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 He delicately pulled two fresh twenty-dollar bills from his wallet and handed them 

to a woman. She set down her cleaning bucket and took the money and thanked him. 

He smiled and gave a short wave before backing away and closing the door. He took 

his mask off and squeezed sanitizer into his hands and rubbed them vigorously. The 

room was spotless, but not spotless enough, so he marched to the kitchen for rags and 

cleaning products, then spent the afternoon furiously cleaning the entire apartment, 

sometimes scrubbing areas that were not yet dry from the cleaning lady’s efforts. 

 The room had plaster walls and high ceilings, with ornate plaster moulding trim 

and wood floors that led to an arched passage into the kitchen; a typical high rise style 
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apartment from the 1920s. An old phone decorated a wall insert on a little platform, 

which was to the left of a paint-crusted radiator with books stacked on it, books such as 

HISTORY OF THE NATIONAL SECURITY STATE by Gore Vidal and THE FOUR 

AGREEMENTS by Don Miguel Ruiz and THE STAND by Stephen King. On the other 

side of the door was a chrome retro-futuristic intercom with an AM/FM radio dial. Two 

small toy dinosaurs were perched next to it, a classic Brontosaurus and a 

Tyrannosaurus Rex. The furniture was too modern and angular for the room. Square 

dressers and nightstands made it feel like a modernist art installation stuck against the 

backdrop of a hundred-year-old art gallery loft. The place was pristine. 

 Joseph Dougal sat at the edge of his bed with a straight spine, scrubbing his 

shoes with a brush despite his exhaustion. He looked up and noticed a spot high on the 

wall that had been missed. He studied it. It was small with a peculiar shape, like 

Nicaragua upside down. That’s the curse of these historic buildings, he thought. High 

ceilings. Why would anyone need a ceiling that high? Roaring twenties art deco 

pointlessness, perhaps? That damn spot. I’m gonna need a stepladder to reach it, he 

lamented. Where do people buy stepladders? Online? No. I need it now. The hardware 

store? Yes, the hardware store, out there, in the terrible world, among all those careless 

hosts of disease. I wish I lived in a simpler time, when there weren’t so many people 

spreading their filth, a time when there were no viruses. Any time other than now. 

Anywhere. Any when. I could be a knight in medieval times, a sailor turned pirate, a 

hero of the American Revolution, a Pharaoh, an Eighties pop star, a Seventies punker, 

Sixties mod, a Fifties greaser, a Forties B-52 Bomber pilot, a Thirties world explorer, a 

Twenties architect, then there would be no high ceiling here with a damn spot I can’t 
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reach! All of the romantic potential of time, but here I am stuck in 2021 dodging a virus 

like a weakling playing grade school dodgeball against the unstoppable class bully 

known as “Life”. Okay Joseph, he urged himself, just go and stay six feet, no, twelve 

feet from everyone at the hardware store. Use the step ladder as a shield if anyone gets 

too close, and I’ll hold my breath whenever anyone walks past. Yeah, that will work. He 

stood and put his mask on, took a deep, courageous breath, then dove head-first out 

the door to face the outside world. 

 Two hours later he returned, stumbling, out of breath, battle worn, clutching a 

new stepladder. With a rag in one hand, he set the ladder under the high spot on the 

wall and stepped on it. From the top rung, he stood on his tiptoes and reached with the 

rag as high as possible, but could not reach the spot. Dammit. Okay, okay. Tomorrow I 

will have maintenance come and clean it. They probably have a tall ladder. Then I will 

clean up after them with rubbing alcohol and then disinfect everything, everywhere they 

touched. Why does everything have to be so difficult? 

 After an hour inspecting the apartment for any more possible blemishes, he 

swallowed two Zolpidem tablets and laid in his bed, thumbing through the last pages of 

JURRASIC PARK by Michael Crichton. He used a tissue to turn the lamp off, then 

closed his eyes.  

 A minute later he opened his eyes. Soft city light shined in the window and 

beamed across the wall. The brightest part, from a billboard across the street, 

illuminated the high part of the ceiling where the spot was mounted like an unwanted 

trophy. Joseph could see nothing else in the room except for that damn spot, which now 

seemed larger, like it had grown into the size of Nicaragua to Tanzania. He closed his 
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eyes and tried to ignore it. With his eyes closed, he could see the shape burned into the 

back of his retinas. It was now the size of Canada, inverted on the back of his eyelids. I 

dare not open my eyes, he thought. He began counting sheep. One, two, three… 

 Eighty-seven, eighty-eight, eighty-nine. When he reached one hundred his eyes 

ripped open and spiraled around the room and targeted the maddening spot. He tossed 

the blanket aside, cold air grabbed him like a ghoul in the night and tossed him 

sideways across the room. He fought through the beast and lunged for the light switch. 

The room exploded into brightness like a hospital ward, causing him to cower.  

 He squinted, then promptly pushed a heavy night stand under the spot, then set 

the step ladder on top of the nightstand. He thought of the Cirque du Soleil as he 

climbed to the top of the makeshift acrobat platform. From the top rung, he lifted his 

heels and stretched his arm with a rag to reach the spot. Success! He rubbed into the 

spot, attacking it, swiping left and right and up and down. His eyes formed into focused 

orbs like the round eyes of a cat that caught a bug under its nimble paw. He scrubbed 

stronger and deeper into the spot. The step ladder shifted and collapsed from beneath 

him, inverting him, spinning the room. The sharp corner of the nightstand struck him 

across his brow. 

 Birds sang past the blue sky windows as a soft morning glow filled the room like 

a theater play that had changed scenes during an intermission. Joseph shifted on the 

floor and moaned, touching a large knot on his head. The room spun as he stood up. 

His entire head throbbed like a giant pounding heart.  

 Trembling, he pulled a sweater over his head and slipped on a pair of loafers. 

After pressing his mask into his face, he sprinted out of his apartment. He stumbled past 
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the elevator and navigated down the stairs, clutching the handrail. The lobby continued 

to spin like the stairwell. He pushed against the lobby doors with a cloth and stepped 

into the brisk outdoors. Several classic cars lined the street. Most were black with 

chrome bumpers and white-walled tires. Men hurried along the sidewalk in suits and 

hats. A box-shaped milk truck stopped in front of the building and a man ran up to the 

building holding a crate of glass milk bottles. 

  Joseph stopped the man. 

 “Excuse me. What is this? Some kind of classic car show? Why isn’t anyone 

wearing a mask?” 

 “What’s a classic car? You mean like a Model T, or something?” the man replied, 

“Masks? What masks? Why are you wearing a mask? You sick?” The man’s shoulders 

were slouched as he stood there holding the crates of milk bottles. 

 “Don’t play games with me,” Joseph insisted, blocking the door and soaking in 

the surreal street with wide eyes. 

 “Look, buddy. I don’t know what you are talking about. I just deliver the milk. 

See?” He rattled the bottles and wormed his way past to the front door. 

 Joseph stumbled onto the sidewalk, receiving strange looks and comments about 

his mask and the way he was dressed. “Maybe he’s a surgeon,” one woman said while 

clutching her husband’s arm. It all looked familiar, like something from a black and white 

movie, but in crisp autumn color. 

 Several people were looking into the sky and murmuring about Sputnik and 

Commies. Joseph looked up and saw nothing but the pure blue sky. A flapping banner 
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in the center of the intersection caught his attention. It read: 1957 HALLOWEEN 

HAYRIDES. 

 A boy walked up with an armful of newspapers. 

 “Hey Mister,” the boy said, “What’s with the mask?” 

 “Covid,” Joseph replied. 

 “Covid? What’s that?” The boy offered a folded newspaper. “Read about 

Sputnik? Only ten cents. Radio reports say we might be able to see it in outer space. 

Might be a bomb.” 

 Joseph snatched the newspaper. The chemical scent of ink wafted through his 

mask. 

 “Ten cents, mister.” 

 “I don’t have it. Get lost, kid.” 

 “You don’t have a dime?” 

 “I said get outta here.” 

 The paper boy turned and marched towards a police officer standing on the 

street corner. Joseph scanned the paper and saw the date above the headline: October 

4th, 1957. 

 “Sputnik? 1957? That’s impossible”, he thought out loud as he recoiled against a 

wall. “But it’s 2021,” he continued, looking again to the sky, “What about the virus?” 

 From the corner of his eye he noticed the kid tugging at the policeman and 

pointing towards him. He buried his face into the paper and heard the click-clack of the 

officer’s shoes approaching. 
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 “Excuse me, sir,” the policeman said, “Are you feeling all right? Why are you 

wearing a mask?” 

 “Um, officer, what year is it?” 

 “What year is it? You tell me, sir,” the officer replied. 

 “Well, it doesn’t look like it, but it is 2021.” 

 “2021, eh? Well, you are off by about sixty four years, pal. You okay? You have 

any ID on you?” 

 “Sixty four years? 1957? Must be some kind of elaborate prank.” 

 “Yeah, it’s 1957. Lemme see some ID, sir.” 

 “Have I done anything wrong, officer?” 

 “Vagrancy so far. You got any ID on you?” 

 “I, um, I don’t have any. I left it at home. I hit my head.” Joseph scrambled to 

gather coherent thoughts. 

 “Where do you live?” The police officer’s stance shifted into something like a 

large wall. He seemed to grow several inches. 

 “Right there. In the Continental Building,” Joseph said, pointing at the five story 

apartment building. 

 “Let me take you to a hospital,” the officer said. 

 “No. No. I’m okay,” Joseph replied. He checked his cell phone and shook it, then 

spoke into it. “Hello Google. Google?” It indicated that no internet service could be 

found. 

 “What’s that thing in your hand?” 
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 “My cell phone,” he explained, then continued speaking into the phone, “Google. 

Hello Google.” 

 “A cell phone?” The officer stepped back and put his hand on his revolver. 

 A second policeman crossed the street and approached. 

 “What’s going on here?” the second officer said. 

 “Looks like might have a god damn communist here,” the officer replied. “He’s 

got some kind of device. Speaking Russian into it, keeps looking up, trying to talk to 

Sputnik.” 

 “A communist?” Joseph cried out. “I’m not a communist.” 

 “Sir, you’re gonna have to come with us.” 

 “Let me go up and get my ID,” Joseph insisted, “I’m an American. My name is 

Joseph Dougal. I was born in Baltimore, Maryland in 1972. I’ll show you.” 

 “Sir.” 

 Joseph panicked and ran. The policemen chased him. He ran as fast as he could 

from their sharp footsteps gaining from behind. 

 He ran into his building and up the stairs to his fifth floor apartment and saw no 

sign of the police behind him. He fell onto the floor of his apartment and ripped his mask 

off and gasped for breath. A minute later he got up and closed the door and locked it, 

then looked at his cell phone and opened the calendar app. It indicated internet service 

and the date: January 9th, 2021. He leaned against the door and slid into a seated 

position until his breath returned.  

 A minute later he sat in front of his laptop and sighed when Google appeared. He 

entered “Sputnik” into the search engine. He pressed a bag of frozen peas onto his 
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tender head while reading. Movement outside caught his eye. He rushed to the window 

and witnessed the panorama in awe. Flying cars flittered in every direction at amazing 

speeds. A luminous billboard floated in the sky. A woman on the billboard spoke 

Spanish as the English translation appeared under her. It said… 

 MAKE VALENTINE’S DAY 2138 SPECIAL. ESCAPE TO A HONEYMOON ON 

EUROPA, JUPITER’S MOST ROMANTIC MOON. TAKE YOUR RELATIONSHIPS TO 

ANOTHER WORLD WHERE NO SEXUAL RESTRICTIONS APPLY. 

 He backed away from the window, then opened the door. At the farthest end of 

the hallway, the two policemen were talking to Mrs. Johansen, the nosiest resident in 

the building who had lived down the hall since 2003. She pointed towards Joseph’s 

apartment. He slammed the door shut. Quick! The fire escape! 

 Trembling, he stepped out onto the fourth story ledge, stepping carefully and not 

allowing the flying cars and chrome skyscrapers to distract him. The air smelled like 

burning ozone and fresh plastic. He shimmied his way along the ledge, but the fire 

escape was not present. He had just set two potted plants on it yesterday, but now the 

entire thing was gone. Looking out from the ledge at the flying cars and shifting silver 

skyscrapers, he realized that yesterday was a long time ago. 

 A small drone buzzed up to him. 

 “Sir, don’t move,” it said in an artificial voice, “Don’t jump. There are other options 

besides suicide.” It then repeated the phrase in Spanish. 

 “Suicide? I’m not going to comm…” 

 “A public assistance officer is on the way,” it continued, “A counselor is 

connecting now.” 
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 The holographic image of a woman appeared on top of the drone. She had silver 

hair, blueish skin, a perfect smile, and spoke with a heavy Russian accent. 

 “Hello sir, would you like to discuss anything that is bothering you? We have 

assistance on the way. Have you considered starting a new life on the moon? There are 

great job opportunities in the luxury lunar resorts of New Moscow. Many people who 

suffer from depression have found relief with a new life in less gravity. Please swallow 

some sunshine for a brighter day.” 

 A small tray extended from the drone with two yellow pills in it. 

 Joseph swatted at the drone and crawled back into the window. The drone 

hovered from window to window, blinking and swaying as it watched him inside his 

apartment. 

 “Okay Joseph,” he thought out loud, pacing. “Get yourself together. You hit your 

head. You are dreaming. Inside the building it is now, 2021. Outside the front door the 

police from the 1950s are looking for you. Out the window a hologram suicide counselor 

from the future is stalking you. Think. Think. Think. What do you do next?” 

  He looked around the room. Yes, of course, he thought, maybe the bathroom 

window. 

 He ran into the bathroom and paused before he pulled the window open. What 

era will this be? The wild west? The Eighties? The Spanish inquisition? He ripped the 

small window open. A rush of freezing wind and snow blasted him. He pressed through 

the snow and looked outside. There was snow and ice as far as he could see. It 

blended seamlessly into a chalk-white sky that howled a consistent icy tone. A small 
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herd of wooly mammoths lumbered in the distance, barely visible through the white, 

horizontal wind. 

 He pulled back and slammed the window shut, then brushed the snow off of his 

face and sleeves. “The fucking Ice Age.” I must be crazy or dead, he thought.  

 The realization hit him that there was only one other way out of the building: the 

back door. He would have to get past the police officers. He could hear them still 

roaming the halls. He cracked his door open and saw the officers facing the other way. 

 “Did you see the television set in that lady’s apartment? It was flat and stuck to 

the wall,” one officer said to the other, “and what the hell did she offer us to drink? A 

‘monster’? You ever heard of a drink by that name? Maybe it’s some kind of promotion 

for that new Curse of Frankenstein picture.” 

 “Yeah, maybe,” the other officer replied, “but I don’t want to drink anything called 

a ‘monster’. Say, look at the tag on this fancy fire extinguisher…   last inspected on 

March of 2020. I don’t know about you, Jim, but when I woke up this morning I’m pretty 

darn sure it was October of 1957. Something is very peculiar about all of this. I think we 

better get out of here. I don’t want to have to explain this in a report.” 

 The officers continued down the hallway towards the stairs. 

 Once the hallway was clear, Joseph slid along the walls towards the elevator, 

listening for the policemen. A door opened. Mrs. Johansen popped her head out. She 

had a face like a squirrel and she wore camo slippers and an oversized red shirt that 

had MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN written on it. 

 “You know the police are looking for you. I always knew you were up to no good. 

I can’t believe it. A criminal is roaming the halls. Damn liberals.” 



Grey / Time Like The Present / 12 

 Joseph pushed past her and marched to the window in her apartment, ignoring 

the smell of microwave popcorn and the sound of conspiracy talk radio that permeated 

the room. He wiped condensation from the glass and cupped his hands over his eyes to 

look outside. It was obviously the past. Small stone and wood buildings lined muddy 

streets. Snow covered rooftop after rooftop for miles like white blankets underneath a 

gray sky. Groups of redcoats, British soldiers, clutching musket rifles, stood at each 

corner huddled around fires glowing from brick fire pits. The British flag flapped in 

smoke lifting from chimneys. 

 “Get out of my apartment,” screamed Mrs. Johansen. “Police! Police!” 

 She screamed so loud that it stirred the soldiers on the streets below. 

 Joseph ran from her apartment and into the stairwell. 

 “Police! Police!” He could hear her screaming as he made his way down to the 

first floor. 

In the front lobby news reports on the television flashed about Covid and Trump. 

Shit, I forgot my mask, he thought, as he pulled his shirt up to his mouth. He looked at 

the front door and saw the two police officers standing outside. Cars from the 1940s and 

1950s strolled along the street. He turned and headed towards the back door. 

 “Okay, Dougal. Get your head straight. This is not complicated,” he tried to 

convince himself, “Just open the door, get to your car, run to it, don’t stop, don’t talk to 

anyone, and head out to Aunt Jinnie’s farm.” 

  He closed his eyes, counted to three, and burst out the back door and ran, but 

the air was thick like mud and forced him to stop. He immediately began to sweat. 

Strange tall vegetation and unfamiliar palm trees lifted through the humidity. Large ferns 
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splayed out across the steamy, primordial forest floor. The air smelled like rich soil and 

musky tropics. A dragonfly whizzed by, causing Joseph to duck. It landed on a log. It 

had a wingspan two feet wide. 

 Joseph slowly backed away and turned to return to the building. Terror ripped 

through his body as he looked in its direction. He saw nothing but prehistoric jungle. 

 “The building…” he said as he dropped to his knees, “It hasn’t been built yet.” He 

gripped the damp soil. “It won’t be built for two hundred million years. Can it be? The 

Jurassic?” 

 Something large rumbled behind a thick patch of trees. Branches cracked and 

shredded. Several smaller creatures fled. 

 Joseph turned his head to see what made such a destructive noise. An 

enormous Tyrannosaurus Rex stood there, swaying and looking directly at him. It let out 

a roar that shook the ground. Joseph pressed his eyes closed tight and curled himself 

into a ball on the ground and waited for the violent end. 

 After a moment of silence, he opened his eyes. He was lying in a curled position 

on the floor of his apartment. He slowly pulled himself up to his bed and sat as straight 

as possible. The prehistoric soil on his hands dirtied the clean sheets. He rubbed them, 

then felt his head but found no knot, then rubbed his puffy, exhausted eyes. The room 

came into focus. The spot on the wall was gone. There was no step ladder. 

 “I was just dreaming,” he said, “of course. Zolpidem.” 

 He pulled a sweater over his head and slipped on a pair of loafers and grabbed 

the JURASSIC PARK book from the night stand. As he stepped out the door into the 

hallway he adjusted a mask to his face. 
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 As he approached the elevator, a door opened. Mrs. Johansen popped her head 

out. 

 “Hello Mr. Dougal,” she said, “Nice day, isn’t it?” 

 “Yes, Mrs. Johansen. Just heading out to run some errands. Returning a book to 

the library.” 

 “What book is it?” 

 “Jurassic Park. Would you like to read it? I can check it out for you.” 

 “I already saw the movie,” she said dismissingly. 

 She handed him a Monster energy drink. 

 “Here, you are gonna need this.” 

 “Thank you, Mrs. Johansen.” 

 He entered the lobby from the stairwell and pushed against the front door. 

 He found himself standing on the front stoop of the Continental Building, sipping 

a Monster energy drink, fixated on a cherry red 1957 Ford Fairlane Skyliner, listening to 

the calls of the boy selling newspapers for ten cents. The sun had set into an orange 

glow beneath the horizon, leaving a purple-black sky forming overhead, with stars 

coming to life. 

 The boy waddled up to him. 

 “Hey mister, buy a newspaper? Read all about Sputnik. They say it might be a 

Russian bomb. Damn Commies. Ten cents. Read all about it.” 

 “No. Don’t need it.” 

 “Ain’t’cha scared, mister? Ain’t’cha scared it’s a bomb?” 
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 “Naw. Not scared at all. But hey, kid, here, read this.” He handed the book to the 

boy. With wide eyes the boy studied the book, running his inky fingers over the 

embossed dinosaur on the cover, then quickly stuffed the book into his pocket. 

 One star slowly danced across the new night. 

 Joseph tilted his head to the sky and muttered, “Sputnik.” 

 His cell phone responded from his pocket. “According to Wikipedia, Sputnik 1 

was the first artificial satellite. The Soviet Union launched it into an elliptical low Earth 

orbit on 4 October 1957. It orbited for three weeks before its batteries died and then 

orbited silently for two months before it fell back into the atmosphere.” 

 “Mister,” the boy said, “your pocket is talking.” 

 Joseph and the boy looked at each other. Joseph handed him a dime. They 

turned their heads up to the sky and watched the stars twinkle. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


