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ROADSIDE ATTRACTION
Alix E. Harrow

THE DAY AFTER Candace Stillwater broke his heart, Floyd Butler decided—uwith the reckless haste of a twenty-
one-year-old who knows they must act quickly, before good sense intervenes—to go time traveling.

It wasn’t a difficult proposition: you simply took Exit 52 off I-70, halfway between Junction City and
WaKeeney, and followed the signs for The World’s One and Only Time Machine. You bought a ticket from
the amiable drunk at the front booth and waited while he unlocked the gate, and then you walked through a
grove of cottonwoods until you came to the time machine, which isn’t really a machine at all. 1t’s a rough pillar
of sandstone weathered into a shape not unlike an hourglass, carved all over with names and initials and faded
hearts.

There was a lot of fuss when it was first discovered—minor wars, international espionage, secret government
agencies with a bewildering array of acronyms—but when the stone failed to provide either profit or power,
the land was quietly sold to a private entity. The Ticket Through Time Theme Park opened in the early °70s,
boasting a Chronological Museum, an overpriced supply shop full of pocket dictionaries and period clothing,
and an extensive system of waivers. It lasted four or five years, when it became clear that the number of people
willing to pay exorbitant prices in order to fling themselves like deranged darts through space and time, with
no guarantee of return, survival, or even a good time, was sadly limited.

So the private entity sold the acreage to another, smaller entity, which eventually sold it to a Mr. Anthony
Barton, who found that there were just enough cultists, conspiracy theorists, true believers, bistorical re-
enactors, and desperate escapists to cover the salary of one full-time employee and send Mr. Barton to the
Bahamas every January.

If Mr. Barton had been there the day Floyd Butler paid for bis ticket, he would have put him without hesitation
in the 'desperate escapist' category, and he would have been half-right: Floyd was running away from plenty of
things (his next shift at the QuikTrip 24-Hour gas station; the deadly flat of the Kansas horizon; Candace
Stillwater’s blue, blue eyes when she broke up with him; and the dizzy sense that he’d lost the plot of his own

life) but he was also running toward something. He just wasn’t sure what it was.



He thought of it as an apple hanging just out of reach, perfectly ripe, gold-limned in the light of some new
dawn. If he’d ever spoken of it to anyone, which he had not, he might have called it his destiny.

Floyd had to tap the glass of the front booth to wake the ticket seller, who squinted at Floyd’s bright blue
backpack—stuffed with all the necessities a person might need on a journey through time or, more accurately,
all the non-perishable food that was available in his mother’s kitchen before dawn this morning, when the idea
had occurred to him—tore an orange ticket from a large roll, and said “Good luck” in a tone suggesting he
would need it.

Floyd was undeterred. He walked through the gate with a swelling, billowing sensation in his chest, as if be
were finally reaching out for that red, ripe apple. He would have touched the stone without breaking stride,
without a second’s hesitation, if it hadn’t been for the man standing in the way.

He was a little older than Floyd, somewhere in that nebulous range between early-twenties and old, which
were Floyd’s only categories. Floyd thought he might have been handsome, in a tensile, whippet kind of way,
if be shaved those embarrassing sideburns and wore 21st-century clothing. His outfit looked as if it had been
stolen from the cover of one of Floyd’s mother’s romance novels: high-waisted pants, a collared shirt, and a
stiff red vest that Floyd suspected was called a waistcoat or a cravat, or possibly a cummerbund.

Floyd knew some time travelers chose to dress in period clothing, but this man’s costume had a geographical
and chronological specificity that struck Floyd as thoroughly silly.

If be’d beard Floyd’s approach, he made no sign of it. He stood before the stone, staring at it with a strange,
lost expression, as if be didn’t know why he’d come or what he ought to do next.

Floyd waited a polite minute before saying “Morning” in the same soothing tone he used to greet stray cats.

The man startled so violently he tripped over his own feet and very nearly fell against the stone. Floyd caught
one flailing wrist—so slim and sharp it was like catching a tossed butter knife—and stood him gently back
upright.

The man blinked several times, panting and rubbing his wrist. “Thank you.” He had a nasally BBC accent
that made Floyd suspect he’d traveled much further than three counties to be bere.

“No problem.” Floyd nodded at the stone. “I'll give you some privacy, if you’re going first.”

“Going...2” The man looked at the stone, then back at Floyd, squinting as if Floyd were standing in much
brighter sunlight than bhe actually was. “No, 1 wasn’t—that is, I'm just the, ub, groundskeeper.” He nodded

vaguely at the trees, which seemed to be keeping themselves perfectly well. “You go abead.”



But he looked so pale and alarmed, his pupils dark beneath the long fringe of his eyelashes, that Floyd found
himself lingering. He extended the travel mug he’d stolen from his mother an hour earlier. “Coffee?”

The man took the mug with long fingers, sipped cautiously, gagged, and said “How kind” in a slightly hoarse
voice. He must have been the sort of person with a Starbucks order and a French press; Floyd generally just
microwaved yesterday’s leftovers and stirred in so much powdered creamer it left a pleasant chemical film on
his tongue.

“You keep it,” he said magnanimously. “I'd better be heading out.” Floyd tightened the straps on his
backpack, hoping he looked like a dashing explorer rather than a Boy Scout.

“Where are you going?”

For some reason—because the man’s eyelashes were really quite long and he was looking at Floyd with such a
pleasingly wistful expression, or because Floyd was filled with the ebullience of someone who has a feeling he
will not be in Kansas for much longer—Floyd told him the truth.

He shrugged, smiling, and said, “To find my destiny.”

He touched the stone and disappeared.



