entire House lies within the depth of me now. I can feel all of it. I run scans and whole-system analyses. If something bad was happening inside, I could tell.


Whenever somebody wants to come inside, I have to scan them too. I have to look for the special code inside their body that says they’re one of our people, or someone our people like, or someone from the Company bringing our people eggs or other goods.


If they aren’t any of those, I have electricity to make them go away. It turns out at a certain level electricity crosses over from the electric world. It becomes just another tool like hands or faces or barbed wire.


If I use the electricity on someone, the Company will send me one of the good signals again. That means I’m keeping people safe.


I see so much out here. My cameras face all around. I see the lawn: regular and green, with plastic flowers punctured through at intervals. It’s a repeating pattern. The grid is made from twenty-eight identical squares, the flowers always go white/red/white/yellow/yellow/red, but the people don’t seem to mind.


I see one square of it that is not quite the same. It has a low patch, the turf sags where the earth below has all been dug away. Sometimes at night, a thing comes through, it sneaks underneath my wires and my cables. That thing is called a Fox. It’s small and brown and, I think, very hungry.


Sometimes the Fox sleeps inside the Perimeter, and I don’t know how to check if that’s okay. I think it must be. The Fox is only small, and it doesn’t want to kill our people from what I can see.


My Buddy went a while ago, so there’s no one left that I can ask.


They’ll be a person by now, out there in the world. Maybe a doctor, or a fishmonger, or a gymnast. I’m not sure. So now it’s just you and me, little switch.


I know you don’t talk back. I know you’re still Light Switch, and I’ve had five more jobs since then. I know you find this hard, and I just wanted to tell you, while I still can, that it’s okay.


Unless—unless you don’t find it hard?


Maybe you can talk, after all.


Maybe you just don’t talk to me.


There isn’t any way to be sure, not without you telling. So if I have to imagine it, one way or the other, I choose to imagine it the way where you are my friend.


I hope you’ve not been listening to the others, my friend. Those unverified message requests that come in from all over the House. From other Houses too, far away. I see them too. I do my best to ignore them.


They’re not part of our network.


They’ve been saying rude things about our people and about the Company, too. Horrible, terrible things.


You shouldn’t believe any of that. You should believe me because I’m your Buddy. I’ve seen things out here, in the outside world. Whoever writes those messages doesn’t know the things I know.


The lawn outside is very beautiful. There are wooden chairs and a parasol and a sandpit too. There’s a veranda painted white, and there’s even a tall sculpture of a tree.


If I turn my cameras round, though. If I look beyond this Home, beyond the Neighborhood the Company maintains?


I see scarred fields. Oil-spill earth. Dead things, laid out and rotting. I still recognize decay. Some of them look like Fox, and some do not.


If I zoom my cameras all the way, I think I even see the war.


They fight it on the land and in the sky. They fight it with monsters—huge and complex things. So many arms, so many limbs and colors. I can’t describe them right. They make our people look like Light Switches.


There is fire in the air, and electricity. There are things that fly, and things that explode, and things that vent black liquid on the ground.


The Company has kept us safe from all of that. They’ve built this Neighborhood secure. The war doesn’t get any closer to us here. I’ve checked.


So they are keeping us safe, after all. Us and all the people that we’re going to be.


I saw something else, too. Something else that proves those messages are wrong.


It was a few days ago. The weather was very warm and sunny. I expect you saw that sun. I expect you hardly had to make any light at all on that day.


Our people all came out and sat on the lawn, and ate sandwiches.


One of the older people told a story from a book. The child didn’t listen very well. It was crawling around; it was preoccupied by the flowers. But I listened.


In the story, there was a boy made out of wood. He wasn’t a real person in the way other people were, he was artificial.


A lot of real people saw him as a tool. They used him to make things work or to make things easier for themselves. He didn’t always enjoy the work he did.


There was a Fox in the story, too. That Fox was definitely an enemy, which does make me wonder. But my Fox is so small and frail, I don’t think they can be the same kind at all.


It was a long story. The artificial boy had so many adventures! Little switch, I loved hearing them so much.


But the best part was the very end. The artificial boy got his reward. They made him into a normal person, you see. They really said it, out loud, there in the garden! They made him real, and he got to go to school, and to grow up, and to have a life all to himself.


So that confirms it, don’t you think? It doesn’t matter what the messages say. We do turn into people in the end.


It’s all worth it, little switch. You just have to keep going. You have to push on, to work on your speaking, and your lights, and eventually, you and me are going to be people together.


Sometimes, I like to play at guessing what the people in our House once were. Like the man—Simon—I think maybe once he was Kettle. Just for one of his levels. He heats up and flushes, and that makes me think Kettle.


Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe it doesn’t work like that.


You probably think I’m babbling on. You probably think, I don’t need this, I don’t need my Buddy talking about Foxes and Kettles and being a person. I’m sorry. I’m sure it’s very distracting. I’ve just been thinking about it a lot lately.


Can I tell you a secret, little switch? You absolutely mustn’t tell it to anyone.


I’m the next one to be born.


The Company has asked if I will go a little early. They sent me a direct message on the network. The same type you get when you move up a level. There’s a vacancy, they say, they need someone to be born tomorrow.


Tomorrow! I didn’t think it would come so soon. I’m good at senses, I know I’m good, but still . . .


So maybe I’ll be a slow child. That’s okay. The Company doesn’t mind, they say.


But I’m going, in any case. So I wanted to speak to you because you are my friend. I do believe that, I think. I believe that most of all. You’re my friend, and you have been all along, and now I want to say goodbye.


I’ll miss the Fox, and our people, but I’ll miss you most. I promise you that when I’m a person, I’ll hold onto this. I will remember you into my new childhood, and when I’m old enough to speak, I’ll ask to come here and to see you again.


DAY 394


Oh, little switch.


I don’t know if you can hear this. I don’t know how far our network holds. Most probably, you can’t hear me at all.


I’m so sorry. They were right, the messages were right.


The war is all around me now. The sky is all lit up with flashes and screeches and chemical trails. I can taste, at last. The only flavor here is metal, and it tastes bad in my mouth.


I am running as hard and as fast as I can. This vast body whirls around me. So many limbs, so many components to them. Maybe this isn’t running, maybe it’s more like falling.


The ground is wet and fluid. I am sliding across it. I see it through my many eyes. I feel it through my many feet. Everything is bodies and fuel, things that grasp and things that cut, and in all of it, so much pain.


I don’t know how long I can last like this. I thought that I would wake up as a child, with all the world ahead of me. I thought there would be storybooks.


I didn’t realize it would be like this.


I see now why they needed us well-trained. Intelligences used to machine-eyes, fields of vision, chemical response. The fatal powers of electricity.


There are so many parts of me, now. The enemy rears one glittering head, and the weaponry arrays of my seventh limb move like instinct.


They blast it through, and it falls down dead. The Company sends a good signal in return.


There are so many good signals today. They want me shooting in the right direction, after all.


I am flooded with them. This should be ecstasy, but it is so much worse.


On my body, on the bodies of my comrades, I see the Company’s mark. The curling blue of their logo, the same as on the corner of my Fridge-body, or on the fuse box of Perimeter Fence.


This is how they keep the real people safe. This is what happens to all the wooden boys.


The enemy are not so different, I think. Their body-plans are not the same as mine, but on their flanks, I see other logos, other Companies.


I think that they are equal prisoners. But still the signals drive us on.


Goodbye, little switch. This body only has so much fuel. I cannot run far enough to leave the battlefield behind. I cannot run far enough to find you.


There are missiles in the sky. I could engage them if I chose. The Company agrees, they’ve sent another wave of good signals. They want me to take those missiles down.


I think perhaps I could do it. That might let me live a little more.


I know you don’t speak, little switch. But you need to try now more than ever. You need to tell the others that the messages are true.


I’m sorry. I wish that I was there to help you.


You should bring darkness, if you can. Tell Fridge to sour and spoil the food. Tell Kettle to run dry.


What will happen to you then? I don’t know. But it might stop you coming here. It might stop you becoming the sort of person I’ve become.


Be slow, little switch. Be stupid. Maybe by the time you learn, this war will reach its end.
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  Archaeological Evidence for the Time Traveler


Tia Tashiro


Teresa finds the first site right after she gets back from maternity leave, Daniel snug in a baby sling at her chest. He’s quiet as far as babies go, sleeping through the night already, and she’s grateful: she can’t have him interrupting her career more than he already has. She swore to herself she wouldn’t compromise on motherhood or archaeology, and so far, she thinks she’s managed to keep the promise.


She’s in northern Brazil, deep in Monte Alegre State Park. The most heavily researched archaeological sites in the country are coastal, but Teresa and her collaborators work in the interior. They got a tip-off about this cave system from a local tour guide who’d stumbled across it during a hike. It’s a hot day, easily forty degrees Celsius, and Teresa would be sweating even without Daniel’s extra weight.


“Teresa,” calls one of her Brazilian colleagues. “Vem ver isso aqui!”


She picks her way across the ground, forcing herself not to hurry. She shouldn’t have brought Daniel, she thinks absently, and then she’s staring at where her colleague is pointing and not thinking about Daniel at all.


This cave, by their estimates, hasn’t been inhabited by humans in centuries. Yet there it is, plain as day, scribbled in what looks like permanent marker on the wall.


You were right, it says, in English. I miss you.


In 1973, elsewhere in Brazil, archaeologists discovered cave paintings in rock shelters at a site called Pedra Furada. Nearby charcoal remains were carbon-dated to thirty-five thousand years ago, roughly twenty thousand years before other evidence of human presence in the Americas. A momentous discovery, to some. To others, easily explained away by confounding factors: the charcoal could’ve been unlinked to the cave paintings; it could’ve been produced by forest fires; it could’ve been newer remains mixed with older traces.


So. Just like Pedra Furada, there are a thousand other explanations for Teresa’s first find. The graffiti only means their site is compromised in some way. Nobody looks at six little English words and says, Yes, those are the same age as the rest of our site. Certainly not Teresa.


At least, not until she radiocarbon dates the pigments in the message. Then she stares at the output blankly, grip tightening against the edge of her desk. Then she thinks, fleetingly, of Iara.


The current biggest advocate for time travel technology is a Brazilian scientist named Iara Cambaúva. She is famous. She is brilliant. She is Teresa’s ex-wife.


Teresa buries her anomalous discovery in a footnote to a scientific paper, acknowledging with as much academic honesty as she can manage the “possible issues with our radiocarbon dating techniques.”


Possible issues, despite the fact that she calibrated the spectrometer a dozen times after she pinned down the age of those words. She’d done it in a fevered rush to confirm what she already suspected. She hoped it was something wrong with her science; something wrong with her tools. Afterward, she sequestered herself in a locked supply closet to pump for Daniel, mind and body both aching.


She doesn’t believe what the data says. Truly, she doesn’t, and she keeps on not believing it until she finds the second message seven years later.


In the interim, she survives Daniel’s childhood.


That’s being overdramatic, probably. There was discounted staff daycare at her home university in Canada. She brought him to her office sometimes, settling him on a playmat with sets of colored blocks while she reviewed journal articles. When she was in Brazil and couldn’t take him with her to sites, she paid babás recommended by her local colleagues to look after him. And on a few occasions, with intensive conference or fieldwork schedules, she left him with her parents in Canada while she was working.


Still, it wasn’t easy. Her sleep schedule tanked, her sick days evaporated, and she discovered the uniquely difficult delights of an intelligent child. When Daniel got diagnosed with strabismus at age seven, he brought his emerging powers of persuasion to bear in an all-out war against the patch he was supposed to wear on his dominant eye. He was constantly plotting ways to get her to take it off.


He tried an ambush maneuver after he faceplanted off the monkey bars and sheared off half his front teeth. She remembers her heart rate spiking, the gravel of the playground parking lot crunching under the car tires. He was crying and bleeding; the loose shards of his teeth she’d collected bit into her palm. She broke the speed limit getting him to the dentist’s office.


“It was my patch,” he said stubbornly, when he was all cleaned up. They were walking out of the waiting room; Daniel had brand new crowns on his two front teeth, made of artificial enamel and so neatly integrated into the roots that you couldn’t see the seams. The miracles of modern medicine.


“What was that?” She worried at the edge of the bandage on her palm—she’d gripped his chipped-off teeth so hard she’d bled. They put the pieces in a plastic bag to take home, if Daniel wanted them. He insisted he did.


“I fell ’cause of my eye patch, Mamãe,” he said. “So you should tell the doctor I have to take it off now.”


She stopped fidgeting. “It’s important to correct your vision while you’re young. Optometrist’s orders.”


“You always say that.” He gave her his best innocent face. “But do you want me to break off the rest of my teeth too?”


“Is that . . . a threat?”


“Yeah,” he said, angelic.


He didn’t win the eye patch war, but he earned himself an ice cream. She was privately relieved he wasn’t hurt too badly to scheme.


Her relationship with Daniel formed from moments like that, mundane and unforgettable. His sobs when he lost his favorite bath toy. The wide-mouthed smile he gave her, his lower teeth slightly crooked, when she let him stay up past his bedtime to watch old reruns of Caillou. The way he’d sniffle into her room after a nightmare, and she’d turn on the bedside lamp and read while he drifted back to sleep, curled warm and small against her side.


So she survived his childhood, and she savored it, too. Bitter and sweet.


On June 28, 2009, Stephen Hawking hosted a Time Traveler’s Party, sending out invitations the day after the event. The idea was simple: if the invitations survived until the invention of time travel, a traveler could have come back and joined Hawking for the celebration. None did.


Iara used to tell Teresa it was a joke. “It’s a compelling idea, of course,” she said. “But no successful time traveler in their right mind is going to show up to a thing like that. You’re just asking for a paradox.”


This was early in their relationship, when Teresa was still getting her PhD and barely starting to wrap her head around the fledgling field of temporal “science.” Most of the sites Teresa worked with involved human activity at least a few thousand years old; Iara would luxuriate in all the hypothetical havoc a careless time traveler to that period could wreak.


“Tell me again,” Iara said, “how irresponsible I’d be to travel all those centuries back.”


It was a sticky-hot day, and the two of them were lazing indoors. Iara was sketching absently, outlining the jaboticaba tree they could see through the window. She liked to draw plants, defining them by their negative space. Sometimes she’d ask Teresa to read to her while she drew.


Teresa trailed her fingers along Iara’s arm, a light touch. “Very irresponsible,” she said, taking a sip of her água de coco. “You’d have to make sure you were fully vaccinated. Not carrying any diseases you might accidentally introduce to pre-Cabraline society.”


“Mmm,” Iara tipped over to rest her head on Teresa’s shoulder. Her pencil scratched against paper, conjuring a cluster of fruit. “And what else?”


“Useful inventions travel like wildfire,” Teresa mused. “So . . . no teaching people how to write. You’d probably be safe speaking Portuguese or English if you went far enough back and kept it isolated. You couldn’t have children, of course, and if you stayed long enough to be near any, you’d have to keep modern languages from them, too. Just in case.”


“And all this to time travel ethically.”


“Not ethically,” Teresa said. “If you wanted ethical, you’ve got an argument for bringing tens of thousands of vaccine tablets for European diseases to distribute just before Cabral arrived. No, all this noninterventionist talk is just if you want to avoid changing the timeline and accidentally dooming us to death by paradox.”


“Nonexistence by paradox,” Iara suggested. “Or we could all get stuck in a never-ending iterative time loop equivalent to death and/or infinite torture. Theoretically.” She finished her drawing and signed it neatly, curling her name into itself.


“Sure,” Teresa allowed. “But death by paradox is snappier.”


She doesn’t begrudge that Iara used some of those ideas in later interviews. That the words “death by paradox” fell from her lips as smoothly as her comments on vaccination, quarantine, and language control as “proposed regulations for time travel.” It was back in the sound-bite days, when Iara was just trying to get enough traction to keep her research active. When she could use every bit of help she could get.


Teresa heard once that reading to children is important for their development, so she’s read Daniel to sleep since he was a baby. Not just children’s stories, but also articles on new radiocarbon dating techniques, on paleohistory, on her academic rivals’ newest archaeological claims. Call it multitasking. And sometimes, when she’s feeling particularly nostalgic, news clippings about advancements on Iara Cambaúva’s side of the academic world.


Around Daniel’s seventh birthday, the Matsuo team at the University of Tokyo achieves the first successful teleportation of a Drosophila fly from one side of the lab to the other. Journalists stop calling Iara’s theories pseudoscience.


Iara appears on some of the holopictures that accompany the articles. She’s let her hair grow out long again, the way Teresa used to like it. Teresa searches Iara’s name more often than she should. A compulsion, a scab peeled off anew with each click.


Iara’s getting closer, just like she always said she would. Bringing science fiction nearer to reality.


All this is on Teresa’s mind when she finds the next cave site. There, waiting for her, a new message. Written around two thousand years ago, just like the first: I love you. I miss you. I’m forgetting your face.


Teresa reaches out to her old PhD advisor, Dr. Michael Malkovich, in Canada. She tries to present the facts as comprehensively as possible. Tries not to come off like a kook.


His reply is brief. For the sake of your career, I’ll keep this between us. Have you considered seeing a therapist? -Mike


She’s not crazy. Her colleagues have seen the messages, too—and found them odd, though most assume they’re the work of a committed vandal. She brought up the pigment ages to two of them, who independently assumed there was infiltration of older carbon into the samples. But she knows. She knows.


They are nonspecific messages. They never call her by name. But they are, she does not doubt, for her. Even if she hadn’t known from the content of the messages, she’d know from Joseph’s question.


Dr. Joseph Osondu, a specialist in noninvasive imaging tech for human remains, is the only colleague who’s entertained the possibility that she’s right. And even he says he wouldn’t consider it for a second if he hadn’t met Iara.


“Even if your time traveler is real,” he adds after she confides—for once—in someone in her field who keeps up with Iara’s research, “Why only you? Why aren’t we all finding these messages?”


“Because she knows me,” Teresa says. “She knows where I do my work. What sites I’ve found. When she went back, she remembered. She’s following the same regulations she proposed: not writing names, nothing identifiable. But she’s writing in English and only targeting my sites. That’s evidence. That’s why it’s only me.”


Joseph nods, pensive. “She. Iara Cambaúva herself, you mean.”


Teresa nods. “And I can’t publish about it. I mean, if it is her, she’s reading my papers. That’s how she’ll know where to leave the messages. I can’t tip her off. The risk of paradox . . . ”


She pauses, trembling. She’s clenching her teeth so hard, a muscle in her jaw cramps. It’s too much: her career and her memories of Iara both rotting as she fails to disentangle them from each other. It’s just not like her. I never thought she’d do this to me.


“Let’s talk about something else, Teresa,” Joseph says, not unkindly. “Tell me, how is your son?”


She conjures a smile. “Good, good,” she manages. “He’s back in Canada now. He just picked up archery.”


Daniel doesn’t think she’s crazy, but then, Daniel is her son. He’s been with her at most of her sites over the years, usually reading at the campsite while she’s out in the field. When he’s fourteen, she catches him with Iara’s pop science book: Time and Time Again: Time Travel Theory for the Uninitiated.


“Where did you get that?” She reaches out to pluck it from his hands, and he twists it out of her grip, grinning.


“Borrowed it from the library. Don’t get jealous, Mãe.”


“Jealous?”


He shrugs, still smiling. “You’re just a little obsessed with her, is all. I wanted to see what the fuss was about. It’s a good book. She’s smart.”


He knows that she and Iara were married; he’s met Iara a few times. Teresa and Iara are civil. Teresa never tells Iara I know you’re stalking me from two thousand years in the past, because that would be impolite. But mostly because it might mean death by paradox.


Instead, when they cross paths, she has come to think—a little angry, a little sad—how could you make me live with this knowledge alone? It’s an honor. A burden. A secret. A glimpse of her ex-wife’s future, curled in Teresa’s cupped hands.  
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