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              One Saturday morning in April, we four widows were doing garage sales in Bradenton. Faye, Anna, Edna and I like to do the nice middle class neighborhoods. We lived in a much nicer section ourselves, down near Sarasota, but God's own truth is, rich people don't put anything out at sale until it's used up, worn out, and ready to throw away. Stuff less well to do people would be embarrassed to offer, though they'd drop it in the charity box without a qualm. We got stuck following two woman in a green SUV like happens sometimes. They always seemed to pull into the next sale just ahead of us. When we'd walk in they'd be walking out with treasures that could have been ours. Finally we skipped ahead of them by passing the next sale where they'd stopped. We should have skipped two or three ahead, because they caught up too quickly - practically running down the drive to join us at the next sale we reached.
              The bigger woman, a real Amazon, and awfully young to be playing this game, considered a cast iron bank carefully. It was the sort of thing that would be valuable in an original, but I could see from ten feet away it was a reproduction. Without setting the bank down she pulled out a phone and consulted it to see if she wanted the purchase. To my surprise she kept the reproduction, even after checking it out, as well as several other marginal finds before paying for them all. Then she and her friend rushed to their car, I assumed to beat us to the next sale.
              Edna was already back in the car, ready to go. She has a bit of arthritis and doesn't stand longer than she needs to. Anna Mae was the one who held us up by talking to the lady holding the sale about cross-stitch. She's mad about it using all kinds of fancy thread and making her own patterns. We couldn't say anything, what with it being her who was driving us that day. Faye would have just told her to get her butt in the car or she'd leave her there, had she been driving. Neither Edna or myself have the nerve to talk tough like Faye, though I wish sometimes I could.
              The green SUV was pulling away when we left the sale, but there laying on the end of the drive was the ladies phone. Now I don't need to look in eBay or a collectors site to know if I want to buy something. I know my glass and toys, and rarely buy outside what I know. But I can understand why somebody uses something like a phone or tablet to look up prices if they are buying for business. It's only been a few years now the whole county has had free wireless. Before that it was too expensive and if you had to run home or someplace like a coffee shop to check out a big purchase it was gone by the time you got back. Now with free access you see a lot of people checking items out on their phone or hand-held or even going back to the car and looking items up on a laptop.
              I snatched up the lady's little phone, thinking we'd see them down the street and return it, but we saw them leaving the end of the street left at the light. By the time we got to the intersection they were out of sight. They must have really moved fast. I even had Anna drive to the next block where there more sale signs when we didn't see them right away - which irritated Anna no end so that she made us go back to the street we hadn't finished, for fear we'd miss something.
              About eleven Faye started talking about lunch, because she never eats breakfast so she's always hungry first. We'd struck out the last few stops and it was sprinkling a little so we were happy to stop early. No need to talk about where. It was a given we stopped at the Waffle House when doing sales.
              Anna Mae is a good driver. All of us drive and do okay. Edna was a little slow and cautious, but none of us were the sort who drive through red lights or get lost like so many young folks try to make us all out to be. The only reason Anna and Faye drive doing sales is Faye has a minivan and Anna has an ancient Crown Victoria with a trunk that can swallow a chest of drawers or a bicycle for one of our grand kids and still close the lid.
              The reason I mention that is because I was looking down at the phone I'd picked up to see if I could find out who to return it to. It seemed more like an old PDA than a real phone. I didn't see any of the expected icons to let you dial or call up apps. I didn't feel like I had to watch Anna's driving. I trust her. Not like some folks I ride with where I keep a sharp lookout.
              It wasn't a old Palm, I found examining it closely. I remembered those, but it was nice looking little computer, whatever brand it was. I couldn't see a logo, maybe if I took the soft case off there would be one. It opened to a screen that displayed the current date and time. Below it was an identical box with blank forms for a different date and time. It seemed like an awkward way to open a calendar or scheduler. There was a tree icon that produced a big tree of branching categories of collectibles. It was rather extensive having listings for coins, clothing, porcelain, glass, furniture, books, ephemeral, and even such modern things as computers and big ticket items like cars, but it expanded the font when you ran the cursor over it so you could read the detail easily.
              Apparently it carried all that data in memory instead of accessing it by wireless. It always just amazes me how they keep cramming more and more memory in these things. If you go back in six months to get another phone the sales people just sneer at your old one. There was nothing that looked like an address book, so I looked in the calendar to see if the lady had any appointments for tomorrow that would let me return the thing to her. I punched the next day's date in, April 10, leaving the time blank and thumbed enter.
              Two things happened. The sun came out, which was peculiar because it was a solid gray overcast, and at the same instant Anna jammed hard on the brakes to stop at the red light, saying a nasty word. That just isn't like her at all.
              "Did you see that Violet Jeanne?" Anna asked me, because I was in the front seat with her. "The light went from green straight to red. That thing is busted for sure. We need to report that to someone," she insisted, all indignant.
              "No, I was looking down playing with this uh, phone or whatever. It doesn't seem to have any way to connect to anything. And when I put a date in it doesn't display any appointments. It just looks like a way to reset the clock." That was strange to leave up on the screen all the time. She was so shook up at the light she didn't seem to have noticed the odd way the sky cleared up. It was only another block to the Waffle House. I was glad because the light had left Anna rattled.
              The window booth we like was open which was nice, the Waffle House is usually crowded on a Saturday and we often can't sit there. Faye went to the rest room and Edna went outside to buy a Tribune from the box.
.              "This is weird," Edna said when she came back, tossing the paper on the table, "They have the Sunday paper in the box already on Saturday morning."
              I'll always remember that was the instant I understood. But I didn't speak up right away trying to get my words together so I didn't sound like a crazy lady. Anna helped me along a bit, looking out the window and across the street.
              "That's the Episcopal church across the street isn't it? Not the Adventists?"
She put the emphasis wrongly on the second syllable instead of the first, but I decided now was not the time to get bogged down in details. People can sulk on it the rest of the day if you correct them.
"So why is the parking lot full on a Saturday?" Anna asked, in case we didn't get her point.
              "Anna, Edna, I think something very strange happened. I'm pretty sure it is Sunday."
              Just then Faye returned from the restroom and stopped at the looks on our faces, not sitting down.
              "What's going on?" she asked, looking back and forth between us.
              "Violet finally had the butter slide off her noodles," Anna assured her calmly, tilting her head to demonstrate. "She thinks it's Sunday. Just play along like everything is okay, and we can still have a nice lunch before we call the men in white coats."
              "Make fun all you want," I invited Anna. "Faye honey, would you walk up to the counter and ask the cook what the date is today?"
              She looked at me funny, but went up and asked. We saw the fellow glance down at his watch and saw the answer on his lips even before she came back.
              "Today's the eleventh, according to his wrist watch."
              "And the paper, and the whole congregation of Episcopalians across the street. I never did hold with everything they believe, but most of them have wit enough to know what day to show up at church," I said. Nobody had an answer to refute any of that.
              The waitress came just then and we all had to stop and order something. She must have known something was bothering us because none of us were ready, and Faye was still standing awkwardly, but she sat down and the waitress took our order and didn't try to hurry us along. It wasn't like the place was hopping and she needed to rush us.
              "Okay, allowing for the sake of argument that it is Sunday." Faye asked. "How did all of us get that confused? Odds are all four of us are not going to show the first signs of Alzheimer's on the same morning in April. That's too much coincidence to believe in, and I don't feel out of it at all. At my age I don't need to misplace a whole day. I'm trying to make the most of every one I can."
              "Nothing is wrong with us. When I pushed the enter icon on the ladies device, the time changed on the screen, but it also changed outside the car. Anna complained the light went from green to red and didn't show a yellow. I think it was us changed from Saturday to Sunday without any in between. And she was looking at the light so hard she missed it, but the sky changed from cloudy to sunshine at the same time. Not a bit at a time blowing away, but all at once like a scene change in a movie."
              We all sat thinking on it, not happy, but not coming up with any alternatives. I really have to give my girls credit. Nobody automatically said that's impossible. I don't think any of us have used that word since old Mrs. McLain ran off with the Cuban pool boy to Texas.
              "Fine," Edna agreed. "Punch yesterdays date back in the little miracle machine and we'll just - poof - disappear and be sitting here on Saturday with a drizzle coming down outside and the parking lot across the street empty. The waitress will have to take our order again when we appear, and this time I'll get the chicken salad instead of tuna, because it's sounding better. Nothing lost except a few minutes from a Sunday that we'll all agree not to talk about."
              "And I don't think we want to go to Waffle House tomorrow and see if there are four familiar ladies sitting in our window booth. Agreed?" Faye asked.
              We all laughed nervously at that and I dug the little machine out of my purse. Funny thing was, nobody had asked to see it. If we bought something special at a sale everybody wanted to handle it and look it over closely. This little gadget seemed to intimidate them. I punched in the date for Saturday and hesitated.
              "What's the hold up?              " Faye asked. She's always the assertive one.
              "What if I don't put in yesterday? what if we can go to any day we want?
              They looked shocked, and then Edna started quietly crying.
              "What's wrong dear? I didn't mean to upset you."
              "I was just thinking of Mark. Next week is the third anniversary of his passing. I mean I know I couldn't change anything to save him. He was sick for years, and just worn out. But I didn't know he'd pass in his sleep, and if I could have just talked to him more, knowing it was my last day with him," she explained.
              "I think we'd need to think real hard and long about anything like that before we do it." Faye said as gently as she ever put things. She even put her arm around Edna and gave her a little squeeze. "Let's just try for yesterday and see what happens before we make things even more complicated."
              I punched Sat. April 10 in and looked at my friends.
              "Faye, you look at the street and sky and see if it changes back to drizzle, and Edna you look at the church parking lot and see if the cars change." I hesitated. "Anna, you watch me in case I disappear and leave you three here."
              "What if you do? How will we get back together?"
              "Would that be even be a problem?" Edna asked. "Did anybody have a doctor's appointment or something they hate to miss yesterday? Maybe we should just leave it be. I mean, if we just shifted a day forward what's the harm? Maybe we'd just live a day longer, be shifted forward a bit. That might not be such a bad thing. Think of all the people who died just a year or even a few months before the cure for their disease came out."
              "It's eleven-forty. If I go back alone I'll take a cab home and just wait to come here and walk in at eleven-forty-five and have lunch with y'all, and we'll go home. No problem."
              Faye suddenly looked out the window and seemed to be searching for something.
              "What you looking for honey?" I asked.
              "Uh, it suddenly occurred to me to look for your car in the parking lot," she said sheepishly.
              "I'll park around back if I come, okay?" That satisfied her, and she nodded.
              I thumbed the little oval icon at the screen bottom that said <ENTER>. Nothing happened for a very short pause, and then the screen said:
Target has interfering objects and observers.
Please try another location or target.
Then our lunch came.
              When we were near done with lunch Edna said, "Oh dear, this is just terrible, look at this please," glancing around at all of us, but handing the paper to me. She had the front section folded and open to the third page. There was a picture of a very badly wrecked green Explorer jammed under a concrete truck. The caption said the wreck happened at 11:07 Saturday when the concrete truck ran a red light and broad-sided a rental vehicle. Wet roads were a factor. Police said no names would be released until families were notified, adding the women carried out of state ID so there might be a delay. I bet there would be a delay. More than they had any idea. I passed it across the table to Faye and Anna.
              "That's ugly," Faye muttered, giving the paper back. She wasn't the sort to emote a lot on the news, but we'd just seen these people up close and even she was upset at the picture.
              "We should punch in an earlier time and wait for the women to come down the street and give them the machine and a warning," Edna suggested.
              "No," Faye said very thoughtfully. "Just tell them before not to lose the time machine at the end of the drive. If we show them we have it, and they still have it, we have two copies of the same object present at the same time and place. That might be against the rules."
              "What rules?" Edna wanted to know.
              "God's rules, nature's rules, hell, the Galactic Time Police for all I know," Faye protested. She read quite a bit more science fiction than the rest of us, although plenty of my romance novels had time travel themes too.
              "People have to worry about paradoxes," Faye assured us, but offered no details.
              "What will happen to this copy if we warn them?" I wondered, looking at it.
              "I'd bet when you check your purse it just won't be there. Possibility we won't even remember any of it if we succeed," Faye suggested. "We'd loop back on ourselves and the whole loop of linked events might just, poof, disappear." That seemed kind of scary.
              "Anybody against trying to warn them?" I asked. Nobody objected. I'm proud of my friends that way. None of them hesitated to do what was right. Not even to own a time machine.
              We got back in the car, Anna still driving and went back to 156th. Ave. N.W. where we first saw the green Explorer. I knew it was later we'd seen them so I punched in 10:00 even. It seemed safer to use the thing rolling so I hit enter as soon as we turned on the street. The windshield was immediately spotted with misty drizzle and Anna turned the wipers on. The sunlight shut off like somebody flipped a switch.
              Faye in the back seat was the only one who acknowledged it. She said, "Crap, it does work." It was pretty obvious with all of us watching for the change. There was no striking big change near us. No cars popping into sudden existence right beside us, but a pair of headlights did suddenly appear well down the road coming our way, and the way the clouds and rain appeared in an instant was downright spooky.
              We parked at the curb, expecting to sit for awhile because we didn't have the times for everything right to the minute. We might have to wait five minutes or fifteen. The sale sign by the mailbox was familiar. We had the right place for sure. We'd just sit and wait until the green Explorer showed up.
              We'd been there maybe two minutes and Anna suddenly called out and pointed. "Look, that's them!" A big green Explorer was pulling away from the curb down at another sale.
              "How'd they get ahead of us?" she objected, starting the car. "They were here earlier last time."
              "Wait a minute before you chase them. I can set the time back to 9:50 and we'll see them come in then."
              "Okay," she agreed, putting it in park, but leaving the engine running.
              I set the screen and hit enter, braced for anything to happen. The screen said:
              Adjacent brane complex too dense for entry. 
Change targets or move from probable area of primary event nexus.
              The green vehicle reached the end of the street and turned left just like it had the first time we had followed it trying to give the machine back.
              "Should I try to chase them?" Anna asked.
              "No, I don't think so. We tried that before and never found them. I'm suddenly scared of the rules Faye was talking about. I don't know how hard we'd have to try to change things before the rules change us - or edit us out. Let's go home and talk about it. If we can figure something out we can go back as easily from tomorrow as from right now, Let's go home ladies, and check for concrete trucks before you go through any green lights. Things don't seem as certain as they did Friday."
* * *
              We all agreed to meet at Anna's for dinner. We met like that often, going to each other's homes, but not in any rigid rotation. Edna usually made potato salad because hers was indisputably the best, and somebody would bring a big bucket of chicken from one of the little local places that beat the heck out of Kentucky Fried. I decided to make a Key Lime pie.
              None of us were hurting for money. Faye always had a new minivan and Edna has a new Lexus every two years. Anna drives the same old car forever, but she probably has more money than the rest of us put together. She was the only one who kept a free standing house instead of a condo, though we teased her it was only so she could ogle the bronzed lawn workers and pool boys. We ended up there more often than not in nice weather because she has a Spanish style layout with a brick paved courtyard that was in shade by supper time with lovely plants and trees all around. It has the fake red tile roof because the real tiles aren't safe for hurricanes and wrought iron gates and grill work everywhere. All of us have stayed there a few times when a hurricane came through. We'd actually make a party of it then.
              We all talked about other things, avoiding talk about the morning, which would have spoiled dinner for sure. We all got along that way without making rules or discussing it. It was the sort of harmonious friendship you can't plan. We all had other friends and different combinations got tried almost at random it seems. When we four took a cruise together a couple years ago it just clicked. Nobody was weird about picking up a check or tried to calculate it to the penny. Nobody told all about their surgery while we were trying to eat. We all got along better than sisters.
              When we got back from the cruise we had a bond that is hard to explain. Now we pretty much know what we are going to do each week and if one goes off to visit kids or grand kids it seems to work as a three-some just as well any way you want to juggle it. I suppose if someone died we'd try out some candidates for replacement, but when you get right down to it the reason we stay at four is simple. We fit in a car comfortably with all the junk we haul around and four works for everything from a restaurant booth to cards. Another person just wouldn't work at all.
              After eating Anna started a couple citronella candles in little buckets she sets around. We cleared all the mess away and she brought out a big pitcher of peach Margaritas. We don't always do that, but considering the day we'd had she didn't bother to ask. She made them strong too.
              "Anybody come up with any ideas about the machine?" Anna asked after she took a good long sip of her Margarita.
              "The way the time those women stopped at the sale changed from what we remembered was spooky," Edna said. "I'm not used to the idea time can change. It's hard to even speak about it clearly with any English I'm used to using, and I was a school teacher. We need different tenses for time indefinite or time altered. I've been thinking about it a lot, and you know, I don't think they could have been aware there was any change. To them, they had to be stopping there for the first time, and I'm sure there was nothing happening to tell them something had changed and that change was reaching back in time to touch them. It's scary because the same thing could happen to us."
              "Why do you say they couldn't have been aware of it?" I asked. "Not that I'm arguing. I'm just not sure I understand."
              "Well why did things change when we tried to get the machine back to them?"
              "I'd assume the fact they died. Obviously reality will stretch far enough that they could buy a novelty bank and it being absent from the world isn't enough to cause a problem." I thought on it a minute, and she didn't interrupt seeing I still had my wheels turning on the problem. "Nor all the little things that go with being here to buy the bank. The extra money the person holding the sale got, the car rental and changes because they drove around in it. They burn up gas and are on security cameras around town. All those are sort of normal things that don't really make any difference.
              "But when you get run over by a concrete truck you have two dead bodies, and a wrecked car to remove and explain. It makes changes in all sorts of things that don't go away easily. It gets published in the newspaper and there are all the emergency services responding and the insurance and such. Not like the other little things that you'd be hard pressed to even prove they happened a couple days later. The bigger event extinguished the lesser. That's why we couldn't make a small change by giving them back the machine and erase the fact they were killed. Is that what you are thinking?"
              "Yes, but you said it better than I could," Edna admitted. "Now the two ladies in the Explorer - I assume they used the little time machine before. Just from the way they knew what they were doing at a sale they know their way around, uh, in our time." We all nodded in agreement. "So if they saw some spooky change that didn't make sense, like we saw their arrival time shifting, I bet they'd know something big was happening. Seems to me they'd go straight home to be safe and stay put and check the papers and stuff for our date until they knew what had happened big enough to make them see events shift."
              "But what if they couldn't figure it out or if it was something like their wreck that they avoided and couldn't ever know?" Faye asked.
              "Then I bet they'd stay away from this area, maybe even this date. They'd go to sales in a different city, maybe even a different state, and stay away from this date too. Maybe mark the whole week off limits instead of just a day," Anna speculated.
              "Maybe losing the time machine was the big change instead of the wreck," Faye suggested. "Maybe they were stuck here once that happened and the sooner they died the less stress on reality. They couldn't start altering this time bit by bit by introducing changes." That was an interesting idea too.
"We didn't forget the first time we saw them stop at the sale," Edna pointed out. She didn't really ask it as a question, but it obviously perplexed her.
"The little machine kept us anchored to that sequence of events," Faye decided. "I'd bet anything it can't make itself disappear. That would change much bigger things than a car wreck way into whenever it comes from."
"Whenever...We're changing how we talk about it already," Edna said.
              "But I'm thinking about how we do things," I said. "We all have our own cell phones. And we all keep our own passports and charge cards and things even when we do things together. Wouldn't the other lady have her own time machine too?"
              After some discussion we decided we didn't know enough to know if the time machine was common, or expensive where, or rather when, the ladies originated. They had to be common enough that they could use it to acquire collectables. We supposed they were doing so for a profit motive. That also suggested that other more direct ways to make money with it were either prohibited or just didn't work. Faye suggested we be very cautious trying to use it that way ourselves.
              If the other lady did have one then the police likely had it and we could expect they'd be looking in it just like we did for information to try to notify the next of kin. No doubt any good detective would figure out what the machine was just like we'd done. Somebody else having one seemed to make it more likely a change could be made with it that would alter us. That idea kind of scared us, but there wasn't really anything we could do about it.
              "What do you girls want to do?" I asked them directly. I looked at Edna in particular because I was concerned, worried really, that she would want to go back and visit her husband on his last day. How she thought she'd get herself out of the way or how it could have happened since she didn't remember it were things I didn't want to have to argue with her. Logic wasn't what drove her to have the idea in the first place, and there wasn't any good argument against what she felt in her heart. It just was.
              "I've gotten over that idea, Vi. It seemed like a good idea when it first popped into my head. But I can see after thinking on it that it is really dangerous," Edna admitted.
              "I'm glad. I didn't think it would be good for you or him, but it's better you figured that out on your own without us brow beating you."
              "Oh, you wouldn't do that. Maybe Faye a little, if I took too long to clue up on it," she admitted. Faye just looked amused and didn't seem offended. "Looking back we had as good a day as I could wish. We stayed in all day, and at the last it was hard for Mark to go out. We didn't argue about anything. I never could keep a secret from the man. If I went back I'd be making a mess of myself trying to find special things to do to show I loved him. He'd get all suspicious and know something was up. He'd probably think I spent money on something foolish or put a ding in the car. No, the quiet day we had will do just fine. He always did tell me he loved me a couple times a day. Not like some men, who are so cold. It would be cruel if he figured out I knew he wouldn't see the next dawn. He never morbidly dwelt on the idea himself even though he knew he was seriously ill. I'm past the idea and OK, truly."
              "I've been thinking about it," Anna said quietly. "I'm comfortable as things stand, but anything we wish to do may require funding, so I'm interested, not in becoming filthy rich, or altering the future economy so heavily that we call attention to ourselves, but I would like to use the machine to improve our economic standing."
              "I agree," Faye cut in. "I have something particular in mind. I figure from what I read that there are going to be medical advances in the near future that will stop a lot of the effects of aging. If we can find out what they are, and maybe slip ahead and get treatment, there's no reason why we can't make sure we don't have to suffer from Alzheimer's or heart disease or cancer. But we might have to pay for treatments if we don't have the same sort of health insurance in the future, or if it's too hard for our younger selves to walk in and use our real identity."
              "We can go to the public library and do a lot of research," Edna suggested. "I don't want to look on the computer from home. I don't think it's possible to be private enough. I get ads for things sometimes that are like they are reading my mind. You know we can't just take our car forward five or ten years, and drive around town. The License plates would be expired and our insurance proof would be no good. Even my driver's license expires in three years, but if we transition in time to the library parking lot we don't have to go out on the road at all."
              "That's a good idea dear. Even the ladies who owned this little machine used a rental car. Going the other way would be hard too. Wouldn't it be kind of obvious to show up in a car that wouldn't be for sale for years? And we'd have to find an old plate that wouldn't match if the police checked it. But I think it would be easier to take counsel of those most interested in our success," Anna told her.
              "Who's that?"
              "Why, our future selves. All we have to do is come back and drop a letter in a mailbox. We can tell ourselves what works and what pitfalls to avoid without jumping blindly into the future," Anna said a bit smugly. "That's undoubtedly why I had this letter in my mail box today. It says, "Save to share after dinner." on the flap in my own hand, but I don't remember sending it. It must be from a future me."
We all stared at the common number ten envelope like it was a space alien.
              "Well open the damn thing," Faye insisted. "I can't believe you didn't rip it open the minute you found it."
              "But I didn't want to." She pointed out reasonably. "I mean the future me didn't want me to. Lord, it gets confusing knowing which me we're talking about." She was ripping it open as she spoke which was good. If she hadn't Faye looked ready to explode out of her chair and snatch it out of her hand. She pulled out several sheets and a couple other flat items, and read to us.
* * *
              Hello Girls, this is by Anna's hand with input from us all.
              We won't be using the mail in the future. They lose too many letters and people in the Sarasota office are ripping open letters and looking for money in envelopes. There will be a big fuss about it in the paper and on TV in about a year. We shall leave things under Anna's welcome mat or use FedEx.
              Edna has a small tumor in her right breast that required a lumpectomy and she has been fine since, no problem. However if you wish to avoid the whole upsetting ordeal here is a little blister card of pills. Take one a day until they are gone and the matter will never come up. We don't know here what they are. They came back to us from up-time.
              Enclosed is a separate list of stock trades to make. Note these are all buy and sell instructions. Later when you have more money we will be telling you a small number of stocks to buy and hold. Don't buy more than you are told. Being greedy may deprive someone of shares who used them as the basis for a personal fortune or to reinvest in a business that is an important part of our reality.
              Just as early birds snatch up everything good at a sale, we are told from our future that early bird time travelers can ruin things for everybody else. That is why you must be discrete. Eventually, after time travel is discovered there will be alternate banes of reality created that should not have come into existence. Some are sufficiently nasty that there are a sort of police who trim out the nastier ones by intervention. That had to wait on better tech that allows traveling between less similar realities. By the time somebody could do that some of the unpleasant alternates had progressed long enough to be difficult to eradicate.
              That is not something done lightly, because sometimes the agent of such an action disappears with the prohibited bane. We want to be the sort of innocuous early birds that they look at as not worth the risk and effort to eliminate because we are too intertwined in events to remove easily and there is no real benefit apparent from doing so.
              To help you understand, some early travelers did make changes that resulted in dictatorships or horrible wars. The sad thing is almost all those actions were the result of well intended interventions. Making a little money or helping an ordinary person almost never hurts anything. But trying to reform a political system, or create a theocracy will almost always go bad. Even things that sound like a wonderful idea such as stamping out poverty or insuring universal health care can turn quickly to the bad because we simply don't know enough to foresee all the consequences of our actions. Trust us on this, because it is the word from far up the time line. They say some such branches are there forever and can't be 'pruned'.
              You don't want to be a lotto winner. That is too significant an event. But one of you can choose a number that matches all but one digit which pays out about $25k. on a buck wager. Bet four dollars please. After taxes, this is seed money for all of you to use as instructed. No need for any of you to front investment money. If all of you won above this level it would be too obvious. Enclosed find lower prize winning numbers written down for the next four months. Have Faye buy them for you, and each turn one in, because she is already in the habit of buying a lotto ticket every week anyway."
              We will send another packet in a few weeks. Just do all the things you usually enjoy. Some of them will be lost in time and you might as well enjoy them while you can. For example the Waffle House will close in about five years because the land was just worth too much money for that use and they sold it to built an office park there. We double back and enjoy a Waffle House now and then, but there are a finite number and none of them are our Waffle House. But don't feel too bad, we found another really cute place to go in our time.
All for now,
Anna
* * *
              "Well, how exciting. Do you want these dear?" Anna offered the pills to Edna.
              "You bet. I trust us not to send something back that isn't safe." She took them and put them in her purse, looking a little rattled.
              "And for you," she gave a slip of paper with some numbers to Faye. "I didn't know you played the lotto."
              "I never tell anybody because it's a sucker's game." Faye admitted. "At least it was with me picking the numbers."
              "Here's my dollar," Edna said taking it from her wallet. "Just because it will make big bucks doesn't mean it's fair to make you pay the four bucks for all of us." We all scrambled to do the same. Fair is fair. I should have thought of it without being told.
* * *
              Anna's husband was a stock broker when she married him, and then later in life he got involved with investment banking. She learned enough from him she still actively managed her own accounts, so she set us up an investment account with all four of us as joint tenants.
Some of the things we were instructed to buy seemed downright silly. A toy manufacturer? Really? And then the computer screen maker, something we thought a very mature business. But then there was the fad of wearing video t-shirts, using tech the screen maker invented. It didn't last long but we made a ton of money off a very small share while it lasted. Not that that was the end of the company. I have one of their dresses for evening wear, and can set it to red silk or blue velvet, violet with gold diamonds or floral designs. It's almost impossible to run into someone at a party wearing the same thing.
The first couple decades after we got the machine every one of us benefited from medical advice, and twice had medicine sent back to us. The investment advice less often but it was still very effective. It wasn't unusual to go a month without any communication. Once we were told to drive up to Atlanta and take clothing for a couple weeks when a supposedly weak hurricane turned out to be more serious than expected.
We kept expecting to watch the news one day and see them announce that somebody had invented time travel. After all, the little device had English words and familiar characters on the screen we could understand. We also wondered about how long it would run. There wasn't anything that looked like solar cells on it. There was a seam all the way around the edges, but none of us thought it was a good idea to peek and see if it used batteries. Then in the next note we were told not to worry about it.
We underestimated the power of the media to slow the change of language. It was a shock in time when German became an extinct language of scholars. Slang of course, changes. But it also usually goes away and is forgotten. I remember when I was middle aged, I had a cousin who was horribly needy. If you went to a family reunion she'd latch onto you like a leech and ruin your visit. Back then we said she 'glommed onto you'. Currently you'd just say she is 'sticky'. It'll be different in fifty years, but the core words endure.
One of the first clues we had just how far in the future time travel would be discovered was when we got an uptime communication that wasn't for us, but to relay. We immediately recognized it as one we'd read before, but subtly different. The uptime us didn't trust their memory of the older English usage to say what they wanted clearly. They were right too. We changed three words. It would have sounded slightly odd without the editing.
When we all moved to the moon it seemed a huge step. Earth was too difficult for four old ladies to live on and be different than the folks around them. Even when everybody was living to near two hundred, being four hundred got to be difficult to cover up. Especially when governments got very controlling, which they did twice very badly before we left. The only thing that got us through that is that we had money. Fortunately, it a universal law of human nature that you don't look too closely at wealthy people and their dealings.
When we got a chatty letter of instructions one day it was still from the moon, but Anna mentioned she felt bad that our old home in Florida was not only viewed as sort of slummy, but that the shape of the coast had changed. The same cities weren't all there, and it was a province now instead of a state. But they still called it Florida. That made us realize we were in for a very long haul. When people lived on or around other planets in our solar system we were sure the time machine would be invented soon. It wasn't.
At various times we wondered if we had exceeded our limits to change and created our own time branch, but then we got a message to settle that saying we were OK and not to worry about it. The same message said the future had told them there were other branches too bizarre to understand. So different our line couldn't honestly decide whether to intervene in them, because they really couldn't understand them.
We're content we haven't attracted the attention of the time police. None of us have done anything important enough that this time line would find us irreplaceable. Not to mention we're glad we didn't happen to be in one of the branches where humans altered themselves like we told ourselves about. We like being upright and bipedal. We could go back to Bradenton and nobody would notice anything odd about us. But of course we all look about thirty now. It's a very good age to appear. Very rarely, we visit a Waffle House when we visit Earth. We ration that because there are only so many Waffle House days in existence. We can go a bit more often since we don't look like the four old ladies who might have been there just yesterday.
We took another cruise together, but this one went around a distant star and visited a desert world famous for wind carved stones. Each of us has found romance again, but that comes and goes like changes in language. Anybody who would choose one of us for a companion had better understand we have our girlfriends with whom we have a bond of years, stronger than we will ever form with a single person.
Life is still good, and we actually need intervention from the future less as time goes along. But we are still friends with each other forward as well as backward. On occasion we get a heads up that we'll need to change our thinking on something. When you get past the first thousand years it can be difficult to accept social changes. If we get prepped ahead of it, something that can't be changed doesn't upset us so much. The future us still cares about us now. We have done things none of us could have imagined, and had secondary pursuits. Faye was famous as a painter for awhile. Anna wrote some books that are still famous even if under a past name, and after a break is doing it again. Edna has worked with people as her palette, helping those who needed a loving person to become whole. She often has two or three adopted children in her household, and the occasional distressed adult. Under a different name she has written the definitive manual for such care giving. She had a long time to see what actually works.
I've developed an interest in the sciences I never had as a youth. Perhaps the little time machine gave me a nudge that way. It does provoke all kinds of thoughts and makes you reason on things to have it in your life. Knowing it exists has let me reject with certainty models which reject such intervention as impossible. And of course it drives me nuts that nobody knows how it works yet, because I do watch any research about time very closely. It's still our secret and we haven't ever revealed it to anybody. Human nature doesn't change and I can't imagine when it will ever be safe to show it to others. At the very least we'd lose the use of it, at worst be considered criminal for keeping it to ourselves for so long.
* * *
I'll be gone, off on my own for this weekend, to the center of the our galaxy. There's an observation post there watching a black hole. It's not unusual for one of us to take off a few days away from the others. We're friends, not joined at the hip. It's hardly a spa, and the other girls declined to go, declaring it will be boring, looking at a black smudge in the sky that doesn't visibly do anything. I'm quite interested to see what they are reporting first hand. I understand that near the black hole they have observed it doing some strange things to time.
* * *
The first thing that struck me when I boarded, was that there were only six passengers going to the observation post. It was the firm custom now to publically list all the passengers on a long range conveyance. That might change again in a few decades or centuries, and there were undoubtedly local cultures that rejected it. There isn't anywhere now that is really remote in the sense it takes a long time to travel there. But there are still lots of places where outsiders are unwelcome, and places that are simply boring or of no benefit to visit.
There wasn't anyone aboard who could be called crew. An expert AI was more than sufficient to handle routine flights. The vessel appeared more like a lounge than a cabin, with several bathrooms and an automated snack bar. There were a couple isolation rooms for anyone who wanted to avoid even being seen. If anyone was using them they would already be in them, given first opportunity to board. With six passengers in sight it was obvious they were unused this trip.
I got a coffee, which was still a common choice in menu selections. The only real change was that the quality was uniformly superb now. We only expected about a half hour journey. That would be the local maneuvering and docking at both ends, with no discernible transition time in between. I didn't try to work or entertain myself. By the time I got my thoughts engaged on a task it would be time to stop.
A young man sitting alone looked at me when I sat on a sofa. You might wonder, given the state of medical science, how I concluded he was young. When you are my age you can read a person's demeanor better than their face. I can look at a person for a few minutes and most of the time tell you their age within a century.
I like to sit into the corner at an angle rather than a narrow single seat. He stood up and approached. He had a drink also and brought it along. That was a little pushy by current social standards. It telegraphed he intended to intrude on my privacy, and that he was unduly confident I'd accept. It would have been better form to leave the drink and ask permission first, then go back for it if I granted him to visit.
Nevertheless, he did stop well back and lift a finger like testing the wind to ask permission to approach and speak with me, as was the custom now.
I granted his request with a nod and indicated the other end of the couch if he wish to join me. That wasn't a given and he moved a little table around and put his drink on it.
"Aren't you Violet Collins?" he inquired.
"I am," I readily agreed. I didn't have any reason to avoid being known. I had various times in the past. But it had been ages since I'd needed to avoid arrest or legal service. Indeed, I'd dropped the name and resumed it a few times.
"My name is Gao Qiang," he offered politely. "We have not been introduced, but I was at a seminar on temporal issues about fifty years ago, right after I graduated traditional university. I was impressed with the certainty with which you spoke. I realize it isn't terribly polite to run veracity software on other's speech, but I assume you know it has become a common practice in the younger generation. It showed you believed what you reasoned out for the audience with deeper conviction than most of the other speakers. It left a lasting impression on me.
"I casually inquired about your academic credentials, But I found a oddly eclectic list of classes you took in various arts and sciences. It had as much philosophy as hard science. And you taught almost as many course in the last couple centuries as you took. Are you going to observe the black hole for temporal anomalies, as I am, or for other phenomena?"
"I'm interested in the time aspects," I agreed. "Although you didn't ask directly, I'll say my studies are mostly for my own curiosity. I wouldn't say that I've made them my life work. Neither am I interested in accumulating credits and honors from institutions or other authorities. A lot of my studies have been auditing, private tutoring or from institutions far enough in the past they no longer exist. I am quite interested in gaining knowledge."
"Ah...You are older than I realized. Do you attribute your firm conviction to experience then?"
"Yes, but from observing unique events which I won't make public. An anecdote is not a datum, and repeating unrelated unique events any number of times doesn't make them into data. When I have something repeatable, that won't paint me a fool to announce, then I'll be happy to tell everyone," I promised.
"That seems like a wise course to me," Gao agreed. Then he showed surprising maturity by not prying for details or trying to make small talk, and retreated to his seat.
* * *
Violet found the station people were polite to her. Part of that was somebody looked up how much she contributed to the financial support of their work. They actually assigned one of the newer researchers to her for a day to guide her around, see to her needs, and help her navigate the local data system if she had any difficulty. She really didn't need anything but data access, but the woman was pleasant and her time block was assigned for the day, so Vi kept her.
The volume of sensor data was far more than could reasonably carried by ship to a distant world. The computer Vi brought along to try to interpret the portions in which she was interested would have filled a city when she was a young woman. Even the young researcher was impressed when she realized just how expensive and powerful the little hockey puck was that Violet removed from her pocket.
After a couple hours work she left the computer digesting the data and retreated to the station commissary with her guide to have a meal. The room was almost empty, and her guide had a very light snack, so she must be off the local shift hours.
"Let me say what I believe your observations suggest in non-mathematical terms, and see if you agree," Vi suggested. "The way light travels from one observation satellite to another, all the way around the black hole, suggests there is a time differential, because it goes around faster in the direction of rotation than the other way."
"When I was in school they jumped all over me for saying a black hole rotated," the young woman said. Vi found it charming she wasn't afraid to contradict her.
"Let us say angular momentum then. A distinction lost to my understanding," Vi said.
"Yes, and it isn't making any sense to us. I mean, not just me, but the people who have been working with the hole for decades." That still seemed a long time to the girl.
"Has anybody taken measurements the other way, across the poles?" When she could see from the girl's face that she was going to argue it didn't exactly have poles, Vi altered her statement. "In a plane containing the axis of angular momentum that is." Violet said, holding up a thumb with curled fingers to illustrate.
"No. We don't have the equipment to do that," she said sadly.
"Is it conceivable such equipment can be fabricated in the future?" Vi asked. 
"Oh, it could be, right now. But it would take a tremendous amount of money."
"Is that all?" Vi said laughing. "Well that's a problem I've already learned to solve."
* * *
When she retreated to the rather compact room they provided for the night Vi was tired. She took a long time in the shower and let it pulse on her neck set on high. It was almost as good as a masseuse. She was afraid to ask if they had one here, least she sound like a pampered urban girl.
All the data was interesting, but she wanted to see how their little machine reacted to being near the black hole. In the privacy of her room there shouldn't be any problem. She would simply look at the com screen clock and set the machine to take her forward five minutes. They'd learned to do that within a month of finding it, and it worked flawlessly with them all sitting at Anna's table in her courtyard.
Violet enter the small time shift and looking at the room's time display pressed the enter icon. The screen went blank for at least three full seconds. It had never worked that long before. Then their little machine displayed an error message just like it had before:
Temporal potential and energy level too high to process. Extremely dangerous local complexity of branes and branching. Too close to primary locus and power source.
Device has defaulted to safe mode. Please remove from the present location before pressing the reset button under the back cover.
The case had a visible seam around the perimeter. All these years none of them had suggested opening it up. The possibility they could learn anything from such a casual examination seemed to be close to zero, and the slimmest chance that they would make it stop working and lose every benefit had seemed far too great a risk to take. 
But here it was telling her it was made to be easily opened. If there was a reset button she could just look for now, and not actually push the button until later. After careful thought Vi couldn't see any hazard to satisfying her curiosity.
The seam was tight but not so tight she couldn't get a nail in it near one corner. The she got another in beside it and ran it to the opposite corner. With two points along one side held open it released with and audible snap. She carefully tilted the back off and put it aside.
Inside there was a button deep in a protective recess to protect against accidental activation. There was also a rectangular area of contrasting color with deeply engraved printing. It made Violet gasp in shock, but it was very satisfying, because it made everything clear to her.
This device is registered as a protected design and item of intellectual property in all jurisdictions of the Worlds of Man.
Rights holder Violet Jeanne Collins & Associates.
Use and possession restrictions are automatically local law by treaty.
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