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“I can’t see some of them,” he said in a casual tone of voice. 

“They go all funny when I try to read the titles. The words swim away 

when I try to concentrate on them. Some of them anyhow. A Tree Grows 

in Brooklyn is all right. So’s the Narnia books. But the ones in between” 

– he was staring at the Harry Potter novels – “I can’t see them right.  

Mister, am I having a stroke?”  

  “I don’t think so,” I said.  

 He sighed and looked at me and smiled and put one palm to his left 

temple. “I ought to take my book and go. I think I need to lie down.”  

  “Let me get you checked out,” I said.  

 I sat behind the mahogany desk, and he produced his library card: Fred 

Mueller, 46 Gilead Road. There was a borrower number (1919) but no 

barcode to scan with my phone. Which was just as well – when I picked 

up my smartphone, the screen was completely black and the white circle 

was spinning around and around, as if it had just crashed and was trying 

to reload.   

 Mueller didn’t seem to notice the phone. His gaze passed the 

gadget in my hand without catching upon it. Here was the very 

embodiment of the future, the twenty-first century made solid in the 

form of an iPhone Plus, so much more beautiful and science-fictional 

than anything in Heinlein, than anything in the original Star Trek – and 

it might have been a pencil for all he cared. His indifference didn’t 

surprise me, though. He couldn’t see the Harry Potter books either, and 

I thought I knew why. They didn’t belong in his when, hadn’t happened 

yet. He could see The Hunger Games, and I thought I understood that, 

too. It didn’t belong in his when either – not until I handed it to him. 

Once it was in his hands, he saw it as he needed to see it, to accept it. It 

took a form he could understand, that wouldn’t trouble him.  I’m 

probably wrong to suggest that I understood this all right away. I was 

more like the blind man holding on to the elephant’s knee, dimly 

beginning to suspect he had put his hands on an animal instead 

of a tree trunk. It didn’t all make sense in the moment, but I instinctively 

felt that there was a logic to the situation that might yet be revealed.  

“Don’t you need to stamp it?” he asked, putting his hand on the 

paperback and turning it to face me.  

 And there was that pulp cover again that I’m almost sure was 

painted by Victor Kalin, although if you look at Kalin’s Web site 

showcasing his fifties- and sixties-era paperbacks, you won’t find it 

there. How could you? The Hunger Games was published in 2008. By 

then Fred Mueller had been dead for almost half a century. He dropped 

dead in January of 1965, suffered a fatal heart attack while shoveling his 

sister’s sidewalk – as you have almost certainly guessed by now. I read 

about it on my phone this evening, the phone he couldn’t see. He’d won 

the Distinguished Service Medal in the Surigao Strait, during some of 

the fiercest fighting of the Pacific war. He was survived by a son, who, 

according to the obituary, was a math student in Cambridge, England.  

 Fred put his Heinlein on the table, took his vintage copy of The Hunger 

Games, and moved toward the exit, a door in the side of the library car. 

He had his hand on the latch when he hesitated and glanced back at me. 

He smiled uneasily. I thought he looked a little waxy, and there was a 

bead of sweat crawling from his left temple.   

  “Hey,” he said. “Can I ask you a funny question?”   “Sure,” 

I said.  

 “Anyone ever ask you if you’re a ghost?” he said, and laughed, and 

touched his forehead as if he were feeling a touch woozy again.  

 “I was wondering the same thing about you,” I said, and laughed with 

him.  

  

NO SOONER HAD HE STEPPED out and closed the door than a fist 

rapped against it. I came around the desk and threw it open and stared 

down at a knot of mothers and small children with snot-crusted upper 

lips. The sky was so blue it hurt to look at it. In the time I was   
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“Different . . . timelines? Parallel universes?” 

“In a parallel universe, you didn’t take the queen of spades. But in 

this reality you just ate thirteen points,” Hayes said, and dropped the 

queen on me. “Whoever you want to save, Mr. Davies, they can’t be 

saved. I’ve tried.” 

“Then what’s the point?” I asked. “What’s the point of being able to 

reach back in time if you can’t do any good?” 

“Who said you can’t do any good? Did I say that? I just said you 

can’t save them.” 

“Save who?” I asked. I felt a little winded. I’d had a single swallow 

of bourbon, and it was in my stomach like a thimbleful of battery acid. 

“Whoever they are,” he said, and met my gaze. One of his eyes was 

filmed lightly with cataract. “I tried. I thought I could smuggle a letter 

back to the past and save my best friend in the world, Alex Sommers. 

This was 1991, and Alex was in hospice. Alex caught himself a fatal case 

of what was going around among my people then, and he slunk off to die, 

shunned and forgotten, despised by his ultra-Christian family for being a 

faggot and feared by his friends who worried they might catch it off him 

if he started to cough. I thought I could stop it from ever happening.” His 

voice roughened, and he dropped his cards. 

“That’s enough of this,” Gallagher said. He took Hayes’s hand and 

glared at me. “Who the fuck are you? Come in here and ruin our game of 

cards.” 

Ralph Tanner spoke very softly. “Mr. Davies has also lost people. 

And only wants to do the right thing. But he’s dealing with something 

only Loren really understands.” It was the first I was sure Ralph knew 

about my parents. He had known right from the start, I suppose. Like I 

said, Kingsward is a big town, but not big enough for secrets. 

Hayes said, “I wrote a letter. I had it all ready to go. I had stamps 

from different time periods, because you don’t know where they’ll come 

from. I had some from the early sixties, some from the mid- 

eighties, and everything in between. One day a woman climbs on, 

buxom redhead. Glasses. Very strict, stern, right-wing dominatrix type. 

Gallagher, you woulda had a stroke. You would’ve been almost as hot 

for her as you were for them to impeach Clinton. We got to talking, and 

she wondered aloud if the terrorists were going to kill the Jewish athletes 

in Munich, and that was how I knew she was one of them, a Late Return. 

She liked legal thrillers, so I got her a Scott Turow that wouldn’t be 

published for another twenty years. Then I asked if she’d post a letter. 

She looked at the envelope and laughed and rubbed her eyes. I slipped 

the letter in the back of her book. Well. I went back to my time. She 

went back to hers. In her time, 1972, she was a paralegal having an office 

romance, and her ex-husband shotgunned her and her lover both. In my 

time Alex Sommers weighed about ninety pounds and was black all over 

with Kaposi’s sarcoma. I couldn’t figure what went wrong. I tried to talk 

to him about it. I asked him if he got a letter when he was ten years old 

from someone he didn’t know, and he went paler than his sheets. He said 

he read the part about being gay and tore it up. He said he vomited for 

days afterward. Not just because of what it said but because trying to 

read it had made him sick. He said the words kept swimming away when 

he tried to look at them. Later he decided he was mental and had 

hallucinated the whole thing. He thought his subconscious was trying to 

find some way to make him accept that he was gay and came up with an 

imaginary letter. He remembered some stuff about sickness but assumed 

that was just his guilt talking. He had a lot of guilt back then. Anyway. 

I couldn’t change it.” Hayes’s bloodshot eyes were damp. 

I knew that Ralph and Gallagher had heard some of this before. I 

could tell from how Ralph stared mildly down at his cards, refusing to 

make eye contact. I could tell from the way Gallagher glared at me with 

a kind of naked hatred. I liked him better for his hate. It was born from 

the love of a comrade. 

“There you go,” Gallagher said. “Get what you wanted?” 

“I’m sorry you couldn’t do him any good,” I said. 
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Ralph said, “But he did.” 

“I don’t know about that,” Hayes said. 

“He did,” Ralph repeated. “You said Alex had a lot of guilt as a kid. 

Enough to kill himself? Maybe. Plenty of young gay men do and did, 

especially then. But the letter was the living proof that he had a future 

where someone cared about him. He got that much, even if you couldn’t 

prevent him from contracting a tragic illness, and it was a reason to carry 

on with his life.” He fell back to the study of his cards. “Then there was 

the Harry Potter situation. I think that’s particularly illustrative of the 

good you’ve done, Loren.” 

“Good I’ve done,” Hayes said scornfully. 

“What was the Harry Potter situation?” I asked, although I already 

had an idea. 

Loren Hayes took a long, measuring look at Terry Gallagher, then 

lowered his head and told it. “The last year I drove the Bookmobile was 

2009. At that time I had a Monday stop at the hospital. Sometimes a few 

of the kids from the cancer ward would march out, if they were having a 

good day, for a poke around. There was a girl who stalked in one day in 

wizard robes, absolutely furious, shouting that goldarn it, J. K. Rowling 

had ended the frickin’ book on a frickin’ cliff-hanger, and she was going 

to die before she knew how it all came out. And she threw a copy of the 

second-to-last Harry Potter at me. Well, the final Potter book hadn’t 

come out in her time, but it had in mine. She wanted magic. I gave her 

some.” 

“That kid finished the series before J. K. Rowling did,” Ralph said 

with a raised eyebrow. “After she passed away, someone in her family 

thoughtfully returned her library books. I recognized Harry Potter and 

the Deathly Hallows right off as something that didn’t exist yet, and I set 

it aside, put it out of circulation. After reading it myself, of course. While 

I am not utterly without self-control, I’m also not a masochist, and I very 

much wanted to know about Snape.” 

“What’s your angle?” I asked Terry Gallagher. “You’ve heard all 

this crap before, I take it. And you believe it?” 

Gallagher gave me a dismal, harried, out-of-sorts look. “Who do you 

think returned The Deathly Hallows to the library? My daughter was too 

distraught to do anything after Chloë died, so I did it for her. My 

grandkid loved those books.” He paused, tugged at one corner of his 

bushy white mustache. “I read it to her, the last one. When she was too 

weak to pick up the book. I wanted to know how it came out, too.” 

“I’ve thought about this for decades,” Hayes said. “Tried to make sense 

of it. I know this much: The people who show up in the Bookmobile 

from other eras are there because they’re yearning for something. 

Yearning is the only thing that can reach across time that way. You can’t 

give them something they don’t need. Terry’s granddaughter needed to 

know if Snape was a bad guy or not. She didn’t need to know about all 

the shit that was going to happen after she passed. Assassinations and 

natural disasters and terrorism. She had a story to finish before her own 

story was finished. That’s what she was there for. That’s what I could 

do for her.” 

Ralph said, “It’s how the library has always worked. People aren’t 

there to get the books you want them to read.” 

“What I wonder,” Terry Gallagher said, “is if there’s a movie theater 

somewhere that plays pictures that haven’t come out yet. Or if there’s a 

cable channel that plays TV shows that haven’t yet been released. For 

people who need to know. Maybe there is. Maybe the universe is kinder 

than we thought.” 

I said, “Mr. Gallagher, I see a lot of you. You’re one of my steadiest 

customers. You aren’t scared that one of these days you’ll climb up there 

and I’ll offer you something that hasn’t come out yet?” 

“I’m counting on it,” Gallagher said. “If that ever happens, I’ll know 

I have one good read left and to get my affairs in order.” He seemed 

quite calm at the thought. 

Ralph dealt a fresh hand. “And what book from the future are you 

hoping to read, Mr. Gallagher?” 

Gallagher lifted his chin and stared at the ceiling for a moment. 
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“The Art of the Presidency: How I Won My Third Term by Donald 

J. Trump,” he announced. 

“That ever happens,” Hayes said, “it’ll prove the universe don’t 

actually give a fuck.” 

 

THE SECOND WEEK IN JANUARY, Lynn Dolan paid me another 

visit. 

She was through the door and across the library car before I had 

time to stand up. The sight of her gave me a nasty turn. She had lost ten 

pounds, and her neck and brow glowed with an oily film of sweat. I 

could feel the heat coming off her, even with the desk between us. I 

could smell blood, too, a faint rankness clinging to her woolen coat. 

“I want the rest,” she said. “I need the rest. Please. My son’s 

books.” 

The door creaked slowly shut behind her. In my time it was raining, 

a dismal, cold, January drizzle, turning the snow to slush, dirt to mud, 

and parking lots to shallow swimming pools. But for an instant I 

glimpsed big fat flakes of falling snow outside, and a black late-1950s 

car rolling by out on the street, and I had a wild moment of wondering 

if I could push by her and escape into the past. 

But she was leaning over me, feverish and weak, her pupils very 

small and her lips dry and cracked. I came around the desk and touched 

her arm. 

“Sit,” I said. “Please sit.” 

She tottered to my chair and eased herself down. 

“Should you be out of bed?” I asked. 

She wiped one hand over her damp cheek, then hugged herself. 

“I’m fine.” 

“The hell you are.” 

“All right, I’m not. I’m dying. You already know I’m dying. But I 

want my son’s books, and you can give them to me. You’re from the 

future. I want to read all my son’s stories.” Her eyes were bright and 

shiny and full of water, but she did not cry. The corner of her mouth 

twitched in something close to a smile. “He’s so funny. He was always 

so funny.” Then, after a pause, “He shouldn’t be over there. None of 

our boys should be. It’s a bad war. That book of his made me laugh, but 

it also made me sick.” Then she smiled again. “He got the clap, didn’t 

he? Is that why he’s not writing me?” 

We had swapped positions. She sat behind my desk as if she were 

the librarian, and I stood on the other side as if I were the one looking 

for a story. 

“I think it might be,” I said. “He wasn’t sure how to talk to you about 

what he was seeing there. He started writing the book to explain. In your 

time he’s probably just started.” 

“Yes,” she said, in a strange, stiff way. “Almost certainly.” 

I turned to the fiction shelf. We had his entire collection in stock. 

Because he was a local guy, there was always a steady demand. I ran 

my finger along the spines, then hesitated. 

Without looking at her, I said, “What are you going to do with them 

when you’re done?” My scalp was crawling strangely, the way it had 

when I met that first Late Return, Fred Mueller. I was troubled by her 

odd tone of voice when she agreed that yes, her son had almost certainly 

started writing his first novel over there on the other side of the world. 

She didn’t reply. 

When I looked at her, her chest was rising and falling and her damp 

eyes were shining with triumph. 

“What do you think I did with it?” she asked. “My boy needs a 

reason to go on.” 

I went all ice water inside. 

“You can’t send him his own books,” I told her. “The ones he hasn’t 

written yet.” 

“Maybe if I don’t,” she said, “he won’t write them. Have you ever 

thought that?” 

“No. No. If he just copies the books I send back in time with you, 

then who wrote them in the first place?” 

“My son. He wrote them before, and he’ll write them again. So I 

can read them and then pass them on to him.” 
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I’d had three glasses of bourbon that night with Terry Gallagher, 

Loren Hayes, and Ralph Tanner, but I felt more woozy standing there 

cold sober in the library car with the dead woman. 

“I don’t think that’s how time is supposed to work,” I said. 

She said, “It works however you say it works. His books exist. 

They exist now, whether I get to read them or I don’t. So that’s all you 

have to decide, mister. Do I get to have this last good thing in my life 

or not? Do I get to have another marvelous thing, or are you going to—

” 

“What?” I said. “What did you say?” I was suddenly as sweaty as 

she was and felt maybe half as sick. 

“Do I get to go out on a good note?” she said patiently. “Or not? 

Because you decide, mister. I can have the last days of my life the way 

I want them, with my son at my side, in his stories if not in the flesh. 

Are you going to be the guy who says no?” 

I wasn’t going to be the guy who said no. I turned away, reached 

up onto the shelf, and lifted the whole stack down. 

 

BRAD DOLAN DEDICATED HIS LAST BOOK to his mother, too. 

The dedication reads: 

 

One more for my mother, without whom I would not ever have 

written a word 

 

You could go crazy trying to figure out what that means. But I don’t 

have to. Because in June, five months after the last time I saw Lynn 

Dolan, I received a letter from a dead man, a letter from the past. 

It had been mailed care of the Kingsward Public Library and 

addressed to “The Current Driver Of The Bookmobile.” A law firm that 

represented the estate of Brad Dolan had been sitting on it ever since 

Dolan’s suicide by handgun in 1997, shortly after the publication of his 

final book. His will had specified the date on which to place it in the 

post. 

Dear Sir, 

I have wondered about you for most of my adult life: who you are, 

how you managed to slip through time in the Kingsward Public 

Library’s Bookmobile, what your life has been like. I know nothing 

about you for certain except that you are kind. Maybe nothing else 

matters. 

That said, I am sure we have met. I am careful to visit every eighth-

grade class at Kingsward Junior High, and I think it highly likely that 

I have gaped at you through my bifocals and you have gaped back, 

probably while picking your nose, from across your desk, wondering 

when I’ll stop talking so you can go to lunch. 

On the sunny fall morning on which I write this note—I can see fat 

chipmunks outside my window, frisking after one another, caught up 

in their torrid rodent romances—you are probably in your mid-teens. 

By the time you read it, however, you will be close to thirty. See, you 

are not the only one who can stretch the rubber band of time and shoot 

it in someone’s eye. 

It is possible you are anxious about my death. Perhaps you wonder 

if I killed myself after I wrote my last book because I had no more 

books from the future to copy. Did I copy them, line for line, over the 

years, spacing the publications for maximum commercial impact? 

Beginning with that first one, which I received in the Da Nang 

province in 1966, shortly before I received notice of my mother’s 

death? Did I come home and discover twelve more novels in a 

cardboard suitcase in the front closet? Did I study their titles and 

covers with a dry mouth and my heart beating tremulously and then 

burn them in my fireplace without reading them? Does it matter? I 

had my life. The books have theirs. But when I put a pistol in my 

mouth, a few days or a few hours from now—I’m still making up my 

mind about it—it will not be because I ran out of things to write. It 

will be because I miss my mother, and because I broke 
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my back in a motorcycle accident in 1975 and the pain is rotten, 

and because I shot an unarmed woman in the throat in Vietnam and 

have never forgiven myself for it. She was hiding under a blanket in 

a dark room, and when I poked the blanket, she rose, screaming, and 

I killed her. Upon seeing the body, my sergeant put a grenade in her 

hand and said he’d file papers to see I got a medal. I have been a war 

hero ever since. That is why I did not write to my mother for three 

months: not the clap, as I have said elsewhere. This is why I wrote 

fiction for thirty years: because I could not bear the truth. 

Or at least I could not bear most of the truth. Once my mother 

was dying and a man was kind to her. That is a truth that has kept me 

going well past my time. 

I have the gun, and I have tested the feel of the barrel in my 

mouth, but I haven’t pulled the trigger yet. I go for a walk every day. 

Sometimes I walk down to the park, where the Bookmobile stops on 

Thursday mornings. A little part of me is hanging on to see if we may 

yet have a word with each other. Also, I would like to know what 

Philip Roth is going to publish after my death. Isn’t that what keeps 

so many of us hanging on past our Return-By date? We can’t help 

wishing for one more lovely story. 

I hope you are well. I wish you a lifetime of happy reading, free 

from guilt. See you around sometime? 

Best, 

 

Brad Dolan 

 

 

ON A DRY AFTERNOON in midsummer, with the insects producing 

a drowsy, throbbing hum in the trees, I opened the side door to the garage 

and then wrestled with the locks on the automatic door until at last I was 

finally able to set them free and roll the door up. The air 

 

that blew into the concrete-floored room smelled sweetly of fresh-cut 

grass and my mother’s roses, and I had a happy, quiet afternoon of 

sweeping and bagging up garbage. I connected my phone to a 

Bluetooth speaker and played Joan Baez. A strong, sweet, hopeful 

voice from the past kept me company in the garage, 1965 echoing into 

the twenty-first century. The past is always close, so close you can sing 

along with it, anytime you like. 

I found some boxes I thought I could send on to the library—a crate 

of my dad’s old Rolling Stones, a box of Danny Dunn young-adult 

novels I had loved as a boy—and it came to me I ought to grab my 

mother’s overdue Laurie Colwin and return that, too. Only when I went 

looking for it, I couldn’t find it. I tossed the whole house, hunting for it, 

but it’s not there. It has vanished to elsewhere. 

It made me think maybe my mother will return it sometime soon. I 

am ready to see her. I have a couple books I think she’d like. I have a 

couple Philip Roths set aside, too, just in case. You never know who will 

turn up at the Bookmobile. I’m always ready to see Another Marvelous 

Thing. 

Are you? 

 

 

 

 


