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   Summary: 
 
   “If you push your luck, expect it to push back. That’s what my Grandma Beasley used to say. And she was right. I had it illustrated to me ten days ago, and again on this frigid October night in the middle of Nowhere, Kansas.” 
 
   So begins the journey of twenty-five year old Jason Beasley, a Synesthete— his brain merges his senses in a way that allows him to see words and images before him as if on a Plexiglas screen.
 
   When he leaves his mother’s house for the last time, along with her pious and overbearing preacher boyfriend, his journey takes him to an old barn laboratory in Coffeyville Kansas, which holds much more than some mad scientist’s forgotten notebooks.
 
   He is about to discover, literally, a new reality, and that the research Professor Pritchard has done will lead him to the life he didn’t know he was missing. If he could only get used to all the differences; starting with the fact that his own gender has changed, and he’s now a lesbian.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The pure impulse of dynamic creation is
 
   formless; and being formless, the creation it 
 
   gives rise to can assume any and every form.
 
   ~The Kabbalah 
 
    
 
    
 
   Sit down before fact as a little child,
 
    be prepared to give up
 
   every preconceived notion,
 
   follow humbly wherever and to
 
   whatever abysses nature leads,
 
   or you shall learn nothing.
 
   ~Thomas Huxley
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Dedication
 
   To the woman who sucked me into the alternate reality of true love and devotion, my love, my life, my soon-to-be wife, Kate Genet.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    [image: ] 
 
   
  
 

.1.
 
    
 
    
 
   If you push your luck, expect it to push back. That’s what my Grandma Beasley used to say. And she was right. I had it illustrated to me ten days ago, and again on this frigid October night in the middle of Nowhere, Kansas. 
 
   The engine light had been coming on frequently, and I’d pulled over several times in the last few days whenever the engine overheated. My Mitsubishi Mighty Max truck was not so mighty anymore. I thought I could get it to last until the next town up the road, through sheer force of will, where I could then get an odd job to pay for repairs or buy something else. I really wanted a van. That would be sweet. Me and my loveable poodle, Asimov, living on the road. 
 
   But I didn’t make it. The engine light eventually stayed on continually, and then I heard a loud BAM! and smelled burning oil. I eased off the road and got out to open the hood, waving smoke away until I shifted my feet and felt the oozing oil under my boots. A growing puddle the size of Lake Eerie. I had finally thrown a rod. There was nothing to do but continue on foot and hope the darkening sky didn’t douse me with a cold rain on my way to find shelter until morning. 
 
   Since the Mighty Max was only good for spare parts, now, I retrieved the title from the glove box, signed Jason Beasley to the proper line on the back, and attached a note to it that said, take it if you want it—and put that under the windshield wiper.
 
   I grabbed what I wanted from behind the seat and glove box, and pulled the Alabama University backpack out of the rusted bed and over my shoulder, with a whistle at Asimov to get out of the truck. An apricot toy poodle, he had been my companion since that day at the Humane Society when he looked up from his romp with a rubber ball and locked eyes with me. He had stopped, sat, and gave me his full attention. Curious, I had opened the cage, and sat down on the cold concrete. He climbed right into my lap and laid down. 
 
   When I rescued him from the next morning’s euthanasia, he was grateful. Even though poodles were not usually the dog of choice for a young man, I knew that he was meant for me. There was genuine love in his eyes when I carried him out to the truck, and he sat quietly in the passenger seat, looking out the window as we drove back home. 
 
   Asimov was my companion, a cohort in my recent excursion on the open road. His adoption from the shelter came after I realized all my mother’s energies were to be spent on her new husband, and not me, nor her own integrity. 
 
   Asimov and I had been traveling for ten days with no destination other than away from a situation I suddenly found distasteful. It wasn’t the first time I had been forced to deal with the men in Mother’s life, but it would turn out to be the last. Well, sort of.
 
   I left home after the preacher-man, Reverend Ash Wright, threatened to shoot Asimov in the head if he got on the furniture. My mother’s house had summarily become his house, and he felt the need to defend it with the power of a gun against the evil of a little dog. I knew he’d do it without blinking. When I said, “You’re gonna do what, Pastor Ass Wipe?” he responded by slapping me. 
 
   There is something so humiliating about a virile young man being slapped by a pot-bellied old prick. I would rather be punched hard in the mouth, than slapped in the face. Mom didn’t move a muscle to defend me, not even the muscles of her vocal cords. She followed me to my room and found enough of her voice then to whisper urgently that if I hadn’t been disrespectful, I wouldn’t have gotten slapped. “He’s a good man, Jason,” she’d said, adding that I ought to be thankful he was willing to take care of us. I’d heard it all before. I knew it was time to go. 
 
   I packed only what I could carry and departed in the middle of the night, wishing I hadn’t quit school to come home and take care of her. I should have trusted in her ability to snare a sugar daddy.
 
   As I set a pace along the rural blacktop highway, and Asimov fell in dutifully beside me, I thought of Mom. We hadn’t spoken since the night I left, and I wasn’t sure whether she worried about what became of me or not in the ten days hence. Her bills were paid, and she had someone to take care of her, and that’s all that was important. She constantly harped on me to find a good woman and get married. I had not seen the benefit of that in all my years with her, but it was her only frame of reference.
 
   I never knew my birth father. As I got older, my mother’s version of the story was simplified into referring to him as a “sperm-donor.” She said he was very smart and into science. Maybe that’s why I was always so drawn to science and science fiction. Maybe it was in my blood. I wondered if other things in me were genetic gifts from my father. Had my Dad ever found himself walking along a blacktop road after his car broke down? Did he, too, own a cream-puff dog like Asimov?
 
   Traffic was not only absent out here, but the area seemed abandoned. Like I was the only human left on earth. I would have to keep walking until I reached some semblance of civilization in the little town of Eden. I didn’t expect to find the Tree of Knowledge there, just a temporary job to pay for the purchase of another vehicle so I could be on my way to nowhere and everywhere, with a stop in Colorado Springs. I’d always wanted to see the Garden of the Gods.
 
   The Mobile, Alabama coastline was the only thing I had ever known, outside of two years at college, and the stacks of sci-fi novels I collected. I had to come home after my sophomore year when Mother’s third husband divorced her. She was not good at supporting herself, and I knew I’d have to go back home and get a job. Her idealized life as a single mom had met with the harsh realities of raising a child in a society that frowned on mothers without husbands, and an economy that still thought women should be paid less than men. 
 
   I think I understood from an early age that if I wanted to be anywhere but there in my mother’s house, with the newest soon-to-be ex husband, I would have to make the trip in my mind, and the expertly wrought pages of the latest Asimov or Heinlein book was as good a ticket as any.
 
   At 25, I was considered a bit too old to be living at home, but until Pastor Prick came along, I was the only consistent man in my mother’s life, and I was under the assumption she needed me. To hear my latest step-monster tell it, I was “a lazy, freeloading sinner.” The last moniker no doubt referencing the time he opened the door to my room, unannounced, and found me in a rather passionate embrace with Polly, a local farmer’s daughter, no less. He screamed some garbled scripture and demanded she cover herself and go home and tell her father about her sin, and then informed me that I was no longer allowed to have female visitors. Thanks to his interruption, I had to take care of that boner all by myself after he stomped away. 
 
   His lockdown of my erotic adventures at home didn’t affect my excursions with my best friend Emmett, but it seriously screwed my options with women. I hated the cliché of making out in a car. It was embarrassing at my age. I really wanted a place of my own, but since I hadn’t finished school, a climb up the corporate ladder was as unlikely as Pastor Ass-Wipe converting to Wicca. So I wound up pursuing older women who had their own place. 
 
   I learned a lot from the ones I shared my time with. For one thing, older women, thirty and up, knew what they were doing in the bedroom, and they also didn’t have as many boundaries. I was afforded the opportunity on several occasions to wander some paths most guys don’t get to explore. 
 
   My favorite guide was a 35 year old bank teller. Amanda happened to love doing the very things I had never done. And afterward, she’d often make dinner for me, too, and we’d watch television and share a few beers.
 
   While I wouldn’t trade those times for anything, they constantly served as a reminder of how pathetic it was that I had to sleep with older women in their own houses and then return to my mother’s house after I was finished. Each time I walked back in the door, the reverend was quick to tell me how I smelled of sin.
 
   Sinner was his favorite word, and whenever he said that word, it appeared to me as a visual, about two feet in front of my face, pulsing and red and sexual. I see words like this because I am a synesthete. It seems that for whatever reason, about one in 25,000 people are born with this strange ability to see information presented to them prematurely—before it gets categorized into one of the appropriate senses. Before other people can “see” a word, the brain processes it as verbal, and auditory functions kick in, and all they do is hear the word. 
 
   Synesthesia is termed a “brain condition” by the experts because they weren’t able to find anything about it that qualified as a disease; it was merely a mixing of the senses. In my case, I see words. Not on a page. But when words are spoken, I SEE the word, sort of dangling in the air in front of me. Not in my mind’s eye, but actually in front of me. I’ve tried to reach out and touch these words, but they either vanish or seem like smoke, when I do. My fingers will pass right through them, causing only a slight ripple in their appearance. The words often take on the form of the object represented, and other times, the words look like their meaning. Like Sinner being all red and hot and pulsing. If someone says “happy,” I usually see it as the color of yellow, with cartoon-like lettering, filled in with smiley faces.
 
   While I slept with older women, read my science fiction, worked various jobs, and ran around with Emmett, my mother blithely allowed the Reverend to take control of her life. She was one of those women who seemed unaware of her own power. She was too frightened of Pastor Ass-Wipe to even dream of questioning his judgment. And she lived in fear. Fear of being alone. Fear of not being able to pay the bills. So when the preacher-man appeared, she thought she had found security. Again. What she got was someone who pretended to be a man of God, but was really a hypocrite of the lowest order, and my least favorite of them all. I had no idea how long this one would last, and when my breadwinning services would again be required, but I was becoming awfully weary of the dance.
 
   The night of my departure from Mobile, I robbed my Chock Full O’ Nuts coffee can of the money I had been saving from odd jobs over the last six months. I realized that two hundred dollars wasn’t even close to the money I’d need to get to Colorado. I had always dreamed of seeing the Garden of the Gods, and craved a place that had snow and cooler weather. If I had to go through another hurricane, I thought I’d scream. 
 
   Fate stepped in to lend me some much-needed financial assistance when Asimov knocked the reverend’s Bible in the floor—perhaps on purpose, I’m still not sure—and a hundred dollar bill fell out. The Lord moves in mysterious ways. The way I saw it, God, through Asimov, had just given me a hundred bucks. Probably because He sympathized with me for having to live with Pastor Ass Wipe, one of many souls who would have a rude awakening come Judgment Day. If there was such a thing.
 
   I stayed in town only long enough to say goodbye to Emmett, and to spend one more night in the loving arms of Amanda. Both wished me well and made me promise to write.
 
   Now, several hours down the blacktop road in Eden on my way to Coffeyville, my feet were feeling a little like raw meat and I was wishing I had had the forethought to wear sneakers instead of my usual shit-kickers, as cowboys liked to call their boots. 
 
   With the sky still grumbling, I stopped in front of the Eden city limits sign and lit a cigarette. Perhaps it was ambitious of me to think that a town like Eden would have any modern conveniences. I only saw one gas station on the main road, and it was closed. I had just walked through an entire town for the first time in my life and felt a little cheated. Coffeyville was supposed to be up ahead, but I didn’t see much beyond that city limits sign, except more open road, more inky blackness, and more of the unknown beyond. I was okay with that. 
 
   I had nothing of my father to cherish except a Chock Full O’ Nuts coffee can. My mother had stored a few keepsakes from that Spring Break on the beach but when Ash-Wright-the-Man-of-God discovered it, he made her throw it out. I sneaked out to the garbage bin and took it, and from that point on, used it to hide any extra money I could get my hands on, so that one day I could leave Alabama and make my own way in the world. There had to be something better out there, and I intended to find it. 
 
   Now here I was, on foot, making my own way. Not exactly what I had in mind.
 
   In the distance, I could discern a farmhouse and barn silhouetted in the dusky light of a waxing moon. Maybe I could bunk there. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    [image: ] 
 
   
  
 

.2.
 
    
 
   Forty-five minutes later, with blisters rising on my feet, I finally reached my destination. Squeezing through the chain-locked gate at the end of the drive, I noticed the sign that warned, Trespassers will be shot. Asimov and I made our way carefully up the tire-worn gravel path, hoping like hell I didn’t look like a trespasser.
 
   The house was dark, but I knocked anyway. After several tries, I decided the owner must be away. The temperature was dropping, and I still needed a place to stay the night, so I headed for the barn behind the house, Asimov chasing night bugs in the grass as we walked.
 
   From the outside, the barn looked like most other barns; that is to say it was made of weathered wood, in its natural color. The usual depiction of barns in the collective consciousness is that they are all painted dark red. This is not exactly accurate, and more an idealized concept. Red barns are like the rich and famous; aware of themselves and their stature, but not necessarily authentic. 
 
   This barn was as big as the house. I thought of how we say “As big as a barn” to indicate something else that is large. But what do you compare a barn to, to communicate its hugeness? It seemed natural to just compare it to whatever was around. And the house was pretty big.
 
   The double front doors were locked, so I jimmied the side window and lifted Asimov through it, then my backpack, then myself. I wondered if my father had done that. I imagined him playing in a barn like this as a boy. 
 
   As I dusted my jeans off, I checked the place out. The inside had been renovated somewhat. The walls were lined with shelves, teeming with gadgets and wires and tools and what looked like spare parts. But it was all neatly arranged. Almost fanatically so. There was a large oriental rug in the center and an area near the back with a computer, reams of paper, hundreds of books and publications. A small door graced the back wall, and a wood-burning stove stood ready to be fed from the stack of wood in a box nearby. 
 
   I rifled through a drawer and found some coffee. As luck would have it, it happened to be my favorite: Chock Full O’ Nuts. I scrounged a cup from a small cabinet. An old sink half the size of a bathtub stood against another wall, and I loaded up the elderly coffeemaker, and switched it on. I was sure the anal resident would take exception to my invasion, but I had little choice until I could find some means of supplementing what little money I had left on me.
 
   As I waited for the coffee in the dim glow of the desk lamp, my eyes swept over the volumes in the book shelf. I didn’t recognize the authors, but then, they were not fiction. Quantum Physics. Mechanical Engineering. SuperString Theory. Advanced Calculus. Many Universes; and various cosmologies, theories, and all manner of esoteric thought and research. This dude was a hardcore geek. But I also noticed books on the soul, Kabbalah and Ayurveda, which suggested his interests were more than just scientific.
 
   On an open notebook atop the wooden desk, the Geek had scrawled notes.
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   And, the ARM also had to be protected because,
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   I didn’t know what the ARM was. Robotics? Something in the realm of Prosthetics? Maybe even a self-contained personal computer to be worn like a sleeve, where the user could access all possible technologies and information? Maybe the guy was some retired MIT geek. I began to look around for places small enough in that barn to conceal such a device. I wanted to put that baby on. I didn’t have any luck after a half-hour, so I just sat down with some fresh java and a couple of cereal bars, pilfered from the desk drawer. I gave one to Asimov.
 
   After spending a few hours browsing the mad scientist’s library, it became obvious that the cereal bars were not going to be enough to sustain me. I had only stopped one time that day at a drive-through, and had to have something more substantial if I didn’t want my growling stomach to keep me awake. 
 
   I removed the cross beam that secured the front doors of the barn from inside, and with a flashlight and some tools I found, it was relatively easy to remove the hinges from the back door inside the enclosed porch of the house. I crept inside, hoping I wouldn’t find Mr. Geek laid out on the floor somewhere, stiff. I have a pretty strong constitution but I can’t say I’d be cool with that. 
 
   None of the wall switches produced any light, and I didn’t hear the hum of anything electrical. Everything in the ‘fridge resembled something from a Petri dish, so I avoided it, except for the now hot can of Dr. Pepper and a gallon of water. In the cupboards I found an unusually large supply of ramen noodles, some canned vegetables, Spam, Vienna sausage, tuna, some chips…the man didn’t cook, obviously. 
 
   There were still suggestions in the décor that he had a wife, but I could not imagine her having lived there for quite some time. Women never let the cupboards get bare. And they certainly don’t use canned meat products. Not the women I’ve known, anyway. That feeding behavior belongs exclusively to men. I prefer freshly prepared foods like the next guy, but also have no prejudice against Spam and Ramen noodles. Culinarily speaking, I’m quite well rounded.
 
   I found some small plastic shopping bags stuffed in a kitchen drawer and I loaded up the food. On my way to the back door with my plunder, I paused at the entrance to the living room, letting my flashlight beam examine the room. The clinging dust on everything indicated that the house had been unlived in for some time. The wind-up cuckoo clock was a dead bird. The pile of mail under the front door slot was like Mount Saint Post Office. I was reasonably sure at this point that the man was no longer among the living. The question was whether or not his body still was. I felt a little tingly and started to leave, when I noticed the large albums on the coffee table. 
 
   Insatiably curious as usual, I went over and gingerly flipped open the heavy cardboard cover of the one on top. Clippings, photos, memorabilia. I closed it back and hesitated only a second before tucking it under my arm and grabbing the bags on my way out.
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   Between the scrapbook, and a stack of handwritten journals, I learned a lot about Ethan Pritchard, Ph.D. I could tell the scrapbook was compiled by his wife, as she had made notes periodically in the pages about Ethan’s behavior. 
 
   He had worked for many years at NASA as a mechanical engineer. He literally was a rocket scientist. Ten years ago, his personal research into theoretical physics began to interfere with his sleep, and this led to tardiness and absenteeism at work. When he was at work, fatigue affected the quality of his performance, and eventually he was asked to resign. Cashing in some stock, he and his wife relocated to Coffeyville, where he felt he could pursue his work in peace. He made the barn his laboratory, since he needed his own space to freely explore what he felt was his destiny.
 
   One year ago, when he began to have terrible migraines, his wife insisted he go for a checkup. The CAT scan showed a tumor on the crown of his brain. It was inoperable and Pritchard was told to resign again. By his doctor. The Big Resignation. His days were numbered and he needed to accept the inevitable, go on a vacation with his wife, update his will. 
 
   Pritchard ignored this advice and instead sought refuge in the only thing that made him feel purposeful. He preoccupied himself by immersing his attention even deeper into his pet project. His absenteeism from his marriage, along with an escalation of odd behavior, finally drove his wife away. She moved to her sister’s home in Topeka, while he remained in Coffeyville. Perhaps she left the scrapbook for someone to find, so that when he finally succumbed, it would explain, so she wouldn’t have to.
 
   A thunderstorm rumbled in and the rain began, as I fed logs to the fire in the stove against the October chill puffing through the crevices. Asimov moved to a spot at my feet for comfort—he didn’t like storms. I continued to scan Pritchard’s library, removing my boot to rub my socked foot over Asimov’s belly to soothe him.
 
   I came across a book Pritchard had written himself. The Quintessence of Time, it was titled. I thumbed through it and understood little of what the man was attempting to impart. His audience likely didn’t fall into my own demographic. I wished I’d finished college.
 
   Back to his journals, I noticed his handwriting becoming larger and more erratic. He wrote a lot about the concept of reality; what we perceive as real is the least real of all, he said; the objects we see and touch were merely projections of the human consciousness, and he said that atoms were made up of mostly empty space. He further believed that dreams were more real than our waking moments, because they connected us to some mystical place in ourselves that was analogous to the universe. He thought the human body and mind were a microcosm, a reflection, of the greater macrocosm, and that what we think, we create. He copied quotes frequently, from philosophers, scientists and seers. One was,
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   Some of his writings were nonsensical rantings that held little more than the vestiges of sanity, but some, I made out. This entry, in particular, piqued my interest:
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   I wasn’t sure I understood the subtleties of Pritchard’s words, but I did realize that he was working out some sort of formula, and he was constructing something. The ARM. Whatever that was.
 
   Throughout all the notebooks, as I leafed through them absently, he had written out complicated formulas, and drawn intricate diagrams peppered with illegible notations. The journal entries had ceased almost a month ago, the remaining pages of the journal blank. His last entry read: 
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   I could not surmise where he had gone. Maybe he had just gone crazy. But I felt reasonably certain that he would not be back, and I was safe there in his barn for the time being. 
 
   It was comfortable enough. There was a bunk with foam padding to sleep on, food for now, water, coffee, a fire. Perhaps I would just take a break for a few days from my journey. Figure out how to acquire another vehicle. Garden of the Gods would still be there whenever I finally did roll into Colorado Springs.
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   It wasn’t until later that evening when I was playing a game of tug-of-war with Asimov and a piece of rope, that I found it. Asimov was yanking on the rope with some enthusiasm, and I was swinging him around by it and inadvertently dragged him over the huge area rug in the center of the room. The rug folded up on itself like a Japanese fan, and I saw the arc of light.
 
   When I pulled the rug away, the arc of light was really a circle of light. A crack between the floor and a round piece of wood a few feet in circumference. The circle of wood did not seem to be attached to any part of the floor, but suspended there with space around it. There was no handle on the circle of wood, and I used all manner of farm implements, hoping to pry it open, but it seemed to be secured by some unseen means. I even shouted into the cracks, in case crazy old Doc Pritchard was down there, passed out on a drunk or crippled by a stroke. I got no response. Standing over the circle, I studied it. In the center of it, there was a smaller circle. About the size…of…a coffee can. 
 
   I felt only a little crazy, fetching the coffee can and setting it into the groove. It matched perfectly, and for no apparent reason. So there it was. A coffee can atop a circle of mysteriously suspended wood in the floor of a barn in Coffeyville, Kansas.
 
   After a long moment, I grabbed the can, lost my balance just enough to put pressure on it, and heard a click followed by a motorized whirring. It sounded like a generator chugging to life. Soon, more light shone from the circle, and then the circle began to rise. The wood disc came up from the barn floor, with a smooth metallic-looking canister beneath it. It looked just like a giant pneumatic tube, like the ones at the bank drive-through. After the canister reached the height of 6 feet, it stopped, with the hissing susurration of an airbrake. A door slid open on the face of the tube to reveal emptiness on the inside. 
 
   And me, without a deposit slip, I thought. 
 
   For a nanosecond I wondered if I was really sleeping, and just having a very vivid dream. My dreams were often vivid enough to cause me some confusion when I woke up. I remembered my dreams easily and could recall them months later in full detail. Longer than that, if I continued to replay them in my mind’s eye. This tube rising out of the floor felt like one of those dreams—I wondered if maybe I was having a lucid dream, so I tested it by looking at my hands. Whenever I’m having a lucid dream, I can make myself wake up if my dreamself looks at my hands. I looked down at my hands, and back up to see the tube still there. This was not a lucid dream. Unlike those ridiculous movie-moments, I knew I was awake and did not require anyone to pinch me. Then I noticed the engraved words at the top of the tube. 
 
   The ARM.
 
   I gawked at the letters, caught up in that curiosity mode. Was it an abbreviation? For…? A Rare Mirage? A Raging Migraine?
 
   I drank more coffee and continued to stare at it, lighting a cigarette. After a long moment, I stepped close, peering inside the compartment again. Nothing but smooth tubular walls. On the floor of the compartment, I noticed discoloration…like…two prints. Boot prints. On the floor of the tube. Doc Pritchard must have stood there. Now Doc Pritchard is MIA. 
 
   Again, I thought of all the many movies I’d seen. The hapless young man stumbles upon the laboratory of a mad scientist, tinkers with his inventions, and manages to zap himself into oblivion. Or worse, I thought of Kafka’s Metamorphosis, the hapless young man emerging as some nightmarish creature that no human could comprehend, much less love. And the creature would then be pursued by those who feared him, and he would eventually face a humiliating, excruciating death at the hands of blood-thirsty townsfolk holding torches. The usual Frankensteinian montage. To mix some literary metaphors.
 
   Not I. 
 
   I was NOT going to get in that thing. 
 
   Peeking inside again, I still could not see any buttons or control panel. Maybe it really was a pneumatic tube. Wonder where it went? To some underground financial institution that took your money and never gave it back? The Devil’s First Bank of Mistrust. 
 
   I tried to see down past it to the area below the barn floor, but there was only darkness. Maybe it was just a neat ride. Maybe the Geekmaster was designing rides for a theme park. The Pneumatic Tube to Hell. Yea! Pick me! Pick me! I’m tall enough!
 
   My imagination was a little high octane, and I knew I needed to dial it back a notch. Did I really believe that thing was dangerous?
 
   I turned to Asimov. “Wanna go for a ride, boy?” 
 
   He perked his ears. I set my coffee down, dropped my cigarette in the ashtray, patting my chest in a signal that would make Asimov jump up into my arms. Holding him, I carefully stepped inside the tube. I heard no sounds coming from below. Maybe the door would engage the ride. I reached out and slid the panel closed. It clicked and I felt something like a rush of air, moving around me like a tornado. 
 
   I didn’t seem to be moving. I opened the panel again. Nope. Hadn’t moved an inch. I deposited Asimov on the barn floor and stepped out. Guess he wasn’t finished with the development. It still needed that final tweak. Like actually MOVING.
 
   I fished my still burning cigarette out of the ashtray and picked up my coffee again, sipping, staring at the tube. Finishing my smoke, I dragged a step ladder over and pressed on the coffee can atop the tube. The contraption immediately engaged and whirred back into the floor. I threw the rug back over the circle of wood, freshened my coffee, and stretched out on the bunk to listen to the rain. 
 
   The scent of wet wood and mulchy soil wafted around me, and I felt the swath of warmth coming from the fire in the stove. It was pretty cozy here in this Geek Barn. I began to wish that Amanda was here. 
 
   I reached under the blanket to pleasure myself, thinking of her. The way her hands moved over me with such confidence. The way she gave herself to me as if she was all by herself, and I was a wonderful man-machine who could provide the tools she needed. 
 
   Usually, when I masturbate, I say the word WOMAN out loud to myself so the word will dangle in front of me, and then the word will morph into the shape of a woman. A naked woman. synesthesia has its advantages. 
 
   But now it was Amanda that I wanted. “Amanda…” I called aloud. Her name appeared in front of me, and then morphed into the shape of her. She had her back to me, bent over.
 
   I know most guys think about tits. Not me. There is nothing more arousing to me than a woman’s derrière. Let her tweak her own nipples, I’m going straight for her ass. 
 
   I replayed the memory of the last time with her and rode the sensations all the way to fruition.
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   The storm lashed the barn all night and retreated at sunrise. 
 
   When I pushed myself up off the cot, I realized my clothes were a little damp. I squinted up into the rafters. Might have to move this bunk to a dryer spot. I was chilled by the wetness of my clothes, and added kindling to the dying embers of the stove, blowing on the red coals to get a flame going. When it caught, I piled more sticks on top, and added a small log, holding my frigid hands to it.
 
   Donning my fleece-lined jean jacket, I started a fresh pot of coffee before stepping outside to have a look around in the harsh light of day. 
 
   Last night I thought the house was painted gray, but I saw now it was really a light shade of green. I considered snooping around in it again, but felt a twinge of guilt. I’d already played with the man’s stationary non-amusement park ride. 
 
   I pictured the grand opening of the Bank Tube. Small children would gather round and beg to go first, and a lucky one would be chosen. The tot would step inside and close the door and nothing would happen, but the tot would emerge joyful, certain he had just had the ride of his life. P.T. Barnum said there was a sucker born every minute. Perhaps Doc Pritchard understood this human foible.
 
   A meadow unfurled to the right of the house, its knee-high grass tipped with frost, and I imagined I could hear the tops clinking together like champagne glasses as the slight breeze played through them. A flock of starlings agitated the insects near the edge of the meadow, and colorful musical notes floated in the air. My synesthesia again. I had no idea what it must be like for other people to hear birds singing, without the accompanying visuals. I imagined it could make a person’s life rather nondescript.
 
   My view panned back toward the barn, where a large apple tree stood sentry some fifty yards away, near the back side, its litter of green fruit dotting the frosty ground. Thinking of gathering a snack for later, my step forward resulted in a glint of light, shooting across my face, piercing my eyes. I turned to the source, and saw it was the sunlight reflecting off an exposed corner of windshield. An old Chevy cargo van was parked behind the barn, half covered by a tarp. 
 
   I was too late to stop the surge of excitement in my chest. This hunk of metal was much more exhilarating than the Bank Tube ride. Maybe I could just…but that would be Grand Theft Auto…still, I had to know if it worked. Maybe I could figure out a way to buy it—although from whom, was unclear.
 
   I rounded the corner of the barn, away from the glare cast by the sun, pulling on the tarp to uncover the rest of it.
 
   The body was in pretty good shape. A few dings here and there, but otherwise fine. I used the trick of placing a penny in the tire treads to gauge their condition. If the top of Lincoln’s head was covered, the tire was considered still viable. I couldn’t see the top of Abe’s head. 
 
   Moving around to the front, both headlights were still intact, and the front windshield had no—
 
   Something under the wiper blade. A folded piece of paper. 
 
   For a few seconds I just stood there staring at it, knowing something odd was happening but unable to quite put my finger on it. It was very much like the first time I realized no one else around me was a synesthete. Tingly. Scary. Not quite sure what it was going to mean.
 
   I stepped around the fender and tugged the paper out from under the wiper, unfolded it, and saw that it was the title to the cargo van, signed over by Ethan Pritchard himself. Attached to the title with a paper clip was a handwritten note. 
 
   The note read, 
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   The paper began to tremble in my hand. What the hell? I made myself take a breath. This is no big deal, it’s just a bizarre coincidence. No big deal. Nothing to get freaked out about…
 
   I didn’t believe myself for a single minute.
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   I spent the rest of the day distracting myself with checking out the van and repairing everything on it that needed repair. Luckily, I was able to fix everything with what was available to me. Modern vehicles were a panoply of computer chips and high-tech components. Not so, with older vehicles. A guy could actually do repairs without the aid of sophisticated machinery. I primed the carburetor with some gas I found in the barn, got in the front seat and turned the ignition. It whooshed to life and sounded like a dream. 
 
   I had always secretly wanted a cargo van. I guess I felt like it was a miniature home on wheels, and I liked the idea of me and Asimov going somewhere new and sleeping in the back, my time my own, my space my own. That old song Chevy Van came to mind, and the tune stuck in my head throughout the afternoon. 
 
    
 
   ‘Cause like a princess she was layin’ there
 
   Moonlight dancin’ off her hair
 
   She woke up and took me by the hand
 
   She’s gonna love me in my Chevy van
 
   And that’s all right with me
 
    
 
   With the title in hand, I could now take the van, with no worries. Perhaps it was a little instant karma at work. I gave away a vehicle, I got a vehicle back. But somehow I knew that wasn’t the explanation. The idea gave me that freaky feeling in my spine; I could not explain the coincidental nature of the note, and it remained in the back of my mind like some unfinished business. I decided to compare the handwriting to the journals in the barn. It was time to warm up with a cup of fresh coffee before taking the bad boy for a test run. 
 
   Inside, I wished for a cold beer, and considered picking some up when I got into town, but I knew that was not going to be a possibility. I couldn’t afford to waste my dwindling funds on a luxury like that. Beer was good, but it didn’t do a great job of lining your stomach.
 
   A short time later, I was on the road with Asimov in the seat next to me. Watching for a grocery store, I tested steering, listened for any ominous engine sounds. Asimov thrust his head out the window, tongue waggling in the wind, smiling over at me the way dogs do when something simple like a breeze makes their entire world come alive. 
 
   I got an excellent opportunity to check the brakes when I misjudged the yellow light at an intersection and had to slam them to keep from running the red. I heard a clunk sound from under the passenger side seat, and had a second of dread that some important part had fallen out onto the street. 
 
   But the source of the clunk was soon apparent as I followed Asimov’s eyes to the floor board. An object had rolled out from under the seat. A coffee can. Another Chock Full O’ Nuts coffee can. Just like the one in the barn. Just like the one I had at home. The one I kept my emergency fund in. It struck me weird. My foot still on the brake, I reached down and grabbed the green and yellow can and opened the lid. Inside, was a huge wad of cash. 
 
   A car horn brought me up off the seat, still holding the Chock Full O’ Nuts. 
 
   The light was green. 
 
   I shoved the can between my legs and pressed the accelerator, feeling that tingle again, now traveling from the back of my skull, down my shoulders, into my arms and stopping at my fingertips. I was having trouble gripping the wheel. 
 
   Numbly, I pulled over at the Save-A-Lot grocery and parked. I thought about the title and the note under the wiper, and the coffee can full of cash. I sat there, watching mothers pushing baskets of groceries to station wagons while their small children hung on to the sides of the cart and screeched. I watched crisp fall leaves do pirouettes over the blacktop. Asimov whined, cocking his head at me, his soft ear flaps perked. I looked down at the coffee can resting between my thighs. This has to mean something. But I have no idea what.
 
   Without thinking too awfully hard about it, I used some of the money from the can to stock up on things I’d need for my road trip. I even bought beer.
 
   The trip back was due west, and the sun was dangling low in the sky. Wishing I had bought sunglasses, I reached up to pull the visor down and an envelope landed in my lap. Careful to keep my eyes mostly on the road, I struggled the paper out of it. 
 
   It was in my own handwriting.
 
   Veering onto the shoulder a moment, I regained control of the van and pulled over. Unfolding the paper again, I read handwriting that was exactly like my own.
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   I gripped the wheel firmly. Beer. That’s what I wanted. Just a beer. Okay, and maybe a joint. 
 
   But I didn’t have a joint, so I’d have to make do. I pulled the bottle out of the sack, twisted off the cap and guzzled about half of it, then stared at the letter. My skin was crawling like there were a thousand insects on it. My heart was hammering in my chest, and I felt a little wormhole open in my stomach.
 
   Asimov sniffed at the cool Kansas air, patiently waiting for me to do whatever it was humans had to do. He was content to just share space with me.
 
   I read the letter again, guzzled the rest of the beer, and tossed the empty bottle over the van into the ditch. Asimov heard it land and let out one of those little barks. He probably thought it was some woodland creature he could spot and chase.
 
   I took a deep breath and pulled back onto the road, the letter clenched in my hand.
 
   Back at the barn, I carried in the grocery sacks and emptied the bags of ice into the ice chest. The first thing I nestled down into it was the beer. I had a feeling I’d be needing it. I threw a couple of slices of baloney into a piece of Wonder Bread and folded it over, wolfing it, and washing it down with more beer. 
 
   I sat on the edge of the cot, the letter on the barn floor between my boots. 
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   The next morning, I eyed the area rug and thought about what lay beneath it. Claustrophobia erupted in my brain, so Asimov and I went outside. The rain had again subsided, and I decided to gather some of those green apples. When reaching for the second one, I noticed a cigarette butt. My brand. Under the apple tree. Where I had never smoked and had never been.
 
   Tingles, again.
 
   I ran inside and furiously gathered all my things, including the padded cot, and loaded them into the van. With one last quick check around, I got in and threw gravel as I merged onto the driveway toward the road. With Doc Pritchard’s homestead in my rearview mirror, I began to feel more in control. 
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   A few miles up the road, there was a gathering of people, vehicles and smoke. I could see a jackknifed tanker on its side across the blacktop. From a pickup in front of me, a man in work clothes emerged and approached me as I slowed to a stop. “Can’t get through here, buddy,” he said. “Tanker took a dive. Might be a while. I been here a half hour already.” 
 
   I nodded. “Thanks.”
 
   A deputy sheriff parked in front of the small line of cars, his lights flashing, and took his post in the road to stop traffic.
 
   Where was I going? Colorado Springs, Garden of the Gods. Then what? Maybe a job as a waiter. Lots of wealthy people there. And plenty more in Boulder. I could make great tips. Did that for a while in school. And I could finish school, maybe. Meet a sweet girl my own age and settle down, have kids. 
 
   I lit a cigarette. Drank the rest of my coffee. In the rearview mirror, I imagined that pneumatic tube in Pritchard’s barn floor, and the ghostly visage of it appeared a few feet in front of my face. I had to look through it, ignore it, almost, to see the road. But I couldn’t ignore it. Why was the letter in my own handwriting? How did the author of the letter know my father? Was he being held hostage? And how could this guy possibly know about my synesthesia and the personal thoughts I had about it? That, alone, was impossible. Yet it had happened. 
 
   I thought about vehicle titles attached to windshields with identical notes. Take it if you want it…I thought about the two Chock Full O’ Nuts coffee cans with money in them. I thought of the cigarette butt under the apple tree that matched my unusual brand, when I had not smoked there, nor even been there before seeing it.
 
   I had removed myself from a situation that I found unbearable in Mobile, Alabama. I had done it again a few miles back in Coffeyville, Kansas. I didn’t want complications. I wanted the open road. I wanted to be Jack Kerouac, unfettered by the wishes of everyone except myself. 
 
   I’ve always believed that all events are meaningful in one way or another. But the concepts of fate, synchronicity, and free will were safely tucked away in the pages of my science fiction novels. Now, they seemed to have manifested in a very real and troubling way in my life. I had to decide whether or not to pretend I didn’t know that.
 
   The cop directing traffic moved aside and began to wave motorists around the tanker. I put the van in gear, then turned around and headed back to Pritchard’s barn.
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   A quote, written in Pritchard’s last journal.
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   The information after that, the stuff I’d missed before, gave me goose bumps. Stuff about astral projection, Kundalini meditation, human visual cortex, alternate realities, M-Theory, and membranes that are right next to us, but that we cannot detect with human senses. 
 
   I read the letter again, and knew that I didn’t write it, though I copied some of it in a blank page of the journal, just for comparison, and saw that the two versions were identical. Whoever did write it knew something only I knew. That made it seem like a credible source. And I really had no other way of explaining the synchronicities. How did this scientist I had never met know I was here? He even seemed to know I was going to come here before I even knew it. There were many unanswered questions. 
 
   I hated unanswered questions. I had a tendency to obsess over them. I needed to understand things. And I had to admit to myself that if my father was really alive, and if he was being held by this mad scientist somewhere underground, and even if I had to ride in a tube to get there, I’d do it. I wanted very much to know my father. Maybe I could even save him from the mad scientist and we could go see Garden of the Gods together…
 
   Do I really believe that? Do I really believe in happily-ever-fucking-after? Do I love my life enough right now to avoid the gamble? If I don’t believe this thing is legit, then why does it scare me? What’s the worst thing that can happen? I thought about the movie, The Fly and cringed. What if it’s really some telepod, and I get in and something goes horribly wrong?
 
    Dear old Dr. Pritchard went somewhere after he got in it. If Pritchard was some mutated insect, like in Kafka’s Metamorphosis, he could be crawling up the side of the barn this very minute. 
 
   The bottom line was, I was not easily frightened, and I did have full faith and confidence in my ability to take care of myself. 
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   It was a simple matter to get the ARM back up. I looked it over again. Stepping into the chamber, I decided to let Asimov sit this one out. “I’ll be back, boy. Wait here.” I closed the panel.
 
   Again, I felt nothing except a slight whooshing of air. I waited a while longer, trying to detect movement. If this thing was moving, it was imperceptible. If it was moving, how did I know when it stopped, or when to open the door? It would have been helpful if there were floor lights on it somewhere, like in an elevator, so a person could tell where they were. I looked around the cramped chamber more thoroughly, but saw nothing but smooth walls.
 
   Okay, this is stupid.
 
   I pulled the panel open. 
 
   Asimov, waiting patiently. The Barn. 
 
   I stepped out.
 
   What a crock. The guy had a brain tumor for God’s sake. He really WAS a mad scientist. I just came along, this bored Alabama country boy with two years of college, and wanted it to be more than it was. I couldn’t explain the letter, or the synchronicities that had occurred. But even if this guy knew my father, they were both gone, both dead. I couldn’t spend the rest of my life chasing ghosts. I had places to go, things to do, women to pleasure. 
 
   I grabbed the cot and headed for the van. A couple of loads later, me and Asimov were on our way to Colorado.
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   A buzzing in my head brought me awake. I blinked at the glass a few inches over my face. Ceiling tiles, a florescent light fixture beyond the transparent barrier. I placed both palms on the canopy, feeling a little like I was in a coffin. Pushing on it, I heard another sound like airbrakes again, and the canopy folded back, as if I was emerging from the cockpit of an F16. 
 
   I sat up.
 
   At the foot of the tube, sat Ethan Pritchard. He looked just like the photo on the back of his book. Scruffy salt and pepper hair and a white beard framed a rather Einsteinish countenance. 
 
   I thought back and realized I had gotten out of the tube and left the barn, even recalled driving down the road…did I imagine that? Had I instead reached my destination? If I was still in the tube, why was it now horizontal?
 
   “Welcome. What’s your name?” Ethan Pritchard asked with a grin.
 
   Blinking away my momentary confusion, I said, “Jason. Now where’s my father?” What was wrong with my voice? It sounded restricted, like I had lost a lower register.
 
   His smile gradually increased, and he clapped his hands together and made some silent supplication toward the ceiling. He looked at me again, and I thought he might actually cry.
 
   I struggled out of the tube and stood up. “What the hell is—” I noticed, then, that my shirt was different. And my boots were softer and not of the cowboy variety. But those details paled in comparison to what was sitting on my chest. Two soft mounds of flesh. Stunned, I could only look up at Pritchard with confusion.
 
   “Maybe you should have a seat there. I have to explain what just happened to you…”
 
   Those two protuberances were not man-muscles, but breasts. I had breasts like a girl. My voice…it was higher. Like a girl’s voice. I could feel my heart abusing the hell out of my ribcage. Then Asimov wandered in and hurried over to me, putting his feet up on my leg. I rubbed the nappy hair of his neck. His coat seemed a slightly different color. That’s when I noticed I had a ring on my right hand. It was a class ring. I held it up close and read the logo. MIT. My eyes drifted drunkenly over to Pritchard. “What—”
 
   “Now, just take a breath. Everything is fine. I’ll explain it all, and you can ask me whatever you like—”
 
   “I’m getting out of here. Where’s my father?”
 
   “Just let me—”
 
   “Where the fuck is my father!?”
 
   Pritchard moistened his lips, smoothed his beard. “You’re looking at him.”
 
   I had this moment then, where I felt I might be floating. Like this was a very vivid dream, and I expected to look at my hands, and wake up on the side of the road, tipped over in the van, suspended only by a seat belt, after having fallen asleep at the wheel. 
 
   “This is just as strange as it seems. There’s a lot to absorb, and I understand how confused you are.”
 
   I studied his face. He had my eyes. My nose. He looked a lot like me. “You’re my father.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I moved a little stiffly to the doorway, overwhelmed by the sensation that something very important was missing. And that something was supposed to be between my legs. I felt castrated.  Reached down to cup myself, and felt only a void space where my manhood should be. I recognized the living room on the other side of the kitchen. It was the house by the barn. The one I had pilfered food from. It appeared lived-in, unlike the last time I was there. There was no blanket of dust on everything. Someone had cleaned. Moved a few things around, added other things. And I was still feeling a little woozy. “I get it…” Wow. Just for a minute I thought I was in the Twilight Zone. 
 
   Pritchard moved up behind me. “You get what?”
 
   “The tube…it went underground and came up here, and it had some gas hose in it somewhere that knocked me out, probably a hallucinogenic…which explains my—” I looked down at the incongruity of breasts, thought of my higher-pitched voice. “—my gender change…and you also switched my clothes…”
 
   The doctor laughed merrily. 
 
   “That’s it, right?”
 
   He stopped laughing. “Sorry. It’s significantly more complicated than that.”
 
   “Just give me the Reader’s Digest Condensed Version.”
 
   “I…it can’t be condensed—”
 
   “Try.”
 
   He sighed. “Very well.” –and searched for a simple statement. “I brought you into one of your alternate realities with a device I invented. The tube I call the ARM.”
 
   I waited. Letting the statement sink in. It never sunk. It just hovered there on the surface, aggravating me, a little frightening.
 
   “If you want to join me for coffee at the table, I’ll make sense of this for you.”
 
   Ignoring his invitation, I headed straight out the front door, pausing in the driveway, looking for my van. There were three cars in the driveway. One was a silver sedan that had rounded fenders much like the old cars in the 50’s. The other two were SUV styles, but altogether odd, compared to the ones I had seen in my lifetime. One brown, and one the color of coffee with cream. I was a bit surprised that they had round wheels, as if this reality had somehow managed to make a vehicle roll on squares.
 
   My attention on the barn, I started for it. Sprinting over to the large door, I grabbed the handle and pulled. It squeaked open to reveal a room just like the room I stayed in before all this got so crazy. There was a large rug in the center, but it was mostly green instead of the blue I remembered. I knew the room was different, too. The hand written journals were replaced by a computer on the desk. But I was only interested in The ARM. I stepped over and kicked the rug away to reveal the circle of light. 
 
   The coffee can was not in sight, and instead, I found a small cylinder of comparable size, that had a handle on the top. I assumed this would serve the same purpose. Grabbing it off the desk, I leaned down to press it into the circular indention.
 
   The wood panel whirred upward, the Bank Tube or ARM or whatever, rose to full height and stopped with the airbrake sound. It was not silver anymore, but white. 
 
   I pressed a button on the outside and the door slid open. I stepped in. I wanted to go back to my life. Back to my gender. The one I understood, the one that made sense. I wanted out of this nightmare reality. 
 
   As I closed the panel, I heard Pritchard yelling, “No!”
 
   That susurrus second of air and then…
 
   The panel slid open, and I saw her spin around to face me, lift a handgun and cock it. My mother. I flattened myself against the round wall, and hit the panel button again, and the door closed as a shot ricocheted off the housing. The door opened again, and I fell out into the arms of Ethan Pritchard.
 
   “Oh my god…” I mumbled.
 
   He helped me stand upright. “Are you okay?”
 
   “What the hell was that?”
 
   His arm came around me as he led me out of the barn.
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   Numbly, I followed him into the kitchen, sat in the chair he indicated, unable to do anything else. It was like my brain had taken a little vacation without my permission. I could not think about the involuntary gender-reassignment. I blocked it out of my mind, refusing to look down at my chest, or notice the vacancy between my legs.
 
   “What did you see?” he asked, wringing his hands next to me.
 
   “Mom. She was trying to shoot me with a pistol. She did shoot. I think the door closed and blocked it.”
 
   Frowning, he took a deep breath. “There’s no telling what permutations might exist.”
 
   He sat opposite me, pouring something bright yellow into his cup and stirring with an odd spoon that seemed to be made of cardboard. It didn’t get soggy in the liquid though. 
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Cream.”
 
   “It’s yellow.”
 
   He chuckled, “Yes. Cream is yellow here.”
 
   “Here?”
 
   “You’ll understand all of this, but it will trickle back into your awareness over the course of time. Usually within a week or two. I’ll try to shed some light on it now, though, for the sake of your sanity…”
 
   This man with brain tumors, who abducts me and tells me he’s my father—who’s supposed to be dead—is concerned for MY sanity…I didn’t seem able to speak well, so I just decided to listen to whatever this madman had to say, until I could settle on the best course of action.
 
   “The simplest way I can explain it is also pretty complicated, but here’s the information.” He sipped his yellow-creamed coffee. “I have always believed in things that are difficult to understand. Most of my beliefs are what you would call Spiritual Metaphysics. This is based on many things that include Kabbalah, Ayurveda, Unified Field Theory, quantum physics and the newer discoveries such as Superstring Theory and more recently, M-Theory, which basically postulates that there are other universes very near us, each in its own surrounding membrane of sorts. Multiverses. There are many reasons for this theory’s plausibility, but I won’t get into that. The fact that you are here and I am here is sufficient. I have just proven my own theory.” He paused. “Forgive me if I’m a little overwrought…” he swiped a hand over his mouth and beard, and released a long breath. 
 
   He continued, “I discovered a way to have one reality membrane link up with another, and essentially transport the Quintessence of an individual into his other self, in one of his other alternate realities—” 
 
   “So this…body I’m in…it’s supposed to be another version of my life?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And that incident with my mother…was another of your…permutations?”
 
   “Correct. But what you did was very dangerous. If I hadn’t been there to bring you back, you might have had your consciousness trapped there, and if she had shot you, you would have been unable to escape.” He added, “I think…”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “This is uncharted territory…educated guesses are sometimes he only answers to be had.”
 
   My head reeling, I rubbed my hands on my face and tried to breathe. I noticed my skin was really smooth, like I had had my face waxed, all the hair removed. Like a girl. I felt another portal slam shut in my mind. I could not think about it. Not right now.
 
   Ethan said softly, “Do you see, now? The ARM is not a toy. It’s a very sophisticated piece of machinery, and I still don’t know the full capacity of its capability.” 
 
   He had still not mentioned anything about my gender. Was he avoiding it?
 
   At the counter, he mashed a lever on a shiny appliance, and steamy liquid filled a cup, which he set in front of me, along with one of those cardboard spoons on a napkin next to it. I still wasn’t fully focused on what he was saying, so I added the yellow creamer to my own cup and tasted it. Very rich, but not much different than white creamer. The business end of the spoon was round, but appeared to be made of some compressed wood or heavy cardboard. It just looked different somehow. Bizarre. Inexplicable, just like this situation. “Can we just address the elephant in the room?” I said.
 
   He studied me a moment, and then sat down. “In this alternate reality, you are female.”
 
   There it was. The big fat elephant in the room. As if to verify this insane notion, my hand went to a breast. Holy fuck. I really am a girl. I looked up at him, helplessly. “What’s my…name, here?”
 
   “Jessi.”
 
   At least it wasn’t Mary or Betty or Buffy or some other overtly female-sounding name. I could not have gotten used to that. Jessi.
 
   “I know this sounds absolutely insane to you. But hear me out. Think of all the weird experiences you’ve had in the past few days. Can you explain them to me?”
 
   “You transported me here in a bank tube underground, gassed me with some mind-altering drug, maybe even glued gel-breasts to my chest, changed my clothes while I was out, to throw me off, and now you’re trying to brainwash me into believing some crazy story for god knows what reason—”
 
   “How did I manage to change your gender, then? You think that I’ve made you hallucinated that?”
 
   Good question. It didn’t seem possible.  Pulled out the neck of my shirt and peered down at the breasts. There were no lines. It was smooth, naturally a part of my anatomy. I reached in and touched one, and it was like touching a woman…like every other woman I had touched, but it was me. I was touching myself, but not myself. “I don’t know…but what I know is that you have tumors in your brain and can’t be trusted—”
 
   “I don’t have tumors in this brain. The tumors were in the other brain.”
 
   Now I knew he was crazy. I stood up, intending to make my exit, but pausing, had to ask, “What other brain?”
 
   “The brain in the reality you know. In what we can call Alternate Reality One, AR1, for the sake of abbreviation. I had to send myself here to AR2 in order to continue my work, because those tumors were about to take my life…”
 
   Right. “So what happened to your body, then?”
 
   “I don’t know…I assume that body and its own consciousness wandered off, assuming the experiment didn’t work, and probably died from complications of the brain tumors.”
 
   “Are you saying my body is still back there in the other reality? AR1?”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   “But this is my body. This one. The one I’m in.”
 
   “And yet, it doesn’t feel like yours, because it’s female…”
 
   I looked at my hands, my palms, partly because if this was a lucid dream, I wanted to wake up immediately. When I remained in that room, I had to look at the details of my skin. The whirl of my fingerprints, the lifeline…which, oddly, was split several times. I had never noticed that before. “Now I’m afraid I’ll see only what you suggest…”
 
   “Smart kid. Well, Jessi, did you have any scars on the other body?”
 
   “My name is Jason,” I reminded him defiantly. Thinking of that boyhood fall from the Sycamore tree in the back yard, I pulled up my pant leg to point out the scar to him, but realized there was no scar. And, I noticed, no hair. The leg was clean-shaven. Under the sleeve of my shirt at the right shoulder, no spaceship tattoo, either. I rubbed my hand over the skin. I didn’t know of anyone who could remove a tattoo that clean…not even a plastic surgeon. I began to doubt my own sanity, then.
 
   “Are you beginning to realize the truth, now, Jessi? Are you also unable to explain some other events that happened? I know there was a letter, but I’m not sure what the other clues were. Your AR2 self was going to figure that out after the merge. I know about that coffee can because I saw your mother put souvenirs in it the summer we met. And I had money stashed in another coffee can just like it in the barn. You and I—I mean, your AR2 self, here—discussed placing that can where you’d find it in AR1, because we knew it would be significant to you. The other details, I’m not privy to because the you in this reality didn’t know yet what they would be. But you know what they are, yes?”
 
   I stared at him. “I always wanted a van, and there was one parked behind the barn…”
 
   “I’m not sure where that came from, or how that happened…maybe we’ll figure that out later. What else?”
 
   “There was a letter in the visor from…myself…and I found my brand of cigarette under the apple tree, where I had never been…And the coffee can rolled out from under the van seat…I also had a can like that with money in it…it’s the stash I used to leave home…the letter mentioned these things, but I knew I had not written the letter…”
 
   He nodded. “Ah. Yes. Perfect.”
 
   I recalled waking that morning with damp clothes. It had rained the night before. The barn had not leaked. 
 
   I had been out placing clues in the rain at the direction of my usurping second-self.
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   I looked into his eyes, tried to read him. I wanted to find an argument against his story. But there was the blatantly obvious change in my physical body, and the fact that what he said made sense…although sometimes I found myself drifting away, like my brain wanted to go on hold, shut down. 
 
   Pritchard cleared his throat. “Now, as I was saying…the concept of Quintessence is somewhat like the concept of the soul. I would call it Quintessence, because the part we’re dealing with is specific and concentrated. Traveling to another reality is like reincarnating INTO an already developed body, instead of at birth—how it usually happens. In this particular example, however, the Quintessence has to merge with the current Quintessence—much like a “walk-in”—have you heard of those?” 
 
   I nodded only because I was having trouble figuring out what to say, or how to feel. 
 
   “So it’s rather like having temporary amnesia. You are in your own body, but it’s your body in this alternate reality. You see, I could only tell that your AR1 Quintessence had transferred successfully, when you  asked ‘where’s my father?’ In this reality, you know me as your father. The you that’s here, knows I’m also here. And you also told me your name was Jason. That was a dead-giveaway too. So I could tell you had no memory of yourself being here. You’ve essentially replaced yourself in consciousness. Your body is not the exact same body, but it’s still a version of you, with the same DNA. Right now, you reside in the consciousness you are familiar with. In a few weeks, the memories you have of this reality will trickle back in, and you will remember, and still retain your memory from the other one as well.”
 
   I was getting a headache. It was enough to give anyone a headache, but my synesthesia was creating havoc. 
 
   AR1. Quintessence. Father. Memory. DNA. Consciousness. 
 
   Randomly selected words were dropping in front of me, and my outside field of vision was cluttered with all kinds of images, overlapping, competing with each other, moving. “So you don’t really know what happened to my…previous body?”
 
   “There’s every reason to believe it’s still back there. You may have had a distinct memory of just going on with your life—I did. But past that point, your awareness is only what happens starting at that point, since your cloned Quintessence can only be aware of what it experiences. The new experiential line begins at the transfer event. Where your AR1 self went, what it did, that happened after your essence was sent.”
 
   I was listening to him, but unable to form a cohesive question. Not even synesthesia had ever overloaded me this way.
 
   He continued, unabated. “The ARM project is predicated on the theory that we all maintain a connection to the universal consciousness—which is also referred to as the collective consciousness—the consciousness of all other human beings on the planet. Why would we not maintain an even stronger connection to our own?”
 
   I pictured my former self in the van, on his way to Colorado. “So my other body is driving down the highway without a soul?”
 
   “No no…that’s hard to explain, but essentially, your Quintessence made a clone of itself, and I isolated what I call a Q-beacon that identifies with itself and finds itself. You still exist in that other reality, believing nothing happened, probably, and going on with your life.”
 
   Q-beacon. Clone. There had to be another explanation. There had to be a flaw that would expose him and his rather cruel joke. “How did you know I was gonna come to the barn?”
 
   “I didn’t know it. But the beacon has a dual purpose. It finds the other Quintessence, yes, but in order to do so, it must send out a signal. Your Quintessence was responding to that. You were drawn to the barn because of a sense of needing to find yourself. Literally.”
 
   “So you’re the Pied Piper of Theoretical Physics?”
 
   He smiled. “I like that. Yes, that would have some accuracy to it.”
 
   I went to that barn to find myself. I was indeed on a quest to find myself. I wanted a different life. The old maxim, Be careful what you wish for, you just might get it came to mind. But why believe this guy? I didn’t really know him. Not really. If some part of myself had been transferred to some other dimension, then why hadn’t I felt it? “Why didn’t I feel anything when this Quintessence transfer happened?”
 
   “Oh, all this took place in such an infinitesimal period of time as to be nonexistent. That might seem far-fetched unless you know about the other creatures in nature—a jellyfish, for instance, can inject his poison in 600 nanoseconds. That’s 600 billionths of a second, or 5 million G’s—which is about five million times the earth’s gravity or 100 times the acceleration of a bullet from a rifle…but I digress…I say that to illustrate that it isn’t such a far-flung idea that something like an essence of consciousness can also make the exchange in such a swift fashion…Since time does not actually exist in the space where the two membranes of reality were merged, it was instantaneous. Or more exactly, simultaneous.”
 
   “I hear what you’re saying, but I’m not sure I understand it.”
 
   “You’ll understand more of it as you get settled in. And as your memory cells merge again. It might be a good idea if you took one of these.”
 
   He tossed me a long, flat case that flipped open to reveal a collection of green tablets.
 
   “They’re like Valium. Perfectly safe. All natural. The experience you’re having can be quite overwhelming. When I did it, I had quite a few panic attacks.”
 
   With no thought for the risk, I swallowed the pill, and Asimov came over to lounge by my chair. Half in jest, I asked, “What about Asimov? He didn’t come with me. Does he understand?”
 
   “He’s an alternate version of himself here, just like you are. He represents a similar set of choices that you made in both realities. But the AR1 Asimov is still with the Jason. He’s a dog. I assume it doesn’t matter much to him as long as he’s with you and he still gets fed.”
 
   I started to take a sip of coffee, and realized it was gone. I had been sipping it all along, but was so caught up in Pritchard’s words, that I hadn’t noticed. “This was good, but…I’d really rather have something stronger right about now. Please tell me you have alcohol in this reality.”
 
   “Sure.” Pritchard got up and opened the refrigerator, which was cylindrical instead of square, much like the tube. He saw me staring at it. “Oh, yes. In this reality, the inventors of refrigerators recognized that it made more sense for these to be round. You don’t lose the leftovers in dark corners. The more expensive models have these shelves that spin…” He demonstrated the Lazy Susan action, before retrieving a bottle and closing the door. Smiling, he crossed the kitchen, setting it down in front of me. 
 
   It looked like it was made from aluminum. Like a tall can of soda, but the top tapered into a spout that flipped open on an attached hinge. I studied the label. Hops Easy Smoother, it said. I glanced at the ingredients and saw that it actually had a few vitamins in it. I tested the brew, and it tasted surprisingly good. 
 
   “You like that?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “There’s another kind if you want to try that later. It’s a Hops Hard Smoother. I little heavier, like a lager.”
 
   Since this beer was not available in the world I knew, I found myself making mental jokes about the TV commercial…Hops Easy Smoother: a taste out of this world…Forcing myself back to reality—this new one I found myself in—I thought about the clues he mentioned. “How did you manage to place the clues?”
 
   “You placed them there.”
 
   “No, I didn’t.”
 
   “Well, this you. The AR2 you, Jessi. See, I sent your Quintessence to the ARM in AR1. It was in a sort of suspended state, awaiting the merge. When you stepped into the ARM the first time, your AR2 self merged with your AR1 self. Then I received an alarm signal that told me you, AR2 Jessi, were to get into the receptor capsule. This allowed your AR1 essence and your AR2 essence to merge here in AR2 in the physical mind of your other self.”
 
   “How did AR2 Jessi get into the receptor capsule quick enough, if this transfer only took 600 nanoseconds?” 
 
   “Good question. Basically, the essence is stored in the receptor capsule. AR2 Jason got in and closed the hatch and I released the stored Quintessence.” Pritchard studied me, but saw that I could not form another question just yet. “You and I had discussed the possibilities,” he continued. “and I assume AR2-You waited in consciousness until you were asleep, and then took over the AR1 body to plant the clues. I knew where the can of money was hidden in the barn. And AR2-You had access to your AR1 memory banks, and knew to place the other clues so that you’d notice the discrepancies.”
 
   I took a long drink of the beer and tried to still the battle going on in my mind.
 
   “Let’s move on to something else. I don’t want to overburden you. What did your mother tell you about me?” Pritchard asked.
 
   I pulled my eyes away from the beer label and thought about it. “She said at 26, she wanted very much to have a baby, before she ran out of time, but didn’t want to have a husband. So she went down to Florida for Spring Break and met you on a beach. As she got to know you, she found out you were 21, and in your third year at MIT, very smart, sweet and good looking. She thought you’d be the perfect candidate to father her child. She figured you’d go back to school and never know.” I tried to superimpose the information about Pritchard on this man, who was also Pritchard, but now, apparently, my real father, as well. “Is that what really happened?”
 
   “Pretty much. Jessi, I hope you understand, that I didn’t know about you until I transferred myself here and met you as AR2 Jessi. Perhaps it was selfish of me to want all of you, as it were. When I was Ethan in AR1, I always felt like there was something missing. I know now that it was a part of me that was missing. You. My child. There are few things stronger than the bond between father and child. Even if they haven’t met.”
 
   Somehow that made me feel better.
 
   “In that life, I went on to work for NASA.”
 
   “Yeah, I looked at the scrapbook your wife kept.” Wife. “Are you married now—I mean, in this…life?”
 
   “I was. She left me too. But when you were a baby…I mean…in this AR2 life. We must have had some karma to work out. That’s a whole other area. But I married your same mother in this life, too.”
 
   I laughed suddenly, but stopped myself when it felt like the kind of laugh that was going to launch into some hysterical attack of cackling. 
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   I needed a shower. It was always a relaxing way for me to gather my thoughts, so I had Pritchard show me where it was.
 
   The room was sparse, but I noticed the decor. Had this been my room when I was younger? A ceiling alive with sparkling stars, and a collection of science books near a twin bed covered by a blanket with a cosmos motif. The bedside lamp shade had images of spaceships. On the wall beside the bed was a framed poster of Albert Einstein. I guess he had more than one reality, too. That would explain a lot. 
 
   Moving closer to the poster, I wondered if the venerable scientist’s existence here had also been different. Had he perhaps not written that letter to the president suggesting development of an atomic weapon? Had we thus, as a nation, avoided the bombing of Hiroshima? So many questions were forming in my mind.
 
   Moving into the bathroom, I pulled open the shower door. It took a few extra seconds for me to figure out that the absence of knobs in the shower stall was still another detail in this reality that surprised me. There was a touch pad on the wall labeled Hot and Cold with arrows pointing up and down to increase or decrease the amount of that temperature. 
 
   When the water was how I liked it, I pulled off my clothes and stood in front of the full length mirror, my eyes closed at first.  My body was thinner, more leanly muscled, but the obvious changes were, of course, related to gender. And I was wearing some sort of petite boxer briefs which I didn’t recognize. They seemed a bit feminine, but then, it would make sense, considering I was…a girl. My image in the mirror, shook its head. I had two womanly breasts, and down below, the bracing absence of manly endowments. My face still looked a lot like my Jason-face, but a feminized version, what I imagined a female twin would look like. Touching my cheek, I realized I would no longer have to shave. I can’t say I wasn’t just a little pleased with that.
 
   Ignoring the disturbance to my masculine psyche, I stepped into the spray, under a showerhead that looked like one of those small attachments on a vacuum, and doused myself with the spray that came out in a thick line rather than a round configuration. It seemed to do the job. The soap was like AR1 soap, but smelled different; like some plant, maybe. An oddly shaped plastic bottle held shampoo and as I squeezed it into my hand, I could tell that the plastic was not like the plastic I was used to. Just slightly odd. All of it was how I imagined it would be to wake up in a foreign country. Things were familiar, yet slightly different and new.
 
   Lathering my hair, I wondered when I would regain this memory that Doc Pritchard—Dad—spoke of. I suspected the invasion of new memories into a person’s brain could be a little overwhelming and part of me was afraid of my own reaction while another part of me felt excited. Would it feel like a part of me, or, like this body, a part of someone else? What things did that other part of me know, that the part of me I knew, didn’t know? I almost laughed. Pritchard was right: it was a lot to take in. I understood why he said he had to take tranquilizers at first. I sensed that the one I had taken earlier was kicking in. Or maybe it was the shower.
 
   A familiar pressure and urgency made me realize that I had to pee. It occurred to me that I would have to face this little bit of anatomical cognitive dissonance whether I liked it or not. I couldn’t just avoid it. Rather than get out of the shower, I did what I often did when I had the body parts of a man. I just let go, and allowed it to seep into the drain along with the water. It seemed a perfectly logical thing to do—pee in the shower, but I never actually mentioned it to anyone, for fear that it would seem somehow uncouth. Now, I had to convince my muscles to do it with the anatomy of a…
 
   I closed my eyes and took a breath, trying to relax. The message was having trouble getting through to my whatever-it-was…Finally, I felt myself let go, my bladder finally got tired of waiting. The sensation was completely different, though I don’t know if I expected it to be the same. I guess I’d have to start researching female anatomy in a whole new way, now. Just to understand how to be in this body. I couldn’t very well take a shower every time nature called. I’d actually have to do that sitting, and patting down with tissue-thing.
 
   Soaping up my hand to wash, I hesitated. I’d have to touch myself. I’d have to put my hands on body parts that were supposed to be on another person. It’s not like I hadn’t touched the female body before, but it was always someone else, not me with those parts. I slid my palm down my chest and over one nipple, receiving a frisson of pleasure. It felt wrong. Continuing, I glided my palm down still more, over a soft, slightly rounded belly, closing my eyes. It felt familiar, but still, I wasn’t supposed to be responding with arousal to my own touch. Not this way. Sliding farther down, I cupped myself. Slight tuft of hair above, a little on the opening, but I couldn’t get my brain to accept it. It was my body, yet also a new body, and so my response was teetering on the edge of hysteria. I started to feel dizzy. The cognitive dissonance was almost too much to bear. I tried to just detach my emotions, and wash myself, but couldn’t. It would have to wait for another time. There was too much to process. 
 
   Blocking out the new input, I rinsed my hair, and pressed a finger to the up arrow on the red square. I wanted to feel the spray on my tense muscles.
 
   When I finally pushed the stop button and got out, I pulled the towel from the rack and began to dry off, noticing the softness of the fabric, even though it seemed like regular cotton. There was an electric shaver in a base, and I pulled it out to examine it. I assumed it was to be used on legs and underarms. While it was from an unknown manufacturer named Cleese, it still looked pretty much like most electric shavers. I pushed the power button, and ran it over a thigh. Strange. I had never shaved my legs, and I couldn’t start now. 
 
   When I looked back up at my reflection, I saw that I was standing with the towel wrapped around my waist, my chest exposed. I knew that women wore towels much higher. Habit. It didn’t matter. I was alone.
 
   I headed for the walk-in closet, entertaining myself with the pun. A walk-in closet for a walk-in Quintessence. A bureau to the side of the closet held a few items, and I pulled out some underwear that looked like the ones I’d had on earlier. Had this been my room at one time? Most hangers were empty, but there were several changes of clothes. There were some items there I would not be wearing. Ever. Selecting the pair of worn jeans and a plain T-shirt, I felt better. Asimov was waiting patiently, curled up on the bed. I smooched at him and he followed me into the kitchen again, his toenails clicking on the floor.
 
   Pritchard stirred something on the stove, and it smelled wonderful. “Feel better?”
 
   “A little.” 
 
   He glanced over his shoulder. “You look a little freaked out. Was it the experience in the shower?” 
 
   “The experience in the shower…that’s one way of putting it…I’m not…it’s still weird…I just did what was absolutely necessary and nothing else. I kind of wish I hadn’t taken a shower at all.”
 
   “It was inevitable.”
 
   “You’re lucky you didn’t have to deal with having a different gender all of a sudden.”
 
   “I know. But it would have been fascinating just the same. Don’t you find it interesting?”
 
   “It’s just creepy right now.”
 
   He smiled. “I’m sure you’ll get used to it. Your life here has been more about things from the neck up, anyway.”
 
   “I felt like I was molesting myself.” My candor surprised even me.
 
   Ethan guffawed. “Some realities are a bit more pleasing to us than others.”
 
   Anxious to change the subject, I recalled the poster in my old room. “So, Einstein exists here?”
 
   “Oh yes. That was a pleasant discovery for me. But the sequence of his life events were a bit different.”
 
   “Did he create the bomb here?”
 
   “He did, but he realized the ramifications, and never wrote that pivotal letter to the president. In fact, we were not even at war at the time.”
 
   “So we didn’t bomb Hiroshima and Nagasaki?”
 
   “No. We are on very good terms with Japan, here. We share technologies frequently. World War I never happened. President Truman negotiated peace with them soon after the conflict began. She was a great president.” 
 
   “She?”
 
   “Oh yes. Bess Truman was the president…that’s another thing about this reality…it’s a matriarchy. All the presidents were the same names, but the offices were held by the wives, and the husbands were the First Gentlemen. The history of this reality is one of peace and negotiation. A sad commentary on the males of the species…”
 
   All female presidents? “There were no male presidents here?”
 
   “Not yet, though one ran in the last two elections. This reality is still not ready for that. Frankly, I hope they never are. Even though men are considered subservient, in a way, just as women were in AR1.”
 
   President Martha Washington? President Jacqueline Kennedy? President Hillary Clinton? “So, Laura Bush is president now?”
 
   “No. Laura Bush lost the 2004 election to a newcomer. The Bush’s never made it  into the White House. Hillary Clinton was the previous president for two terms, and Tipper Gore for another two. 
 
   “Weird.”
 
   “Yes, it took me some time to get used to that, as well. But the matriarchy seems to have served the nation very well. Children and families have free health care, and crime rates are low, educational concerns high on the list. It’s a rich history, and you’ll want to catch up on all that as soon as your brain can fathom it. Maybe you ought to just wait until your memory cells merge, so it won’t be quite so much to swallow all at once.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say, and thankfully, he kept talking.
 
   From the cylindrical ‘fridge, I chose another beer, and took a seat at the table. “So, my old memory will merge with my new memory within a few weeks, you say?” I heard myself speaking, and though my voice was also pitched higher, and sounded strange to my own ear, I wondered at how calm I was. I guessed that the pill was doing its job.
 
   “I am assuming so, because that’s what happened to me, and it makes sense.” He adjusted the flame under the pot and turned, wiping his hands on a towel. “Are you worried about it?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Don’t create demons for yourself. It’s all going to be fine. I’m looking forward to it, too, so you and I can get back to work on the ARM project.”
 
   “How long have you—have we been working on that?”
 
   “I started on it while you were still a baby. When you got old enough, you asked to help me, and the rest, as they say, is history.”
 
   “Future, for me.”
 
   He grinned. “I suppose so.”
 
   I became aware that my finger had found a knot in the wood on the table. My attention now on that spot, I realized it was not a knot in the wood because the table was not made of wood…or maybe it was wood pulp, but it certainly didn’t look like anything I’d ever eaten dinner at with my mother. My eyes went back to Ethan, stirring the food and sipping his beer. “Where’s my mother?”
 
   “In this reality, as I said, she is not part of our lives. I raised you as a single parent. But instead of me being out of your life, she is.”
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   “She had some kind of post partum depression and was hospitalized for a long time. When she came home, she had not bonded with you, and eventually, she just left in the middle of the night. I haven’t seen her since. I tried to find her, but she did a good job of disappearing. Some things, sadly, remain the same in more than one reality.”
 
   I thought of the irony. I had always wanted to meet my father, and fantasized frequently about what it would be like to have been raised by him instead of my mother. In this reality, I got my wish. As I looked around the place, I could see that we lived well. “I guess I was better off here than I was…there.”
 
   He sat across from me with his own beer. “I think that’s probably true. I made sure you had everything you needed.” Here, he told me, he was not a NASA scientist, but a theoretical physicist. “Funny, huh? That life branched off into this reality. Well, not branched, really. More like a parallel line. Every possible permutation of your life is represented by each divergent line. At least, that’s how I see it.”
 
   A bell sounded. Some dark concern furrowed his brow, and he got up suddenly, hurrying to the front door. Asimov darted from his place under the table, and followed Pritchard to the door.
 
   Opening it a crack, Ethan spoke in urgent whispers to whomever was on the other side. I noticed that Asimov was wagging his tail at whomever was out there.
 
   Unable to resist, I moved into the living room and stood behind him. 
 
   “This is not a good time…” Ethan told the visitor, “it’s too soon. I’ll call you later, okay?”
 
   “Who is it?” I asked, grabbing the door and trying to open it wider.
 
   He closed the door. “No one. Nothing—”
 
   I felt something akin to anger. “What are you hiding?” I pushed him aside and pulled the door open.
 
   The woman standing there looked up at me expectantly, an expression mixed with fear and relief. “Jessi?”
 
   My heart was in my throat. Same luxurious hair, same full lips that begged to be kissed. “Amanda?”
 
   Tears welled in her eyes. “You know me?”
 
   “Of course I know you, I—”
 
   “I was there, too?”
 
   “You were…someone I dated.”
 
   “Isn’t that wild?” she gave a half-laugh.
 
    
 
   I watched her face soften. “My name—here—is   Sativa.”
 
   “What?” Confusion reigned for a long moment before I realized. “Oh…you…your name was Amanda… in the…in the other—” Unbidden, the synesthetic image appeared in front of me…Amanda, naked, and—
 
   She stepped inside and put her arms around me. 
 
   “I can’t believe you’re here…” I whispered into her hair. It smelled of berries.
 
   Pritchard touched my arm as I pulled back from her embrace. “This might be too much,” he worried.
 
   Sativa released a pent-up breath. “My god, it really did work. You really did pull this off, Ethan.”
 
   “Your name is still Ethan…” I said. “But hers is Sativa…”
 
   “As you’ve already learned, not everything is exactly the same…while some things are.”
 
   I turned my attention back to the woman I had known as my favorite tryst. The older woman who had shown me things every young man wants to know. “Who—”
 
   Please don’t be my sister…Please don’t be his girlfriend…
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   She gained a silent permission from Pritchard and then captured my searching gaze. “You’re my wife.”
 
   Involuntarily, I looked down at my own breasts. Wife. 
 
   I was a lesbian?
 
   I ignored the ramifications, as my eyes devoured the sight of her. I wanted to whirl  her around like one of those seats on the swing ride at the County Fair. All I managed was to stand there, stunned, my eyes locked on hers. 
 
   “Sativa, come on in, then.” Pritchard said. “I’m making dinner.” 
 
   We returned to the kitchen, and she sat across from me, her hand atop mine on the table. “I’ve always believed in your father, but I had serious doubts about this project. It frightened me. But you insisted that you wanted to go through with it, and you promised me you’d be okay.”
 
   Sativa continued to talk, and I missed half of the content because I was so taken by the fact that I had managed to make her my wife in this reality. I kept flashing back to our steamy encounters at her apartment. I had a crush on her, but she had always made it clear that she was not looking for a real relationship with me. She had desires that needed to be filled, and enjoyed filling them with me, and that’s where it ended. 
 
   But now…here…the scenario was blissfully different. It was the first moment that I was actually happy to have transferred into this other life of mine. I suddenly realized that leaving was out of the question, now. The desire to return to AR1 now paled in comparison to my desire to be with her. My wife.
 
   As I listened, she gave me an overview of the life I didn’t recall yet.
 
   Amanda—or Sativa—and I lived in the renovated top floor of the barn, so I could work closely with Pritchard on the ARM project. 
 
   She and I had met at one of his lectures at MIT. She was a neurologist, and had become interested in his work after reading an article about him. When we wound up seated next to each other at the lecture, we had immediately bonded. Sativa and I had begun dating, falling in love quickly. That was a year ago, and we had been married for eight months. She had been an integral part of Pritchard’s work since the day we met, helping him to understand the inner workings of the human mind.
 
   “I know this must be so strange to you…but hopefully the memory merge will take care of all that soon,” she was saying.
 
    
 
   Pritchard served a dinner of Greek seasoned chicken breast on buttered noodles with salad. We continued to talk, and the knowledge that she was my wife made more and more sense. She was highly intelligent, yet not pretentious. Her laughter came easily, and the sound of it gave me tingles. Was I responding to who she was in this reality, or merely remembering her from the other one? The answer to that question didn’t seem to matter. I knew I could fall in love with her all over again.
 
   When we had finished dinner, Pritchard and Sativa got up and gathered the dishes. After putting leftovers in a storage container, and scraping and rinsing the dishes, Sativa pulled a drawer on an appliance under the counter. I assumed it was a dishwasher, until they both began to toss the plates into a receptacle. No stacking, no soap. Just tossing them in as if throwing them away.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “This?” She indicated the appliance. “It’s a Hempactor.” She saw my confusion. “It grinds up the Hempware.” Her eyes slid over to Pritchard.
 
   “We didn’t have this in AR1.”
 
   “Oh…” She looked down at it, and back over at me. 
 
   Pritchard spoke up. “Hemp is our most commonly used product. Here, they grow it to make all sorts of things. The dinnerware is one of those things. Quite impressive, actually. Through a binding process, they press dinnerware out of hemp byproduct. Then we use them, sort of like paper plates, and we put the used dinnerware—Hempware—into this Hempactor, and it pulverizes it back to a powder, sanitizes it, and the result can then be recycled from the pickup at the curb or at the grocery stores. You can also buy new Hempware in packages. It’s biodegradable, recyclable, and we have an almost endless supply of it, because the raw material is a staple in the agricultural industry.”
 
   I was feeling more and more like I was inside one of my own science fiction stories. “So hemp is legal, here?”
 
   “Well, hemp isn’t the same as marijuana. The hemp that is grown is industrial hemp—drug free—and can be manufactured into a huge number of consumer goods. Even that shirt you’re wearing.”
 
   I looked down at my T-shirt.
 
   “They can even make clothing that feels amazingly like silk. And it’s all hemp.”
 
   I touched my shirt again, feeling how soft it was. “Wow…so the shampoo containers, the coffee spoon, the plates…”
 
   “All hemp,” Ethan confirmed.
 
   Sativa giggled. “This is so strange. All these things we take for granted, that seem so normal to us…” She smiled over at me. “It must seem like you’re on another planet. I can’t imagine what you must be feeling. And I have to say, I’d have told anyone they were crazy if they said I’d be talking to the merged Quintessence of my own wife, who doesn’t even remember being married to me.”
 
   “I’m fairly certain that you are unforgettable.” Even as the statement came out of my mouth, I wondered where it came from. It wasn’t exactly the sort of thing I would say, though Sativa seemed pleased by it. Perhaps I was already remembering. But the hemp compactor still gave the impression of something from another world. And it was, I suppose, in a very real sense.
 
   Sativa came over and sat in the chair next to me. “Are you okay? How’s your stress-level? I had to give Ethan some tranquilizers when he began to discover all these things…”
 
   “I already gave him one of mine,” Pritchard said.
 
   Her hand moved to rest atop my own on the table, and the feel of it made me tingly again. I wanted to be alone with her. I wanted to make love to her. If I could lose myself in her, feel her skin under my hands, I wouldn’t have to think too hard about all this. I just wanted to feel something real and carnal and—
 
   “—but only if you’re comfortable with that,” Sativa was saying.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I said you don’t have to come back to the loft with me, unless you’re comfortable with that. You can stay here, in your old room.” 
 
   Her eyes told another story. I could see that she wanted very much to have me with her, but was being polite, considerate of my recent experience being thrust into a new reality, even if it was one of my own. “Are you comfortable with that?”
 
   She laughed. “Why wouldn’t I be comfortable? You’re my wife.”
 
   “Oh. Yeah.” 
 
   I recalled the first time she and I had shared intimacy—when she was Amanda, and I was Jason…
 
   I had circulated flyers about yard work, and she had called me one afternoon to mow her lawn. When I arrived at her house and introduced myself, I knew immediately that I wanted her. It was a fantasy that remained in my mind the entire time I cut the grass.
 
   The job was done by nightfall, and covered with grass shavings and sweat and dirt, I knocked on her door. She answered with a glass of iced tea in hand, and held it out to me with merry eyes. We sat on her front porch chatting, and when I asked her where her husband was, she laughed. That same laugh I was hearing at this dinner table, now, in AR2. She said she didn’t have, nor did she need a husband, but did very well on her own. 
 
   Amanda and I spent the better part of two hours talking about anything and everything, and seemed to enjoy an unusual comfort zone with each other. She talked about her job at the bank, and the time they were robbed by a young man who was so nervous that he never made it out the door. The security guard tackled him and held him down until the police came. 
 
   I was indulging in a momentary fantasy about holding Amanda down when she abruptly asked me if I wanted to come inside for a shower.
 
   Needless to say, I had accepted her offer, and when I was standing under the steamy spray in her bath, she had stepped in behind me. She had soaped me up and rinsed me off and then kissed me like I had never been kissed before. When she slid down and put her mouth on me, I knew right then that I was about to have the best sex of my life.
 
   Coming back to reality—the one I was now living in—I focused again on Sativa, waiting patiently across the table from me. Somehow I couldn’t imagine her behaving in such an overtly sexual way. Promiscuity didn’t seem to fit her. Still, she was outrageously beautiful to me. Maybe more than ever. “I want to see where we live,” I said.
 
   Pritchard cleared his throat in a meaningful fashion. “Are you sure she’s ready for that?” 
 
   Sativa gave him a clandestine look. “I think she can handle it.”
 
   “That’s a lot to give her in one day.”
 
   “She’ll be fine.”
 
   She. Her. Wife. Not the sort of pronouns I’m used to having directed at me. “What are you two talking about? I’m not a virgin.” That’s when they both laughed. “What’s funny?”
 
   Sativa squeezed my hand. “He’s not talking about marital intimacies, my sweet.”
 
   “What is he worried about, then?”
 
   “I’ll just have to show you,” she said cryptically.
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   We said goodnight to Pritchard, leaving him to finish cleaning up after dinner, and headed out to the barn. Asimov followed me dutifully. The frigid air reminded me that I wore only a thin shirt. “It’s October, here, too, right?”
 
   “Yes. I think your transfer was an exact season exchange, according to Ethan.” 
 
   I enjoyed a view of her backside, as she strolled in front of me. “Same year?”
 
   “Two thousand thirteen?”
 
   I shook my head. “Try, two thousand seven.”  If this had been a little farther into the future, it would have explained more about this odd world. I thought of Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land, and suddenly understood on a visceral level, what that main character, Valentine Michael Smith, must have felt. He was born on Mars, and went to earth completely innocent of earth customs and environment. While I was no Martian, I could appreciate the profound effect this alternate reality was already having on me. I was certain there was more to come, and I’d have to be prepared to adjust.
 
   I looked over at Sativa, and thought about Amanda, who had been older than me. “How old are you?”
 
   She turned to look at me. “Thirty-five.”
 
   “Am I still twenty-five?”
 
   She stopped and looked at me again. “You were twenty-five when you…transferred?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You were thirty when you were…Jessi…before you…”
 
   “Yeah. Okay. Weird. I just got five years older.”
 
   She continued walking. “Ethan said all things wouldn’t be the same.”
 
   “I don’t feel older.”
 
   She glanced back. “You don’t look younger, either.”
 
   “Well, you’re looking at Jessi, not Jason.”
 
   She took my hand. “I’m looking at both of you, it seems.”
 
   “And I only feel like Jason.”
 
   She smirked, almost laughing. “The fun never ends.”
 
   There were stairs on one side of the barn, and she went up ahead of me, again gracing me with a great view. I felt a twinge and a burn, in that spot between my legs I was trying so hard not to think about. What I was thinking about was  what I hoped I was about to do with her. 
 
   Sativa lifted the sleeve of her left arm, and tapped on a device attached to her arm like a bracelet. A beep sounded by the door, as a green light next to the knob lit up.
 
   “What was that? What did you just do?”
 
   She looked at me, confused. “I unlocked the door.”
 
   “With that?” I pointed to the gadget attached to her forearm.
 
   She held her arm up. “Yes…you…you don’t have MPC’s where you come from?”
 
   I shook my head. “What is it?”
 
   “A Multifunction Personal Computer.”
 
   “On your arm?”
 
   She laughed. “Wow. I couldn’t survive without an MPC. It does everything.”
 
   I stared at the miniature screen that looked like a computer desktop. Like what? What does it do?”
 
   She touched the screen of it and items popped into view. “It’s a clock, a calendar, a phone, a security device—like you just saw—” she indicated the door. “You have one, too. I think I saw it on the kitchen bar.”
 
   “Cool.” I could see there were other things I’d have to play with besides her.
 
   The door looked like a sliding glass patio door and pocket-door combined. When she unlocked it and touched the control pad, it slid into the frame of the wall to let us pass through. I wondered if the glass was also made of hemp, somehow.
 
   A spacious main room greeted me. Leather furniture, vaulted ceilings, polished wood floors. Any of these could have been still another version of the hemp industry, but I decided to let it go for now. Aesthetically, it was very pleasing. 
 
   The main feature of the room was a large stone fireplace, alive with flames from hardwood logs. The walls were painted chocolate and trimmed in white cream, like the cream I knew in my other life. Above and to the left, a cage rose upward, like a chute, to the second level. There was a loft up there, bordered with a railing, which I could see was the bedroom. I was anxious to spend some time up there with her. Beneath the overhanging loft, was another entry into the kitchen, separated by double sliding doors, like the one at the entry. It felt a bit like walking into an office building in AR1.
 
   A young woman around my own age came through the doors and smiled, holding a dusting cloth and a can of what looked like furniture polish. “I was just touching up a few things—”
 
   “Good,” Sativa said quickly. She retrieved her purse from the glass coffee table and handed the young woman several bills.“Thanks, Treece.”
 
   “Glad to help,” the young woman said, gathering her book bag. Passing me on her way to the door, she gave me a clandestine wink, saying, “Glad you’re feeling better, Jessi.” And her eyes gave me the once-over. I recognized that look, and it wasn’t platonic. What had I been up to in this alternate life?
 
   “Thanks,” I answered awkwardly. I did notice that the money Sativa gave her was a pale red color. It looked like a grown-up version of Monopoly money. I wondered if Monopoly had been invented here. “That money looked like it came out of a Monopoly game.”
 
   “Monopoly?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   Sativa moved a section of the cage aside in the tube to create an opening, and stepped in, motioning me toward her. I moved into the cylindrical cage with her. I could smell her skin as she secured the accordion-style cage door and pressed a button on the panel. It was similar to the ARM tube, except a cage, rather than an enclosed capsule. The cage bumped and slid upward, and my hands went reflexively to the sides to keep my balance. 
 
   She smiled at me as we ascended. “You don’t have these in AR1, either?”
 
   “Nope. Not like this. We have elevators, so I guess this would just be a miniature elevator.”
 
   “We call it a Lift.”
 
   I nodded as the Lift paused on the loft level, and the door came open.
 
   She stepped out and extended her hand to me. “Come on.”
 
   She was just as eager as I was; a pleasant development. I wanted to feel her next to me, and so I took her hand quickly and moved into the room.
 
   I was busy taking in the grandeur of the deep purple painted walls, what looked like paintings by Wassily Kandinski, and the generous bed covered by the comforter with big colored blocks in a grapey purple color, along with some earth tones. She had those fancy covers that go on the pillows, too. Shams, I think they were called. I wasn’t limp-wristed enough to know all the terminology.
 
   I went to the bed and pressed a hand on it. It was soft. “Is this foam?”
 
   “Foam?”
 
   “A rubber material made from petroleum products, I think…sort of…filled with air into a matrix structure…really cushy…” I never thought I’d have to define things like foam.
 
   “Ah. It’s similar, but made of—” she smiled.
 
   “Hemp?” I guessed.
 
   She nodded, and continued into the far side of the room, around a column, out of sight.
 
   When I wandered over to see where she’d gone, I found her standing next to a large wicker basket mounted on iron legs. She was smiling. I moved close to her and looked into the basket.
 
   The cherubic face of an infant greeted me.
 
   “This is our son, Boone.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    [image: ] 
 
   
  
 

.14.
 
    
 
   I felt the cool wetness on my forehead just before I came to.
 
   “How do you feel?”
 
   I was on the floor. I turned my head and the wet cloth slid off. I saw the iron legs of the wicker bassinette a few feet away. It’s not a dream. “What happened?”
 
   “You fainted.”
 
   “I don’t faint.”
 
   “Nevertheless, you fainted.”
 
   I raised up on my elbows. A baby, I have a baby. I have a baby with a woman who was a sex-hungry bank manager in Alabama, but who is now a proper and professional neurologist in Kansas. And my wife. “This is—”
 
   “I know. It’s a major mind-fuck.”
 
   I sat up slowly. “I feel so dizzy…and my head hurts.”
 
   “You need to rest for awhile. Ethan felt better after sleeping. A great deal of repair and adjustment was done while he slept.”
 
   She helped me to my feet and I hovered a moment, drawn to the bassinette. I moved over to it, staring at the sleeping infant. Reaching in, I held his tiny foot between my fingers. “I always thought it would be great to have a wife and child…it was part of my fantasy-life. I just thought I’d have the usual time to get used to it.”
 
   “Most people do.” She gave me a sympathetic smile, and moved under my arm, hugging me. “It will get easier. When your memory starts merging, it will feel more natural. Right now, though, your brain may want to shut down periodically. Like it just did. That’s what happened to Ethan.” 
 
   So dear old Dad had fainted, too. Maybe it wasn’t such an unmasculine thing to do after all. It was physiological. 
 
   She pulled me toward the bed. “Come lie down. I’ll get you something to help you sleep.”
 
   I listened to her descending the steps to the kitchen, and took a deep breath. Funny, how a person can conjure up all sorts of ideas about the idyllic life, and it seems so natural, so comfortable; but if all those wishes suddenly become true, a guy can wake up on the floor with a cold cloth on his forehead. But that guy usually doesn’t also wake up a girl. I no longer thought that having a genie in a bottle was such a slick idea.
 
   The big question looming in my brain was, did I want to stay here? And if not, could I return to my other life? If not—if I was stuck here—was I ready for instant fatherhood? Oops. Motherhood? No. I’m still male. Inside, I’m still a guy. I could never be called a girl. Or a mother. The me that lived this life before I came into it seemed to be ready, though. That me—Jessi—also had enough faith in his—or her—father to go into suspended animation and have his/her Quintessence transferred to another dimension. This me went to MIT. This me was also some kind of geek-girl. That former me realized that I no longer had to escape my life in the pages of science fiction; here, I could live in science fiction day in and day out. It was unclear to me whether or not that was a good thing.
 
   Sativa arrived with a pill I could only assume was some version of the other one, and a glass of water the color water should be. I took it thankfully. She stroked my forehead and I felt the love in her touch. I was a lucky man. Woman. Shit. Freaked out. But lucky. 
 
   Sativa talked about the birth of our baby, and how I had fainted in the delivery room. This version of myself had obviously been a little frail. I’d have to do something about that. Maybe I’d have to be a butch lesbian, just to survive the alteration in my gender.
 
   “I will never forget the look on your face when you held our son for the first time. You cried.”
 
   “Boy, I was a real he-man. Fainting, crying. Did I wear women’s clothes, too?” Wait. Woman. I was a woman. So it was normal to faint and cry. Wasn’t it? 
 
   She was staring at me, oddly. “Yes you wore women’s clothes, whatever that means…and I was born into my orientation, so why would I ever want a man? That would just be unnatural.”
 
   I had a feeling all of this was only going to get more complicated. “I’m sorry, I’m so confused…I’m used to being a guy. This is all so…”
 
   She captured my eyes with her own, her face softening. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I should be thinking about how difficult this must be for you…especially in light of the gender-change…” She beckoned me over to the bed. “You really need that nap. You’ll feel better when you wake up.”
 
   I went over and reclined on the bed and she covered me with a small blanket that was fluffy and soft, and probably made from hemp.
 
   “No matter what, just know that I love you with all my heart.” 
 
   She kissed my cheek. I looked into her eyes and knew that she meant it. The flutter of something in my chest was even stronger than what I felt when I was with her as Amanda. With the Amanda version, I recognized our connection as strictly carnal. This version of her was so much more. Sativa seemed to be the perfect woman for me. I had been smart to marry her.
 
   As the pseudo-Valium kicked in, I drifted into sleep, Sativa’s warm hand on my forehead, stroking, with the sound of Boone’s cooing in the background.
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   A crying cat brought me out of my drug-induced slumber. No, not a cat. A baby. My Baby.
 
   “Sativa!” I called. A swath of morning sunlight blasted me in the face as I sat up. My head felt thick from the pseudo-Valium and I strained to listen for her voice. The loft was silent. Except for the vocalizations of Boone. Maybe Sativa went over to the house. I kicked the blanket off me, and went to the bassinette. 
 
   He was beautiful, even though he was crying. 
 
   He had been freshly diapered. Should I pick him up? I recalled my mother making some comment about how you should not always pick up a crying child, because it taught them to cry more, to get what they wanted. I suspected that it wasn’t about what a baby wanted, but what a baby needed, and my mother was not exactly a paragon of virtue in the parenting department. While I thought this over, I sensed that niggling pressure in my bladder again. Damn. I would have to do the girl-potty thing, and without the subterfuge of the shower.
 
    Leaving Boone to cry, for now, I went to the master bath on the other side of the upstairs loft, closing the opaque glass door and, oddly, locking it, behind me.
 
   Standing in front of the sea-foam colored toilet, I looked it over. Half because it seemed different than the toilets in AR1, and half because it was now going to be something I sat down on. The tank was cylindrical, the seat, oval just like those in AR1. I considered straddling it, so that I could at least pee standing up, but that idea felt absurd. I’d have to face this inevitable task. Be brave, I counseled myself, avoiding the maxim Be a man, because, for obvious reasons, that advice no longer applied.
 
   With Boone’s continuing wail as soundtrack, I stepped close to the bowl, turned around in front of it, and dropped my pants. Taking a deep breath, I sat down on the seat. It was cold. Then I waited, remembering the shower, and how I did it, there. Again, it took a minute for my body to relax enough to let go. Finally, it did, and I noticed that the process felt a little messy. I was dribbling on my…what? On myself. 
 
   When I finished, my kneejerk reaction was to stand up and tuck my hardware in and zip up. But I stood there, realizing again that I not only had no hardware, but had dripped down my thigh. I sat down again and looked over at the tissue roll, perched on a peg that jutted from the wall. I took a handful of sheets and reached between my legs, patted all around the lady parts, and dropped the tissue in the bowl. Then I stood up and searched for the handle. There wasn’t one. How does this thing flush? Wiser, now, I looked for a panel. It was mounted on the wall behind the tank. I pressed the helpfully-labeled FLUSH button, and my task was complete except for getting my pants back up and fastened. At least the jeans here had buttons. Reminded me of my Levi’s 501 jeans. I liked them. So it wasn’t all bad.
 
   I washed my hands with soap from a dispenser spigot on the wall over the sink, and dried them on a hemp towel. Boone was still screaming, and I decided my mother’s abandonment tendencies would not carry over into my life. Boone was, after all, my own son. I never wanted him to feel that way I had. Heading out of the bathroom, I stopped at the bassinette, looking down at his pudgy red face. 
 
   Gently, I reached in and picked him up, holding him against my chest. He stopped crying, looked up at me, and then began to wail again, louder than before. “Oh, I know I’m not your mommy…but I’m your…I’m your…” I just couldn’t say it. I could not refer to myself as mommy. Co-parent? Instead, I said, “Don’t you recognize me? You should know me better than I know myself, in a way…” 
 
   He stopped crying only momentarily, and was back at it seconds later. Looking at his pink cheeks, alive with the visage of sweetness only babies have,  I tried to think of a lullaby, but had no luck. Instead I sang the first thing that came to mind. “I close my eyes…only for a moment and the moment’s gone…all my dreams…pass before my eyes a curiosity…dust in the wind…all we are is dust in the wind...”  
 
   I hadn’t heard that song in a long time, and had no idea why it came to mind, other than I felt a little like dust in the wind, and it was by the group Kansas, and that’s where I was. In my new life. How many people get a chance at a new life that really is new, in every sense of the word? Maybe only two. Myself and Pritchard. I guess I should start calling him Dad. 
 
   I realized, then, that Boone had stopped crying.
 
   A hand came around my shoulders, startling me, and Sativa was there, smiling at me holding our baby. “I’ve never heard you sing,” she said.
 
   “Lucky you.”
 
   “No,” she smiled. “It was beautiful.”
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   Downstairs, I held my son as Sativa prepared breakfast. Boone mashed his fingers around a nipple and I cringed. So that’s what it feels like to have your nipple tweaked. I was gaining a whole new understanding of women, I would not have been privy to, otherwise.
 
   While I rocked the baby, I looked around the kitchen. We had a Hempactor too, and a cylinder refrigerator. Other appliances on the counters were recognizable, yet slightly odd in design. The coffeemaker was another model of the same type found in Pritchard’s kitchen: a small space where a carafe should be, served only by a spigot, like those fancy cappuccino machines in coffeehouses. 
 
   The sink was on the island between us, and I sat at the bar attached to it. The faucet was another of those touch pads, and the spout elongated just like the showerhead at the house. I was wearing my Multifunction Personal Computer on my left wrist, but hadn’t been able to play with it yet. I was too busy holding Boone.
 
   Sunlight warmed the leaves of a large plant by the dining table at the window. I wondered what other plants looked like, here. The sky was blue, the grass was green. Any more detailed than that, and I was afraid of overloading my brain. So my attention was limited to the obvious things. Like arriving at another dimension and lusting after a former girlfriend who was now my lesbian wife.
 
   While Sativa turned what looked and smelled like bacon, she tossed plates and cups in the Hempactor, and came over to us periodically to drop kisses on Boone’s pink face. I gave Boone his bottle and watched him drink greedily. I was beginning to like the idea of having a family of my own. Now if I could just get used to having breasts and a vagina.
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   After breakfast, I watched Sativa change Boone’s diaper, which was made out of some silky yellow material with an absorbent pad in the inside. Hemp, of course. It attached with some sticky substance I wasn’t sure of. She handed him off to me, and he was asleep in my arms in seconds, his tiny belly full of some baby formula I didn’t know a thing about. The formula was yellow, too, just like the creamer. I had begun to notice patterns like that. White things were yellow here. Yellow things were white. Did the exchanges exist with animals? With other people? I had only seen three other people since I arrived. Would a trip to the supermarket reveal still more differences? Certainly. It was overwhelming just to contemplate such things. Again, I dialed back my thoughts, so I wouldn’t have some other fainting spell.
 
   But, involuntarily, my thoughts went to Sativa. What if her body was different somehow, once the clothes came off? Would she have three breasts? A row of nipples? Would her private areas be some morphed version of what I had known? What if making love was different? 
 
   Suddenly, it sunk in. Of course it would be different. I didn’t even know how to make love with this body. And the thought of no longer feeling a woman’s mouth on me, drawing me into warm recesses, seemed an intolerable cruelty. I felt a profound sadness welling inside me, and thought I might cry. Cry? What the fuck? I didn’t cry. But there it was. So busy trying not to faint, that I forgot to avoid the waterworks. Maybe my emotions would start changing, too. Maybe I would no longer feel like myself. It was like slowly disappearing.
 
   Even if I could get past my own gender-change, what if sex was so different, that I wouldn’t even like it? Now I had an even more pressing reason to share intimacies with her. 
 
   I carried Boone to the Lift, and upstairs to the bassinette. I had seen him while she changed the diaper, and he looked like a normal baby boy. And my experience in the shower seemed a normal female configuration. Maybe that was a good sign. She probably looked just like me. Like all women always have.
 
   Covering Boone, and lightly touching his cheek, I felt something warm and unfamiliar in my chest. I wanted to take care of him. He was so helpless. So fragile. Was that some merging in my mind? Was Jessi beginning to merge with Jason? Or was this a feeling Jason would have had on his own?
 
   Sativa’s arms came around me, and I turned to face her. “Our baby is beautiful.”
 
   “We made him together.”
 
   Absorbing that, I had a new consideration. “About that…who is the father?”
 
   “The father?” 
 
   My confusion had confused her again.
 
   “Well, yes, two woman can’t make a baby without the sperm of a male, so…”
 
   “Wow,” she breathed. “I wasn’t aware of that part…um…here, we merge ovum, and the child is genetically part of each parent. Fertilization is done artificially. We don’t need a male to have children. Just a doctor’s appointment.”
 
   Wow was right.
 
   I stared at her. Her eyes were the most dazzling shade of hazel. “We’ve been married how long?”
 
   “Almost a year.”
 
   “How old is Boone?”
 
   “Three months.”
 
   “So…we intentionally started a family immediately?”
 
   “Yes. We both wanted a family. There seemed no reason to wait. We were married in February. Boone was born August ninth.”
 
   “No way. I was born August ninth.”
 
   “Really? Well, here, you were born September ninth.”
 
   “Weird. There seems to be a pattern of nines in my life—or lives, as it were.”
 
   “In numerology, nine is the number of completion.”
 
   “Well, I am completely overwhelmed.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Looking down at her face, bent back to see me, since I was thankfully taller then she was, I suddenly wanted very much to kiss her. So I did. She responded immediately, and I was caught up in the feel of her lips against mine. It was more than lust. I actually felt love for her. I maneuvered us away from the bassinette toward the bed, falling on top of her.
 
   “I’ve missed you…” she said.
 
   “How long have I been away?” I kissed her neck.
 
   “A few days.” She slid her hands into my hair and squeezed.
 
   “That’s not very long.” My hands pulled her shirt up and over her head, and she unfastened my jeans. I twisted to pull her on top of me.
 
   “I seem to be a little bit addicted to you,” she said.
 
   “You’ll be needing a fix, then.” I pushed her pants down and cupped her ass with both hands.
 
   “Yes, I will.”
 
   She tried to remove my shirt, but that’s when it hit me. I had breasts. And she was about to touch them. I wasn’t ready for that, so I flipped her over to her back.
 
   With my former fears of mutated anatomy weighing heavily in my mind, I slid my hand down to her, cupped her, then explored with my fingers enough to find great relief. All her parts seemed to be present and accounted for. 
 
   She must have liked my digital exploration, because she coaxed me on top of her. And then the reality of things blossomed fully in my mind again. How was I going to make love to her, without…my equipment?
 
   I wasn’t sure she realized the turmoil in my mind at that moment. I only knew of one thing to do, so I shimmied down and buried my face between her legs. She seemed sufficiently distracted, and didn’t protest. But then, why would she? She was used to being with my female self. Is this what we did? Was this all we did?
 
   In a moment, her reactions made me forget what was missing and I focused on pleasing her.
 
   Her fingers tangled into my hair, as I brought her to a quick release. It was over before I knew it. But then she pushed me over to my back and tugged at my jeans.
 
   “Wait,” I stilled her hand.
 
   “What’s wrong?” She must have read the information in my eyes. “Oh…I forgot…this is…this must be strange for you…”
 
   She sat up and stared at me, her wetness still adorning my chin.
 
   “I’m sorry…”
 
   “Not as sorry as I am,” I said, getting up and crossing to the bathroom, closing the door. At the sink, I looked at my female countenance. My eyes fell to the reflection of the missing appendage between my thighs. It was an absurd thought, but I missed my penis.
 
   And then my chest tightened, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe.
 
   A knock sounded at the door. “Are you okay, Jessi?” she called.
 
   Was I? No. No I wasn’t okay. I was no longer myself. I was, instead, this mutation of me. And I had no idea how to reconcile that with what I once enjoyed.
 
   When I finally garnered the strength to come out, she was waiting, sitting on the bed in a thin robe. I stood in the bathroom doorway, staring at her. There were sparkly things at the edges of my vision, and again, my windpipe felt constricted, and a sudden fear gripped me, which I couldn’t identify. I started gulping air like a fish out of water, and my knees went weak. I bent over, my hands on my knees, trying to breathe.
 
   Sativa was there next to me, leading me to the bed. “Sit down. Sit.”
 
   I sat, but my heart was hammering in my neck, and my face felt hot. I needed to get out of here. I wanted to run. I stood up suddenly, huffing, trying to find the door. Where was the door? The floor was beginning to spin a little.
 
   She was coming from the bathroom, a cloth in her hand. “Baby…just breathe. Sit down, lean forward…”
 
   I sat. I leaned forward. Just breathing.
 
   She leaned against me, pressing the cool, wet cloth to my neck, stroking my head, cooing to me like I was Boone. 
 
   I will not faint. I will not faint. Finally, the room stopped turning, as I took deep breaths, and felt the cloth easing the fire on my skin, her soft fingers against my face. Another minute, and I was almost back to normal.
 
   “What the fuck was that?” I said.
 
   “A panic attack. I’m sorry, baby…I wasn’t thinking about…I wasn’t really thinking about how this would be for you…we should hold off on the intimacy until your memory merge.”
 
   I took the cloth from her and held it in my hands. “Unless that memory merge will sprout me a dick, I don’t think it will matter.”
 
   She frowned. “Is that the issue? It’s just about you not having a penis?”
 
   I felt my own eyes grow wide. “Of course it’s about that…it’s the essence of who I am.”
 
   Her smile was indulgent, but not condescending. “No, the essence of who you are is in here—” she laid a hand on my chest.
 
   “Easy for you to say. You never had a dick.” I wasn’t being very nice, and I didn’t like that about myself, but I couldn’t seem to edit myself.
 
   “I have lots of dicks.”
 
   I looked at her, thinking I might swallow my teeth, half-fearful that this reality afforded women the ability to germinate a penis. She leaned over and slid a shallow bin out from under the bed. There were open boxes holding phallic objects in form-fitted compartments.
 
   Oh. That. “You mean dildos? That’s not the same. I’m used to being able to feel it, I’m—”
 
   “You can feel it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   She pulled one of the phalluses out, and held up the wires with rubber pads attached to the ends. “You didn’t have Dildoids in the other reality?”
 
   “I…I’m sure we didn’t…what are they?”
 
   “You strap these on, and attach the electrodes to your skin, and you can feel the sensations as if the phallus were real.”
 
   Hell’s bells. “Are you serious?”
 
   As she nodded, I could see that she was. The concept seemed perfectly normal to her. 
 
   I sighed. I still couldn’t imagine it being the same. It was too much to think about. Being a female, with all that implied. Breasts. A vagina. Using electrode-augmented dicks. Everything made from hemp. Having a baby from artificial fertilization…a baby…I had a child…I was already a parent…
 
   She sequestered the phallus back in the box and slid the container back under the bed. “Time for all that later. Maybe you should focus on getting used to being female first.”
 
   “I don’t want to get used to it,” I pouted. “I liked being a guy.”
 
   “To me,” she said quietly. “You’re just Jessi. The person I love.”
 
   And that was the long and short of it, so to speak.
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   The extra tranquilizer she’d given me wore off sometime before dawn, and I woke from a vivid dream of a whirling tube in descending tunnel, that opened and dumped me on the ground, where I could only lie there, helpless, with my arms and legs missing. There was no way I was going to try to go back to sleep after that, even with Sativa breathing softly beside me. 
 
   I eased out of the bed, paused to look at Boone, who was also safely in slumber, and took the Lift down. In the ‘fridge, I found a Hops Easy Smoother, and stepped out the side kitchen door, another door that slid away into a pocket in the wall, to the small balcony that overlooked an expanse of meadow, skirted by trees. The moon was full, and so was I. Full of questions. Full of fear. Full of…what? I took another long drink of the Smoother. I wanted a cigarette more than wanted almost anything. Did cigarettes even exist here?
 
   I heard the Lift, and in a moment, she joined me on the balcony.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Weird dream,” I answered.
 
   “You’ve got to be gentle with yourself, Jessi. Give yourself time.”
 
   Jessi. That was me, now. I’d better get used to it.
 
   “Can I get you anything?” she asked.
 
   “A cigarette.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   Great. I made the universal sign of putting a cigarette against my mouth, and blowing smoke.
 
   “Oh. Hang on, I think there’s one in the kitchen drawer. She stepped inside. Thank god.
 
   In a moment, she returned, and handed me a small wooden case, half the width of a cigarette pack. I picked it up and looked it over. It looked like one of those marijuana one-hitter cases.
 
   “Ethan did tell me about cigarettes from your—where you—anyway, cigarettes here are not the same.” Sativa said.
 
   Pulling open the case, I saw five textured tubes. I suspected they were also made of some plasticized hemp like many other things in this reality. I pulled one out and looked around for a lighter.
 
   “What do you need, baby?”
 
   “A lighter.”
 
   “A lighter?”
 
   “You do know what a lighter is?”
 
   “It…puts light on something?”
 
   “Okay, how do I get this thing going?” I held the tube up. 
 
   “Oh. Mash the end of it with your thumb until it clicks.”
 
   I did as she instructed, feeling more like I was about to write with a ballpoint pen, than suck smoke from it. I took a pull from the end, and felt something like smoke go into my lungs, but it felt prickly…it felt clean, somehow. The end of the tube had something drifting out of it. It seemed like smoke, but didn’t smell like it. “Is this smoke?”
 
   “Smoke? You mean, like the cloud of stuff that comes off something when it’s on fire?”
 
   “Yeah, that.”
 
   “Why would you want to inhale that?”
 
   Why indeed? I’d often wondered who came up with the idea of setting something on fire and then inhaling the waste product…I think it was the Native Americans. They couldn’t have imagined how their ritualized activity could become a modern health issue. Though I did understand that the tobacco they smoked was not full of the chemicals that were in modern cigarettes. I read somewhere that there were over 300 toxins in an average cigarette. And yet, millions were addicted, and continued to smoke. Even me. “What is this I’m inhaling, if it isn’t smoke?” I turned the case over and saw the Vitamist logo engraved into the side.
 
   “It’s a vapor. It has vitamins and nutrients in it. Different kinds, depending on your needs.”
 
   “No kidding?”
 
   She nodded. “I guess they didn’t have that in the other reality?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Instead they had something that was on fire and you inhaled the smoke into your lungs?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “AR1 seems like a pretty unhealthy and nonsensical place to live.”
 
   I studied the tube. “It was, sometimes.” Inhaling more of the vapor, I felt good. I could tell that whatever was in this type of Vitamist, it felt much better than smoke. And made more sense, too. She was right. People in this reality were probably healthier than the ones in my former reality. 
 
   Sativa nestled into the crook of my arm and kissed my neck before putting her head down on my shoulder. “I hope you remember me…” she said, almost sadly.
 
   I looked at the moon spilling light onto the meadow, heard  a call from some night bird. “I do too.”
 
   She took my hand. “It’s going to be okay. You’ll get through this. I love you and I’m here for you. Whatever you need.”
 
   I took another hit of the Vitamist and half-believed her. Turning my face toward her, I kissed her softly. “Thank you.”
 
   She squeezed my hand and sighed.
 
   “You seem so familiar. And then I have moments when it feels like a dream.”
 
   “Give it time.”
 
   “If Dr. Pritchard can’t send me back, then time is about all I have.”
 
   “No. You have me, and you have Boone, and you have Ethan. We’re a family.”
 
   Family. For so long, that word carried with it some derogatory connotation. Family, to me, had been my mother, with her cloying allegiance to males as center of the universe; her abject sycophant behaviors. She had allowed herself to become a fawning parasite where men were concerned. And here was Sativa, with her savvy competence, and individuated self-esteem. She was everything my mother wasn’t. Psychologists were fond of claiming that we all subconsciously seek mates who remind us of one or both of our parents, and I was drawn to women who were the antithesis of my solitary parental figure. This was either a sad commentary on the influence of parenting, or a testimony to my own level of discernment. Perhaps both. Either way, it was clear which type of person could garner my respect. “Thank you, for being who you are…” I said softly.
 
   She leaned back to regard me, her brows pulling together. “I don’t know how to be anyone else.” She squeezed my hand again. “Which reminds me…what was I like in AR1? What was my name? Amanda, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes. Amanda. You were a bank teller. Sexy there, too…” I smiled. “And extremely independent. You did not want a husband.”
 
   “Some things never change,” she chuckled. “Were we…together there?”
 
   “Only in the carnal sense. You taught me so many things.”
 
   “How old was I, there?”
 
   “Thirty-five.”
 
   “So I was ten years older than you?”
 
   “Yep. I preferred older women.”
 
   “Did you love me, there?”
 
   “Probably. If not, then it was getting there. But I suppose you discouraged those feelings because you wanted our fling to continue, without any complications. I tried not to think too hard about it, but I felt connected to you…”
 
   “What about now?”
 
   “I feel it now, too.”
 
   She leaned her head on my shoulder.
 
   “Do you believe in the concept of soulmates?” I heard myself ask, not realizing I was about to say it out loud. “not in a silly religious sense, but I do see evidence of connectivity between people that seems inexplicable, sometimes. Why?”
 
   “Well, I’ve just been thinking about that.” I felt connected to Sativa, just as I had felt connected to Amanda, and I wondered about this. How this could be so. “I wonder if that concept springs from what we know about alternate realities, now. That they exist, first of all, and that you might bond with certain people enough to repeat your association with them in these other realities…and that would explain the sensation of having met a soulmate. It’s related to the alternate realities you share with them. You form a stronger connection with them. And maybe the common belief in reincarnation is really an awareness of alternate realities. We can share lives with people in the past, and have. We do recall, sometimes, those lives. I wonder if what we recall or sense is just those alternate realities that do exist.”
 
   She was staring at me. “That’s actually a pretty brilliant idea.”
 
   I huffed. “Probably Jessi’s memory cells trying to merge with mine.”
 
   “Or maybe it’s just you.”
 
   “I never went to MIT.”
 
   She swept a tendril of her hair behind one ear. “You still have the same consciousness, though…”
 
   “But not the same brain, so—”
 
   “This area of research is fascinating that way. So much about it is still unknown to us.”
 
   A line of red and orange erupted on the horizon, as the sunrise began. We watched it splay its crepuscular fingers along the edging of trees, into the meadow, fluff and insects flittering through the beams of light. I put my arm around her and pressed her to my side.
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   The yellow orb perched on the horizon as Sativa headed into the kitchen to make us coffee. I stood at the balcony door, letting the warmth bathe my face. Sunlight was the same in this reality, and it seemed like an old friend. Anything familiar was a source of comfort to me. Sativa was one of those comforts, because she seemed so familiar.
 
   Nature called, and I still dreaded the inevitable task of sitting down to pee. No telling how long it would take for me to adjust to even the simple things.
 
   On my way back to the kitchen, I noticed the terrarium on a table. Something was moving inside. Closer, now, I bent down to peer inside. What I saw there took a moment to assimilate.
 
   “Sativa!” I called.
 
   She rounded the corner, holding Boone, and paused in front of the terrarium. “What?”
 
   “What the hell is this?”
 
   She looked at the creature and back at me. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, what the hell is it?”
 
   “You’ve never seen a MicroPet?”
 
   My eyes slid back to the miniature animal, munching what looked like a hunk of stew meat. Maybe I was crazy, but the thing looked just like a Tyrannosaurus. “Is that a T-Rex?”
 
   “Yes. So?”
 
   “Is—what—is it real?”
 
   She laughed, shifting Boone to the other hip. “Of course it’s real.” Then she realized. “Oh…I guess you didn’t have those in AR1 either.”
 
   “Um, that would be a resounding no.”
 
   “Well, it’s a genetic technology that breeds animals in miniature size.” Boone dropped his pacifier on the ribbon around his neck, and she put it back in his mouth.
 
   “Yeah, but a T-Rex? They’ve been extinct for millions of years.”
 
   Boone spit out the pacifier again, so she left it hanging. “No they haven’t. Only about a thousand.”
 
   I felt my eyes grow larger. “Dinosaurs went extinct here only a thousand years ago?”
 
   “Yes. It was millions in your previous reality?”
 
   “They didn’t even discover they used to exist until the late 1800’s.” I watched the T-Rex tear the bloody flesh of the uncooked meat, and chew vigorously. “A thigh bone was discovered in the 1670’s, but they didn’t know what it was. Then a tooth was discovered around 1820, and they thought it belonged to an iguana. Then somewhere in the mid-1800’s, they figured out that these parts and others found were from an unknown, prehistoric animal. That’s where it all began. No one in AR1 has ever seen a live one.”
 
   “Except you.”
 
   I studied the creature as it finished its meal, wiped at its red snout with a paltry forearm, and moved along the floor of the terrarium. “Except me.”
 
   “I had some pterodactyls and some brontosaurs once, but had to find them homes. I just didn’t have time to care for all of them.”
 
   “Oh, I want some Pterodactyls…I’ll take care of them.”
 
   She smiled. “Okay. We’ll go to the MicroPet store later and you can pick some out of the aviary.”
 
   Just then, a tiny creature skittered across in front of the T-Rex, and he began to chase it. “What was that little guy?” It looked like a lizard, but with larger hindquarters, like a T-Rex.
 
   “Oh, that’s a Scutellosaurus. Herbivore. Mainly serves as a food source for the T-Rex.”
 
   “He just ate a hunk of meat.”
 
   “Yah. But he’s a pretty hungry little guy.”
 
   I felt sorry for the Scuttle-saur or whatever, and looked at the T-Rex emerging from behind a miniature tree. “That’s about the coolest thing I’ve ever seen…”
 
   We sat on the sofa, and Sativa filled me in. Seems some geneticist had found a way to extract DNA from bones found preserved in a tropical location in Payru, wherever that was, and had wanted to share dinosaurs with the world. He figured out how to create miniature versions, and then set up a corporation that sold them as pets. The man was a billionaire. I wish I’d thought of that.
 
   I couldn’t wait to go to that MicroPet store.
 
   But it got me thinking, that maybe I could find a way to use something that only existed in AR1 as a means of making money. Not that Sativa needed money, but what if my memory didn’t merge with Jessi’s? I would have to find something to do with my time, and needed a source of my own income. I let that idea brew.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Sativa had gone to a meeting at the University, and encouraged me to stay behind, as she thought I needed more time to acclimate before launching myself into a city atmosphere, with all its millions of disparities. Treece, the babysitter, was supposed to come by any minute, and I was left in charge of Boone until then. I hoped nothing unexpected happened. I would never forgive myself if something happened to Boone because I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. 
 
   Shortly, the doorbell chimed, and I left Boone on the sofa, while I answered.
 
   “Hey—” she said, smiling.
 
   “Hello, Treece. Sativa isn’t back yet, so it’s just me and Boone.”
 
   “Good,” she said, stepping in, but trailing her hand along my stomach as she passed.
 
   Uh oh. So the flirty signal he’d had from Treece the first time he met her was accurate. My alarm bells were going off. Literally, there were two brass bells hanging in my field of vision, chiming. Damn synesthesia. I blocked it out, as much as I could. Sometimes I could do that, sometimes, not so much. 
 
   I watched her remove her coat, and toss it on the sofa, bending down to stroke Boone’s forehead. Her position in advertising her backside wasn’t lost on me. She was doing it on purpose, and even looked behind her to make sure I was getting the message.
 
   She came over and stood in front of me. “So how long do we have?”
 
   “Um…”
 
   Her hand went to my crotch, and it was the first time I’d felt a woman’s hand there, without the bulge beneath it. I took a step back and captured her hand. “Treece…”
 
   “What’s wrong, Jessi? Is she on her way back?”
 
   Think of something. Fast.
 
   I closed my eyes against the alarm bells that were reappearing in my view, and suddenly, her lips were on mine. I opened my eyes and shoved her back, perhaps a little too hard.
 
   She frowned at me. “What the hell?”
 
   “Treece…I’m not the same…person…I was…when…”
 
   “What are you talking about?” She made a move toward me and I stepped back again.
 
   “Look, you know I was sick recently?”
 
   “Yeah, Sativa said you had some kind of bug…are you still contagious? Didn’t you take your Immunobot?”
 
   Immunobot. I’d have to file that one away. “No, actually, I had…I had an accident…I…hit my head. I lost my memory.”
 
   “Your memory?” 
 
   “I don’t remember anything about my life here since then…so…I don’t know what you and I were doing, but it stops now. I can’t—”
 
   She rolled her eyes and turned to get her coat, putting her arm in one sleeve. “Don’t insult my intelligence, Jessi. If you want out, just say so.”
 
   “I really do have amnesia. I don’t know you. I don’t remember you.”
 
   She studied me for a long moment, and then seemed to believe me. She’d obviously seen some of the truth to what I was saying. “You don’t remember…us…me and you…all that hot s—”
 
   “No!” I said quickly. “And so I think it’s best if you forget about it..I’m having enough trouble just learning how to be in…this life…now..”
 
   I watched the parade of emotions on her face. First shock, then disappointment, then something akin to anger. She fastened her jacket. “Fine. It’s been fun. Good luck with your new life.”
 
   Before I could think of anything else to say, she had swished the door open and I heard her stomping down the stairs.
 
   Releasing a pent-up breath, I looked at Boone, waving his little arms in the air, cooing. What kind of person was I to cheat on someone like Sativa? Maybe it was a good thing I took over Jessi’s body. She was obviously doing things with it she shouldn’t have.
 
   Gathering my son into my arms, I hit the open button on the door and headed down the stairs toward the house.
 
    
 
   Ethan was in the kitchen, as usual. I sat down at the table with Boone in my arms, and he looked up from his notepad, as if coming out of some trance. “Oh, Jessi…” he looked at Boone. “Wasn’t Treece coming over so you two could go out?”
 
   “She was here. She’s gone, now, though.”
 
   I thought maybe I should distract myself by asking him about his work, until I figured out what to do about Treece.
 
   He brought me a cup of coffee, and I sat at the table, stirring yellow cream into my coffee with one hand, holding Boone with the other. I asked, “How does this Quintessence transfer work?”
 
   He warmed his own cup from the dispenser. “Well, Jessi, that’s the quintessential loaded question…”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Returning to the table, he took a seat across from me. “You must understand that in order to explain it to you, you’d have to have the background that you don’t have access to at present.”
 
   “Meaning, I’m still Jason, and only Jessi would understand.”
 
   “Essentially.”
 
   Not such a bad thing, if Jessi was fooling around behind Sativa’s back. “Can you just give me some kind of layman’s explanation?”
 
   “Well…the antecedent of the process is based upon the DNA Phantom Effect, which was developed by a Russian researcher named Poponin. He provided the best evidence that our genetic makeup possessed a subtle energy on the quantum level…”
 
   “Okay…” Barely making sense of that…
 
   “In one of his experiments he placed light in a vacuum, and found that its distribution was random. When he added DNA material into the vacuum with the light, the light particles shifted into wave patterns, and then when he removed the DNA, the light particles didn’t return to the previous random pattern, but were actually changed into another form.”
 
   “That’s interesting.” But not as interesting as being trapped in a cheater’s body.
 
   “Yes. I used this as the basis of the Quintessence transfer, so that the DNA could find its match, using my Q-beacon, across the unified field of hyperspace—the space between those membranes that hold alternate universes.”
 
   I stared at him. “Now I’m sorry I asked.”
 
   He laughed. “Well, that’s why I say that the explanation will hold no meaning for you without the information in Jessi’s memory cells.”
 
   “What if I don’t ever have access to those memory cells?”
 
   Ethan paused, pulled on his beard. “Then you probably won’t be able to understand our research unless you go back to school at MIT and earn your degree again, and then work with me on the project for another twenty years.”
 
   “Which means you’ve lost your…lost Jessi.”
 
   Ethan nodded slowly. “In a manner of speaking, yes. But even if you did access some of that data in your brain, Jessi had a special gift that was probably pivotal to the process.”
 
   “What gift?”
 
   He stood to get a hemp spoon. “She was able to tap into the unified field, using a sort of meditation called Kundalini yoga, so that she could send her Quintessence on those photons to the other reality, due to a brain condition that allowed her to visualize in three-dimensions.” 
 
   “You mean synesthesia?”
 
   Ethan turned, his jaw dropping. “You know about synesthesia?”
 
   I smiled. “I am a synesthete.”
 
   Professor Pritchard reached for the chair and pulled it to him as if he couldn’t have made the two foot trip to it under his own power. He sat. “There might be hope after all.”
 
   “Why? I still don’t have the information.”
 
   “But you have the gift. You may not need the information if you know how to use the synesthesia.”
 
   “Even if I did know how to use it for this research, I have a wife and child to consider.” I was surprised at the level of responsibility I already felt for Sativa and Boone. The confrontation with Treece had only deepened that.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Why did Jessi do it knowing she might endanger herself, and maybe leave her family behind, her son without a…”
 
   He saved me from the troublesome pronouns. “I suppose Jessi trusted me more than she should have. And maybe she was a little less family-oriented than you are. 
 
   No kidding, I thought. And that less-than-family-oriented essence of Jessi was sleeping somewhere in this brain. Of mine. Of hers. Of ours.
 
   He continued, “She could be profoundly cerebral, sometimes. She had great difficulty with things like people-skills. 
 
   But no problem banging the babysitter….
 
   “She…wasn’t very emotional, though she could be frail at times…like, she didn’t have a strong stomach…but she had a brilliant mind…most of the breakthroughs in our research came from her.”
 
   “You don’t think Jessi’s consciousness is going to return, do you?”
 
   He rubbed the heel of his hand into one eye. “I just don’t know…”
 
   It became obvious to me, then, that Pritchard had profound guilt for allowing his daughter to be part of the experiment. I reassessed my former criticism, maybe only for Pritchard’s sake. “You said Jessi was smart. I’m sure she made the decision for the right reasons, and she understood the risks.”
 
   He nodded slightly. “But she admired me. Perhaps her decision was based on that, and not on good sense.”
 
   Can’t argue with that one. “I think she did exactly what she wanted to do.”
 
   “Maybe. But now I’ve made her wife a widow, and their child is missing a parent.”
 
   “Not true,” I said. “I’m here. And I’m pretty sure it’s permanent, and that maybe it’s exactly what I had been searching for. Like ‘New Life Powder: Just Add Water.’”
 
   Ethan’s eyes slid up to meet mine. “You’re taking over Jessi’s life, then?”
 
   “It was my life to begin with anyway…just another version that came from decisions I made, right?”
 
   “Indeed. Unless of course you are not the original life.”
 
   “Can’t speak to that. But, I knew Sativa as Amanda, and I had a crush on her, probably could have fallen in love with her. But she didn’t want a husband, didn’t even want a commitment of any kind. I left home with the intention of finding that sort of life for myself…I found it, ironically. Now, she’s here, already committed to me, and I have a chance to know what that’s like. I have always dreamed of getting married and having a child. It just happened more quickly than it would have, that’s all.” I offered my thumb to Boone, who wrapped his tiny digits around it.
 
   “You really feel that way?”
 
   “Yeah. And who knows? Maybe Jessi’s memory cells will merge with mine in time. Then it won’t matter. But if they don’t, I’m still…I still want to be here.”
 
   He wasn’t convinced, and I didn’t know what else to say, except, now I felt a strong compulsion to spill what I knew about Treece.
 
   He saw something on my face, and squinted. “What’s the matter?”
 
   What the hell. He was my father. “Apparently, your sainted daughter Jessi was having an affair with Treece.”
 
   His eyes literally widened. “Affair?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “What—” he ploughed a hand through his hair. “What happened?”
 
   “She made a pass at me, and I could tell it wasn’t a new thing…I told her I’d had an accident recently, a head injury, and had amnesia. That I didn’t remember her and that we were not going to continue.”
 
   He dropped his pen on the table and leaned back. “So she left?”
 
   I nodded, lifting the pacifier to Boone’s mouth again.
 
   I heard the sound of the front door opening, the only door on the property that opened and closed by swinging to and fro, and that was accessed by a handle. Sativa joined us, kissing my cheek and Boone’s. She pulled the thick blanket from the other chair and tossed it on the floor, deposited Boone on top of it, shook a hand at his belly, and he gurgled a laugh. Then she made her way to the coffee dispenser. 
 
   I looked down at him. My son. Apparently, he was still too young to crawl away, so putting him on the floor was like putting down a turtle upside down. It might wiggle its limbs, but it wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   Sativa filled a cup, and then turned at the silence in the room. “What did I interrupt?”
 
   Ethan started to answer, but I cut him off. “Possibilities.”
 
   His grin was thin-lipped.
 
   She sat next to me, reaching for yellow cream. “What possibilities?”
 
   I interjected, “Don’t you have a job to go to?”
 
   She cocked a brow at me. “You sick of me already?” Leaning down, she handed Boone a rattle.
 
   “No. I just know you’re a neurologist. Don’t you have, like, rounds to do?”
 
   “I’m not that kind of doctor anymore. I’m in research.” She placed a hand over Ethan’s on the table. “I’m working with Ethan on this project. I got us the funding for another year.  I have a few other things I work on part time. But I want to be available to Boone most of the time.”
 
   “Oh.” That meant I got to spend even more time with her. “Well, what’s the next step in the research?”
 
   Pritchard’s gaze moved from his coffee to me, then to Sativa, and back to his coffee. “It would be nice if I understood how my project actually works.” 
 
   “You just told me how it works.”
 
   “It’s more complicated than that, of course. There are specifics that I have no explanation for. It’s so esoteric, and there is no existing information about this. I pioneered it, with help from Sativa…and Jessi…” 
 
   He took a sip of Australian Supreme. Most good coffee was grown there, in AR2. I had seen a commercial playing on the television as I came in. Aussie Gold was a popular brand of coffee.
 
   “I need to understand how to have more control over it,” Pritchard continued. “For instance, if one of us transferred to still another alternate reality, I’m not sure if we could return, nor do I know how to ensure that we would.”
 
   I remembered my fit, where I got into the ARM and ended up looking down the muzzle of a pistol, wielded by my own mother. “Well. You brought me back from AR3 yesterday…”
 
   “Yes, I’ve been thinking about that. It could very well have been AR2. We can’t know the events that have taken place there between your transfer and now.”
 
   The sound of Boone’s rattle distracted me for a moment. “I left there. And my mother didn’t know where I was, so how could she have been in the barn?”
 
   “True. That does seem to suggest it was still another alternate reality.”
 
   “That return button, or whatever it was, seemed to bring me right back.”
 
   “Your Quintessence came back, yes. But your body and its Quintessence stayed there. You could very well have taken a bullet.”
 
   I hadn’t thought of that. If the professor made a clone of my Quintessence, as he said, and that’s what was sent, then the me that fell out of the tube into his arms was the same me I am now. The body at the transfer point, was the body of Jason in AR3. “So, even if I went back there to check things out, I could be transferring to my own dead body.”
 
   Sativa moaned.
 
   “Sorry.” I covered her hand with my own.
 
   “That’s true,” Ethan said. “and I don’t know how that works. I don’t know if that would mean you were incapable of getting back into the ARM and coming back…you wouldn’t rationally be able to control a body that had no life function.”
 
   I thought about this. “Is there a way to tether me to this reality, so that you could bring me back?”
 
   Pritchard pulled at his beard again. “Interesting idea…maybe I could manipulate the storage mechanism…I’m not sure if the Quintessence can see anything, even if it was hovering inside the ARM. I think you’d need the body, because the body has eyes.”
 
   “Then I guess that’s not something we can know.”
 
   “I don’t want to know badly enough to lose you again,” Sativa said.
 
   “No, we can’t take that chance again.” Pritchard agreed. “We’d have to be able to connect to a living body…so we’d either have to know what moment in time it was and control that, or…it couldn’t be me, going back, unless I had a way of knowing when I was going back…my AR1 self is almost certainly dead. I was terminal. If I managed to manipulate the time-stream, so that I returned during relative health…but I have no idea how to do that. It would be easier to just go back to someone we know is alive and well.”
 
   We both glanced at Sativa, and both of us looked away quickly. 
 
   “Oh I know what you two just thought. But even if I went back, I’d have to go to where Amanda was, in Alabama, right?”
 
   “Right,” Ethan said.
 
   “Then how would Amanda know to go to a barn in Kansas?”
 
   “I guess it would depend on the strength of your Quintessence to get her to do that.”
 
   “Well that’s pretty dicey. And I have a baby. I’m not willing to make him an orphan.”
 
   “No, of course not,” Ethan said. “So that’s not an option either.”
 
   We sat in silence for a few moments, sipping coffee.
 
   Ethan spoke first. “I guess that means the research has met a stalemate. This might be as far as we can go. The risks are too great.”
 
   I thought for a moment. “Does the receptor module have to be involved? I mean, I went and returned from the ARM yesterday. I wasn’t in suspension.”
 
   “That’s a good point.” Ethan studied the surface of the table as if reading some formula. 
 
   “But does it help us?” Sativa asked.
 
   Ethan pinched his spoon with two fingers, holding it vertically on the table, allowing his fingers to slide down, then flipping it over to slide down again. Almost speaking to himself, he mumbled, “If there was just some way of getting a Quintessence to merge with only those we know are alive…anyone, whether related or not…” Finally, he got up to retrieve a pad of paper and pen from a kitchen drawer. Seating himself again, he began to write equations on it. The pad was the same size as legal pads in AR1, but the paper was dark blue, and his pen wrote in white. I guessed that the colors of ink and paper were also altered in this reality. Just like round spoons became square spoons, and white creamer, yellow.
 
   As Sativa and I watched him, he looked up. “I wonder if the Quintessence can attach to any matching DNA…”
 
   Sativa said, “You mean a blood relative?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “I would think it would have to be able to discern that by searching the DNA present in a person,” she said. “But how would the Quintessence know to do that?” 
 
   Ethan put the pen down, and leaned back, beard-pulling. “I may have to go out to the lab and just work on this.” 
 
   Each time I’d seen him pull on his beard, I had the same thought. So I asked. “Why do you look so much like Einstein?”
 
   Sativa and Pritchard both chuckled, so I knew it wasn’t the first time the point came up. Sativa answered for him. “He did it for strictly psychological reasons. He thought it might help him get funding for his research.”
 
   I clarified. “Einstein is a respected scientist, so you thought it might subliminally make the benefactors trust you more?”
 
   “Precisely.” Ethan smiled. “Lucky for me, he is one of the few male scientists held in such high regard. Science here is almost exclusively the domain of females.” After his attention strayed back to the scribblings on the pad, the professor looked at us again. “Sativa, you should go ahead and take Jessi out to that little coffee place you like. Take some time for yourselves.”
 
   “Well I would, but Treece didn’t show up, and I can’t reach her on MPC.”
 
   I gave Ethan a look of warning. 
 
   “I’ll watch Boone,” he offered.
 
   Sativa’s face brightened. “Really?”
 
   “I haven’t spent much quality time with my grandson, anyway. Been too wrapped up in the ARM project. It will be good for both of us to have some bonding time.”
 
   I nodded thankfully toward Ethan, and he smiled, reaching down to the blanket to pinch the baby’s toes.
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   At the loft, Sativa had to delay our excursion and close herself up in her office for an unscheduled conference call with Wichita University, and apologized that it might take an hour, but encouraged me to watch television while she was otherwise engaged. When she returned, she said we’d go out on the town. She placed the remote in my hand and kissed me on her way out.
 
   I turned on the television.
 
   Cable was a surreal experience. They called it SatTV, though, a reference to advanced satellite technology which was obviously a much better version than the one I had known. Some channels were the same, while others were new to me. 
 
   First, I just flipped channels. The Dancer Network helped the rhythmically challenged learn all the new dance steps; while my old reality only offered three science-oriented channels and a plethora of channels for sports and lusty entertainment, the opposite was true here. I counted twenty channels that dealt exclusively with scientifically oriented subjects. Quantum dealt with the higher level sciences, and SBK was Science Broadcasting for Kids. All the hosts there were under the age of 16. 
 
   During a commercial break, I picked up a magazine called InnerSpace, and found it interesting that most of the exploration funding went to sea explorations, rather than to space. It seemed that AR2 experts felt that space exploration was a waste of funding because it was unlikely we would be able to use the information gained about planets and solar system to benefit humankind as a whole. Most medical breakthroughs had come via the research in the oceans, and most serious illnesses had been conquered many years ago. No cancer, no Alzheimer’s, no Parkinson’s, No AIDS. The development of Immunobots, which Treece mentioned during her brief visit, introduced nanotechnology to healthcare. Injections of them into an ill person’s bloodstream allowed the repair of tissues and organs and cells. 
 
   Pritchard had mentioned jellyfish, and so my eye was caught by a celebration of the historical benefits derived from this gelatinous creature. Inoculations were even now given through a method mimicking the nematocyst delivery harpoon mechanism of the jellyfish. The shot is almost pain free and takes effect within two minutes.
 
   I also learned that there was a permanent underwater lab, deep in the Pacific off the coast of Seattle, much like the space station, where scientists of all kinds studied life in the ocean, and where many new biomedical discoveries were made. The watery outpost was called New Atlantis.
 
   Dependence on foreign oil was also not an issue in AR2. Besides the hemp fuel most motor vehicles used, some also used the alternative: bacteria which excretes ethanol and hydrogen. The microbes were put into a spinning mechanism that separated the material for use. No one worried about the cost of fuel here. It was only 99 cents per gallon, and it cost 65% less to produce and lasted 50% longer than a gallon of gasoline. I felt now like I was in the future, rather than just in an alternate reality. 
 
   I noticed that most talk shows were hosted by men, who would invite other men onto the show so they could talk about men-stuff. Which wasn’t like auto repair and football, but they exchanged recipes, fashion tips, and lamented the women in their lives focusing more on their careers rather than on them. 
 
   I kept growling at them to suck it up and grow some stones.
 
   Sativa walked in during one of these monologues and kissed me, and at that point I needed to verify my masculinity. Manhood by proxy. I promptly pulled her down on the sofa and had my way with her. If she was a staunch feminist, it didn’t show. I think my uncharacteristic aggression was a turn on. I was going to make her forget about the other me. Now, I believed she was better off that way.
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   Boone was happily ‘helping’ the professor with his research, along with Asimov, who didn’t understand my explanation that this night out was only for humans. We descended the stairs to the driveway. 
 
   On our way into town, the first thing I noticed was that vehicles here had their own advanced features. One could punch in a destination, and the car would take you there, without ever expecting you to steer. It was far more impressive than the GPS systems in AR1. Some features allowed the traveler to enjoy a cup of coffee from a miniature serving console, and read the paper on the way to work. The paper, being a handheld device that was nothing more than a small screen. It was about the size of a hardback book in AR1. Every news publication in the country was available on it. Something like that new WiFi technology gaining popularity in AR1, I assumed.
 
   Sativa told me that another kind of wireless system controlled vehicles on any public roadway, and there was also a sensing device on all cars that prevented collision, so auto accidents were almost non-existent. One could even help drunk friends out to their cars and punch the home button, and the sufficiently inebriated would be delivered to their homes. Whether or not the drunk would get out and go inside was up to them.
 
   I saw the use for this device in a different way. I could make out with my new wife during the ride.
 
   The second thing I noticed was that almost every house along the road had solar panels, and a greenhouse. Fresh fruit and vegetables were in abundance, and roadside farmer’s markets were as common here as convenience stores were in AR1.
 
   The third thing I noticed was once we crossed into the city-proper. Most of the larger buildings were pyramids. Sativa said they’d understood for thousands of years that the pyramid shape withstands more load bearing weight, and can therefore be larger and taller. They had taken full advantage of this engineering fact for some time, it appeared.
 
    Coffeyville, Kansas was also a thriving metropolis. Though farmland existed—largely with sprawling crops of hemp, amid the amber waves of grain, there were shopping centers and arcades and entertainment complexes. Coffeehouses were more plentiful than bars, and I found this curious, since it was so easy to have a drinking problem without causing harm.
 
   Our first stop was a cozy little place Sativa referred to as a Coffeepub that featured live, acoustic music; we took a table to one side of the stage, and listened after a waiter took our orders for the house special. 
 
   With all the science fiction I’d consumed, I half expected to see other-worldly beings, or some variation of the laws of gravity, or at least some odd clothing. At first glance, most everything seemed to be familiar to me. I had to remind myself that no matter what reality I was in, we were all still humans, and probably, the laws of physics would also be the same.
 
   On stage, the musician was a flaxen-haired female, and she played an odd, teardrop-shaped guitar with 12 strings. I didn’t know much about music, but the sound she was getting from the guitar seemed more full and maybe in some alternate tuning. 
 
   When our coffees came, I doctored mine, and continued to listen, while holding Sativa’s hand. As the set ended, I let go to applaud the singer, and noticed Sativa watching me closely. “What?”
 
   She grinned mildly. “Nothing. Just looking at you.”
 
   I took her hand again. “Do you miss her?”
 
   “Jessi?”
 
   “You must miss her.”
 
   “I’m not sure I’d qualify it as missing her. It’s almost like you’re her twin, but also that you are somehow…more of her. There are other dimensions to you, now.”
 
   “Other dimensions…” I smirked.
 
   She took a sip of coffee. “I can’t really explain it, but it’s like falling in love twice.”
 
   I turned in my seat to face her. “You’re falling in love with Jessi again?”
 
   “No. With you.”
 
   I studied her eyes, and got this quickening in my pulse. “I’m falling in love with you again, too.”
 
   “With Amanda.”
 
   Smiling, I answered appropriately, and without hesitation. “No. With you.”
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   Upon our return, we found him at the kitchen table, with Boone in the basket beside him. He was drinking coffee, and staring at his notebook. “Rats,” he said.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   “Rats.”
 
   Sativa and I both glanced around the floor, certain that the house had become infested with rodents.
 
   “I forgot one of the most fundamental methods of scientific research where human life is too precious to risk.”
 
   We frowned, still not on his wavelength, and still wondering about the rodents.
 
   “Rats. We should use rats—lab mice—to test these theories, so none of us will be in danger…we’d have to create a miniature ARM for that.”
 
   “A finger?”
 
   Sativa laughed, and leaned into me. I put my arm around her.
 
   He smiled at my joke. “Yes. A Finger. And try this transfer with them. Get a bunch of them from a pet store…”
 
   I pulled a chair out for Sativa and she sat, smiling at me for my courtesy. “But how can we know the information we need to know? Are we going to use talking mice?”
 
   “Those, we’d have to get from MIT,” Sativa cracked.
 
   I chuckled. 
 
   Ethan wasn’t laughing. “It appears as though my research has hit an insurmountable odd.”
 
   Our smiles faded.
 
   “Do you really think so?” Sativa asked.
 
   He looked up at us. “I do…and that means my life’s work…will have to be…re-evaluated.”
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   Over the next week, Ethan began to spend a great deal of time in front of the television, brooding. I worried that his entire reason for existence had been taken from him. Treece had not returned any of Sativa’s calls, and I told her that she had stopped by and told me she’d gotten another job and wouldn’t be able to sit with Boone anymore.
 
   In the kitchen of the loft, I bounced Boone on my knee and made embarrassing cooing noises. “Sativa…”
 
   She turned, her eyes falling on our son, her face softening. Her attention back on me, she waited.
 
   “I’m worried about Ethan.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “Doesn’t he have any other interests besides his research?”
 
   “Not that I’ve noticed.”
 
   “Is there something we can do?”
 
   She came over and stroked Boone’s head. “Well, he doesn’t have a social life…except for us, he hardly spends time with anyone else.”
 
   “He needs a girlfriend.”
 
   She lifted her eyebrows. 
 
   “Boyfriend?”
 
   “He’s het-oriented. You know…that’s not a bad idea…of course this would feel like his purpose is gone…it’s all he has. But if he had a love interest, maybe he wouldn’t think about that so much.”
 
   “Is there anyone you can introduce him to?”
 
   “Not off hand. But we will be having a family gathering for Winter Solstice…that would at least be social. Some of my family are coming too.”
 
   “Winter Solstice?”
 
   “Let me guess…you didn’t have that where you came from?”
 
   “Well, yes, but it was part of ancient rituals, I think. When is this happening?”
 
   “December 20th through the 25th.”
 
   “Christmas?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Wait. You don’t have Christmas here? No tree? No lights? No presents and eggnog?” I was beginning to feel depressed.
 
   “Well yes, Winter Solstice includes those things. But we don’t call it Krissmass.”
 
   “Not Kriss mass…Christmas. Like, the birth of Christ, supposedly.”
 
   “Jesus?”
 
   “Ah, you know about Jesus.”
 
   “Um, yes. He was some ancient prophet. But only people on the fringes worship him. Only fringe-people worship, in general.” She pulled a contraption from the cabinet, and put carrots in it. The carrots were yellow. She was pressing down on a plunger and slicing them. “What are we going to tell other people about you…they’ll be able to tell you’re…different.”
“We’ll tell them I had an accident. A head injury, that gave me amnesia.”
She lifted her eyebrows. “That’s a good idea. It would simplify things, wouldn’t it?”
 
   Yes, I thought, and it will work on any and all girlfriends that the old Jessi collected along the way.
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   Eventually, Ethan Pritchard began to think of ways to use his research, and began to spend more and more time in the barn again. Meanwhile, Sativa and I talked about ourselves, the new world I was living in, and our history together.
 
   Jessi Pritchard married Sativa Dawkins and became Jessi Dawkins. Boone’s full name was Jessi Boone Dawkins. Sativa Dawkins had a sister, Rakell, who was famous for her mainstream science books. I noticed the correlations in the book titles. Selfish Genes. The Blind Clockmaker, and the Deity Delusion, the latter of which was a study of a curious minority of society that actually believed there was a supernatural being in charge of the universe and everything in it. 
 
   On a more personal note, I was confronted with another challenge to not only my masculine ideation, but my ability to adjust. While carrying out the now more familiar ceremony of emptying my bladder, I noticed blood on the tissue. With a rush of understanding, it hit me. Women bleed. And they have all these mysterious rituals and customs surrounding that event, for which I had absolutely no knowledge. I stepped into the bedroom as Sativa was pulling a shirt over her head. 
 
   She saw my face, and frowned. “Baby? What’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m….” I searched for words. “I’m really being a girl, now. I’m going to need your…help…” What an awkward moment it was for me. I could only swallow my pride and admit my complete ignorance. “I’m bleeding,” I announced. “Tell me what to do.”
 
   She cocked her head for a moment, and then the ramifications hit her, too. “Oh, my hope,” she said, a phrase I was almost accustomed to, as a replacement for a supplication to a deity no one believed in. “Why didn’t I think about that? I should have…warned you..”
 
   I felt like I needed to cry, but shoved that reaction as far down as I could manage. “Tell me what to do.”
 
   She sighed, pushing her hair away from her face, and took my hand, leading me into the bathroom. She opened a drawer and pulled out a box that said Super Stopple Plus on the side. I could only surmise that these were the AR2 version of the AR1 tampons that I only knew a fraction of information about. It seemed some ritualized secret that only women knew about. I wasn’t stupid. I knew what they were for, and the general concept of inserting them to stem the flow of menstrual blood, but never, in a million years, did I imagine myself having to actually use one. 
 
   She pulled one out of the box, wrapped in a plastic-looking wrapper. “You know you…have to…insert this, right?”
 
   “Yes, but that’s about the extent of my knowledge.” Sativa and I had become closer in the last week, our talks in the morning revealing bits about each other that served to strengthen our bond. But there were still things I hadn’t shared with her. We hadn’t had any other sex except the kind that had me worshipping at that temple between her legs. She had done nothing intimate to me, which was the way I had to have it for now. But this. This decidedly female encumbrance and common event, was front-and-center. I would have to deal with it, whether I wanted to or not.
 
   She unwrapped the Stopple, and held it up. “I know this is going to feel really awkward and embarrassing for you, but…it might be easier if I did it for you the first time…”
 
   That sensation of impending tears came along again, and I clenched my jaw, willing the water-works into submission. I nodded. She set the Stopple down on the sink, atop a piece of tissue, and unfastened my jeans, pulling them down. Then she kissed me. “I love you. It will be okay. I’ll help you. It will only take a second. Just pretend you’re getting shot. I am a doctor, after all…”
 
   I tried to smile, and my hands came around her shoulders as she picked up the Stopple. She took it and pressed it against me, swirling it in a tight circle until she found the opening. I tensed at the sensation of it, taking a calming breath. “Just relax, now,” she said into my ear, thankfully not looking at me. Then she pushed the cotton tube inside me, plunged on the applicator, and then pushed it farther, and pulled the plunger out, tossing it behind me into the trash can. Then she pulled me close in a hug, as I tried to erase the odd combination of invasion and pleasure her actions had given me. I was, for all intents and purposes, no longer an alternate reality virgin. 
 
   “That’s all there is to it,” she said in my ear. “Change it to a new one every four hours or so, and you’ll be fine in a few days, and the cycle will end.” 
 
   Then, fortunately, she turned and walked out, taking the lift down to the kitchen. I suspected she did that so that I could have a few moments to stop feeling embarrassed and violated. I appreciated her sensitivity. I walked out to the bedroom, surprised that I could barely tell the Stopple was in there, sat down on the bed, and then cried.
 
    
 
    
 
   After a solid five minutes of crying, I pulled myself together, and went to the bassinette to check on Boone. He was cranky, and starting to cry, so I recalled watching her change him, and took care of putting a fresh diaper on my son, my actions serving to distract me from the recent humiliation. When I’d finished, and given him a bottle, I was proud of myself. I felt a little better.
 
   Sativa Lifted back up to the bedroom and joined me at the bassinette. “Did you change him?” she asked.
 
   “Yes I did.”
 
   She smiled. “I’m so proud of you!” She hugged me and kissed me, and went over to the bed, sitting down. Leaning over, she pulled out the Dildoid box and waved the largest one around toward me. “Now, come put this on.”
 
   I felt myself frowning.
 
   “I want you inside me,” she said.
 
   I was tingling all over as I walked like a zombie to the bed. She strapped the mechanism around me, attached the electrodes to the skin at my back, alongside my spine. Then she took off all her clothes and pulled me onto the bed, on top of her, kissing me.
 
   Reaching down, she wrapped her hand around the Dildoid, and I spasmed. I could feel it. It felt like I had my manhood back. Sloughing off my shirt, she pressed her hands to my back and kissed me again, lingering, sultry, teasing. 
 
   Her hand snaked between us, and she guided me to her, and since I was able to detect the sensations in the phallus, I took control, pinning her arms to the bed, and pushing myself, it felt, inside her as frissons of pleasure erupted along my spine. I could feel her. I could feel me. 
 
   I pumped into her slowly, listening to her gasp, and thrilling at the sensation of her hands on me, her legs wrapping me tight, as I began to move inside her; long, loving strokes soon building into severe, quick ones. I knew I was moving way too fast, not savoring the moment, but I couldn’t help myself. I’d never been so turned on in my life. Not even with Amanda. I made myself slow down, sought connection in her eyes, and found it. I wished I could see inside her mind, know her thoughts. Moving slowly inside her, I watched her, tried to see past all the complicated scientific details that had brought me here, to her; that had provided a way for me to feel natural in this new skin, this new gender. What I saw in her hazel eyes was real. Tangible. I knew this wasn’t a dream, knew this was the only reality I wanted.
 
   She placed her hands at the sides of my face and locked eyes with me, before that grimace of clenching intensity took over her features, and she growled and whimpered and bucked under me for long moments. I then let go of my own burgeoning lust and released, but felt the orgasm blossom inside me, deep in my belly and spread out to my hands and feet in delicious pulses of searing light.
 
   Minutes later, the heat of our bodies erupting in a slick film of moisture between us, we separated and lay there, staring up at the open beam ceiling. I had forgotten all about my humiliation in the bathroom. Had forgotten all about my sense of lost identity. What we had shared felt stronger. I felt connected to her in a way I’d never known before. As she relaxed, I melted into her and rolled her over, pulling her on top of me, her breathing slowing, our heartbeats merging in the unison of a passion only shared by soulmates.
 
   We drifted into a half-sleep, and emerged a while later, smiling at each other. 
 
   “That was so good…” she whispered.
 
   I was afraid to talk about it. Afraid I might cry or something. “I’m hungry,” I said.
 
   She laughed, got up and shrugged into her pants and shirt, handed me mine. I started to unstrap the gadget, but she stilled my hand. “No, leave it on for a while…”
 
   Can’t say I wasn’t okay with that. I was. I pulled my jeans on over it, and donned my T-shirt.
 
   Kissing all the way down in the Lift, we raided the ‘fridge. As I stuffed my face with chunks of meat from the deli tray, she grinned at me.
 
   “I really enjoyed that,” she whispered. 
 
   “Did you also enjoy it with the other me?”
 
   “Yes, of course…but it was different…with…you, now…”
 
   “How?”
 
   “More exciting. You were present, and so…forceful…”
 
   “Oh why am I not surprised? The other me is the one who faints and cries.”
 
   A giggle erupted from her throat. “Well, Ethan told me you came from a patriarchy, so it would make sense that you would be more aggressive. Here, in the matriarchy, the paradigm is that women are the forceful ones.”
 
   I understood that what she had done earlier, was her way of giving me back my dignity, my sense of self. She was amazing.
 
   I got up and went to her, fisted my fingers into her hair, pulling her head back. “Allow me to fuck with your paradigm.” 
 
   She released a labored breath and relaxed into my forceful kiss. In a few moments, she sank to her knees in front of me, and I knew I was about to experience a whole new level of intimacy with her. I was right.
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   In the ensuing weeks, Sativa and I continued our intimate explorations, and it was like my first experiences with sex, all over again. Our bond grew stronger, and I was becoming more accustomed to my new gender, since the things I enjoyed most about being male, were still accessible with the help of a few gadgets, and Sativa’s unwavering sensitivity and openness.
 
   Ethan was, by then, on to a variation of his project, and wanted my help. He explained his newest ideas, and proposed and experiment that would include implanting a nanochip in my head. While Sativa assured me the procedure was not as ominous as it sounded, she still had misgivings. She didn’t want anything to happen to me, and neither did I. What we had was fantastic, and wanted nothing more than to be a partner to her and a parent to Boone. The initial experiment was to be simple, and safe, and she did agree to it on the condition that she could change her mind about continuing to the next level.
 
   She gave me a local anesthetic on the gurney in the lab, and used a gun-like gadget to implant the chip. The safety-feature was that if everything went awry, all she had to do was deactivate, or failing that, remove the chip, and I’d be present in my body again.
 
   Typing on his tablet-sized computer, Ethan set up the process, while Sativa attached me to electrodes that I suspected wouldn’t be near as much fun as those attached to the Dildoid.
 
   He was sending my Quintessence along a timeline that was in AR2, instead of AR1. Essentially, I would be traveling back to a past time within the last year. He wasn’t able to pinpoint exactly when, but that was part of the experiment. I had no idea how he’d figured all of this out, nor what he was talking about, when he tried to explain, but I knew the man was infinitely smarter than I was, and trusted his expertise. Especially since Sativa seemed to be okay with it at this early stage. 
 
   Once the process was started, I close my eyes and concentrated on my synesthesia, trying to picture myself in another location along a timeline in the near-past. A sensation like a roller coaster left me off-balance and then I was standing in a room. But I didn’t seem to have any connection to my body. It was as if I was visiting the brain of someone else. Bt the brain was…Jessi. Me. But not me. I saw Sativa, but we were in the bedroom. Displacement. That was one of the things to watch for, Ethan had said. I felt like an observer, rather than a participant. Jessie was speaking, but it was as if the words were coming from some other place in the area where I resided. 
 
   “Sativa, please.” I heard myself, as AR2 Jessi, in the past. “This is such important work.”
 
   Sativa faced me, but seemed to be talking to the other Jessi. “Is it important enough to risk leaving your son without a second parent?”
 
   I felt my shoulders drooping, but as if I had been numbed by some drug. “You know I have no intention of—“
 
   “Intentions are not always realities, Jessi.”
 
   “Sativa, it’s not dangerous for me to transfer Quintessence.” These words were not coming from my own intention. I imagined myself nestling down and just listened.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “The procedure is a cloning mechanism, you know that. Who I am will still be here after the merge.”
 
   “What if you’re not? What if something goes wrong?”
 
   “My father has already experienced this. That’s empirical data—“
 
   “Once.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Once,” Sativa reiterated. “This has been done once. If you’re going to call on the merits of scientific method, your argument fails, because one example certainly doesn’t qualify as an experimental control—you have no other observations to go on. You believe this will work merely because you want to believe it. I can’t forbid you to do it, but I’m telling you here and now, I am passionately against it, and I’m asking you not to attempt the transfer.”
 
   Jessi released a long breath and studied the leaves through the bay window of the loft, as they danced on a frigid breeze through the yard. He turned. “Of course you’re right. I do want to believe this will work and I don’t have enough evidence.”
 
   She relaxed. “Well, good, I’m glad—“
 
   “But Sativa,” Jessi interjected, “I’m a scientist. Scientists ask questions, solve problems, explore the unknown. It is my work. This is what gives my life meaning.”
 
   She crossed her arms and drew a stilted breath. “In a way that me and Boone do not…”
 
   Jessi tilted her head back and closed her eyes, caught in her own truth. I felt her emotion as any witness would, but not as part of my own experience. Strange, I thought. Jessi opened her mouth to speak, but Sativa was already on her way out of the room.
 
   I didn’t like the way it felt to see Sativa so upset, and moving away from me. I was mad at this other Jessi; at that version of myself that seemed so self absorbed. I wanted to slap her. But wouldn’t that be slapping myself?
 
   I felt a pulling in my mind, and blacked out, coming to in Ethan’s lab, on the gurney.
 
   Ethan was hovering over me, intrigued, excited. “What happened?”
 
   I blinked. “I went back to Jessi…but it was here, in AR2…he was arguing with Sativa about doing the Quintessence transfer…”
 
   Sativa’s eyes went to the other side of the room, remembering.
 
   “Interesting…” Ethan said. “So, it works, but we don’t know if it will take us anywhere other than this reality.” Ethan went to the computer and sat down, studying the data stream on the screen. “I want to be able to control where you go…” He tinkered with some settings and saved the file. “At least maybe I can study this data and figure out how to control the AR1…time sequence. Then at least you could move about on the timeline that exists here…”
 
   I had a newer understanding. I knew that Jessi loved both Sativa and Boone. But there are capacities of love that some people will not know, as it is endemically out of their reach. The other Jessi was through and through, the scientist. Everything was to be rationalized and reduced to facts. Love, being the unpredictable and malleable thing that it was, belied the application of absolutes. 
 
   As a neurologist, Sativa understood the need for a foundation in logic and reason. She led her life that way, as did the majority of the population in this reality. But she also believed in the value of tempering; the balance that can be had in all things. And this was unbalanced, with preferential treatment given to his career, rather than to her and their son.
 
   I felt her wondering if her objections and subsequent objections to the transference would irrevocably damage their relationship. Perhaps it was difficult to her because these choices were about being asked to choose between two things loved. The antithesis of choosing between the lesser of two evils. Instead, the greater of two goods…how does one decide which good is greater?
 
   I sat up on the gurney and took Sativa’s hand. “The other Jessi didn’t understand…” I said.
 
   “I know,” she answered.
 
   I kissed her hand. “But I do.”
 
   She smiled. “I know.”
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   On the floor in the livingroom, I was doing push-ups. I didn’t know if it was weird for a woman to do that in this reality, but I liked the idea of staying fit.
 
    Sativa came out of the kitchen where she had been preparing dinner. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Working out.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I don’t approve of the frail body I was zapped into. I’m used to having muscles.”
 
   “Jessi has muscles.”
 
   I turned over at sat up, mopping my face with a towel. “I mean visible ones.”
 
   She knocked me on top of the head and offered her hand. I let her pull me up, realizing she was stronger than I realized. “Do you work out?”
 
   “Haven’t recently. Except for bed-aerobics with you.”
 
   “That is my favorite work out.”
 
   “Mine too, now.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “I thought you were madly in love with Jessi One.”
 
   “I was. Am…you know…this is different. You’re different. It’s almost like being with someone else.”
 
   “Do you feel like you’re cheating on me, with me?”
 
   She chuckled. “Sort of. Yes.”
 
   I thought of Treece. “Well if you’re going to cheat, this is the way to do it. No one gets hurt, really.”
 
   She nodded thoughtfully.
 
   “Do you think Jessi One’s memory cells will ever merge with mine?”
 
   “Do you want them to?”
 
   “For Ethan’s sake, maybe. But I feel like me. So it’s not like I lost anything, unlike you and Ethan. I feel like I’ve gained many positive things.” I winked at her.
 
   “Well, Ethan might feel he’s lost his child in some manner, but…I don’t feel I’ve lost anything. I feel the same way you do—that I’ve gained.”
 
   I laughed. “Oh, you like me better than Jessi One?”
 
   “Yes,” she said quickly.
 
   I was a little surprised that she was serious. “Do you need to call me something else, other than Jessi, then?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe. You don’t seem like Jessi—other than the visual twin-factor.”
 
   “Well, I’m the evil-twin,” I cracked.
 
   “I’m not so sure about that.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well of course I don’t mean Jessi was evil. She wasn’t. But I think you see her frailties, and I saw her tunnel vision about her career. Like, she went through with the transfer, even though I made it clear I was against it and felt it might leave me a widow and her son without a co-parent.”
 
   I hadn’t told her about the conversation I overheard between them when I did the first test for the nanochip. Nor what I had learned about Treece. Maybe I didn’t need to, unless it became some kind of competition that required me to extol my virtues and demonize Jessi One. But I understood, now more than ever, what she meant. “I don’t know how she could do that.”
 
   “See? That’s what I’m talking about. She thought it was perfectly acceptable. But then again, I think I’m…glad she did it…because it gave me the better part of her.”
 
   I kissed her. “I’ve been here a month, and I haven’t really felt anything to indicate Jessi One is still in my brain somewhere.”
 
   “I hope this doesn’t sound callous, but I sort of hope she isn’t.” She feathered my hair back. “You are the best parts of her. Those are the parts I fell in love with.”
 
   Again, that sensation of being the luckiest guy—I mean gir—I mean person— in the world. Now, if I could only figure out what to do with this new life of mine. “You know, Sativa, I had an idea about my path. I think I could use the nanotechnology to bring back information on something successful from AR1, and recreate it here. Maybe make some money off it.”
 
   “Isn’t that an infringement on Intellectual Property?”
 
   “Who would know? It’s not like the feds will follow me to an alternate reality.”
 
   “Mmm…” she wasn’t convinced.
 
   “If I won’t be continuing Jessi One’s career, I’ve got to find one of my own.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I frowned at her. “Because I have a family to support.”
 
   She laughed. “You forgot about the matriarchy. We support us, and failing that, I do, because I have steady income.”
 
   “Well, I’m not okay with that.”
 
   She smiled. “Baby, I want you to be happy, so whatever you need to do is fine with me. It’s not like there aren’t two-career marriages.”
 
   “That’s a relief.” I crossed to the cage by the terrarium, where I watched my new pterodactyls swooping around. Coolest pets ever.
 
   “What were you planning to do with your life before all this?”
 
   I thought about this and quickly realized my plan wasn’t impressive in the light of having a theoretical physicist for a father, and being married to a neurologist and surgeon. “My, uh, master plan began by going to Colorado and getting a job as a waiter and maybe going back to school. I guess that means I had not yet pinpointed what my mark on the world would be.”
 
   “Well maybe if you just become more involved with this reality, you will come across something that resonates with you.”
 
   “Maybe. Maybe I could breed MicroPets,” I jested. 
 
   “What were you interested in back there?”
 
   “Mostly science fiction and…sex.”
 
   “Well you have access to the latter and you’re now living in the former.”
 
   “That, and a bag of chips will give me…a bag of chips.” She gave me one of those warning looks, and I amended, “And phenomenal sex.”
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   Sativa gave her blessing for the second stage of the experiments, but again, only because she felt I could be brought back easily if something went wrong.
 
   She had embedded a sort of button in my ear that would hopefully be used as a signal to Ethan if I was in danger. He had tweaked the software by somehow correlating our DNA, and attaching an alarm mechanism. All the technical details were still beyond me. But Sativa told me I could activate it by pressing my finger to the Tragus, which was the little pointed bit of cartilage in the middle-outside of my ear. If I pressed on the outside of it, it would sound the alarm. We dubbed it the Tragus Alarm.
 
   I climbed up on the gurney and laid down, nodding to Ethan that I was ready. He typed in some commands and switched on a machine, and I felt myself drift like I had just been hit with bedspins.
 
   When I came to, I felt the wet heat on my face. Opening my eyes, I nearly soiled my boxer briefs—if I’d had any on—when I discovered I was eye to eye with a humongous, horrid creature, sniffing me, its rancid breath hot on my cheek, its searching eye as big as my head. I flipped and bear-crawled into a thicket, while the creature looked on, became bored, and moved along. Perhaps he had already eaten that day. He certainly needed to floss.
 
   I knew from having the MicroPets, that this was a T-Rex, but of the original size. Carefully, I peeked through the foliage at the behemoth’s  retreating back. On the bottoms of my feet, I could feel the ground rumble with the weight of his steps. 
 
   Examining my surroundings, I deduced that I was in some kind of tropical forest. This did not look like AR1. It couldn’t be, because dinosaurs had been extinct there for a thousand years, according to Sativa. So I could be anywhere. Anytime. 
 
   I assessed my situation. Looking down at my body, I saw that it looked like Jason’s, except more leanly muscled. I could see the muscle, because I was naked except for a crude loincloth. Without thinking, I ran my hands over my nipples and down to my stomach. Maleness. I had missed it. But then I felt a little homoerotic, and put the kibosh on the touching.
 
   A spear lay in the clearing where I had bolted. I was some kind of bushman, and I surmised I was dropped into some alternate reality within my own DNA. Another life. Another version of myself.
 
   “Jeru!” a male voice called. Suddenly I realized that I might not know the language, here. If this guy calling me was a friend, he would think the T-Rex had clubbed me in the head with his massive tail, because I wouldn’t be able to communicate.
 
   I stood and waited for the young man to approach. He was dressed like me, if one could call that dressed, and somewhere in his twenties, perhaps, with long, dark hair. 
 
   “Critoli bin choocha…” he said.
 
   Great. I don’t know what that means. Then I heard myself answering. “Gooshma lilla mahipa…”
 
   Oh, I guess I do know the language. There was a perk to being merged with this other consciousness. Maybe it would handle all the communication. Though, oddly, I didn’t know what I had just said.
 
   The young man smiled and patted my shoulder in relief. He was laughing, as if pleased that I had avoided being a prehistoric hors d’oeuvre. 
 
   Barefoot, I followed my companion, unsure of where we were going. Along the way, I made mental notes about everything. The weather, the vegetation, the wildlife. Like the centipede-ish bug that crossed in front of me. But his undulating exoskeleton was as thick around as my forearm. A Megapede, I decided. I watched a small green thing that looked like a frog and a kangaroo combined; it hopped like a frog, but had little armlike appendages in front, a long nose with whiskers. A Rataroo, I thought. 
 
   I waited for it to pass before continuing, wishing I had shoes; although I noticed my feet felt shod. I stopped and bent my knee to look at the sole of one. It was covered with a thick callous. Likely, this version of myself had been walking barefoot since birth.
 
   I continued, soon pausing again, when leaves and loose branches fluttered to the ground from above. Lifting my gaze upward, I froze. What I saw hanging from one of the high limbs could only be described as other-worldly. 
 
   The creature’s large, bell-shaped gelatinous body hung down from tentacle-arms that wound around branches. It was the size of an octopus. It traveled tree to tree by swinging from tentacles, pausing to snatch fruit or leaves and drop it in an opening on top of its body, the action reminding me of an elephant’s trunk, when it was used as a sort of arm and hand. The creature was most like an inverted squid that lived in the trees, rather than the ocean. I wished I had a camera. I’d have to draw it for Ethan; maybe he would have some thoughts on this Tree-Squid when I returned…if I returned…I reminded myself that if I didn’t make it back within the specified time, Ethan and Sativa would turn off or remove the nanochip. In the meantime, I just needed to stay alive until I decided it was time to use the Tragus Alarm to escape this reality. It obviously wasn’t the one I intended to get to. But still, hard to turn away from. Like a train wreck in slow-motion.
 
   At the moment I was tearing my eyes away from the Tree Squid to find my companion, I heard the trilling of some type of horn, and the young man immediately began sprinting toward the sound. He didn’t even look back at me. I ran after him, but felt awkward, this body still didn’t feel like my own, even though I finally had that treasured male appendage dangling between my legs. It felt just a little foreign, and I hoped that was a good sign.
 
   A shriek high in the trees startled me, and I misjudged my leap over a fallen branch, landing on the forest floor, the breath knocked out of me. I rolled to my back to get some air in my lungs and heard the shriek again.
 
   Forcing myself up, I went to a meshing of branches and leaves to one side of this trail, and following the noise downward from the treetops, I parted the leafy branches and found myself only a few yards away from a group of very odd monkeys. They were black and white, about five feet tall when erect, hairy except for a bald patch on their chests and stomachs. But their faces…their faces seemed eerily familiar; perhaps half-human. Most of them hunched in trees, their long black fingers around branches. I saw they had opposable thumbs, and only a nub of a tail. They chewed on assortments of fruit and leaves. 
 
   Checking the trail to my right, I saw that my tribal brother continued his horn-induced trek, and didn’t seem concerned by my absence. Unsure of how to proceed, I waited. Perhaps he would come back for me.
 
   My attention back on the Humonkeys, as I thought of them, my stomach growled. I realized I was hungry. Or this body was hungry, anyway. The fruit the Humonkeys were eating began to look extremely appetizing, and if my little primitive friend didn’t return for me, it would be who-knew-how-long before I came across anything edible on my own. 
 
   I lifted the spear and thrashed the limbs with it. Screaming, the entire troupe of monkeys fled to the treetops, dropping fruit and leaves as they went. I smiled to myself, thanked them silently, and slipped through the bushes to the small glade. There were three green melons, one of which was half-eaten. I squatted, and pinched a piece of its yellow flesh, tasting. It seemed familiar, but I had no idea what the fruit was. Possibly a primitive cantaloupe. I could only hope that if it was okay for the Humonkeys, it was okay for me. I retrieved the two remaining fruit, holding them like two footballs, on one forearm, against my side. Then I picked up the spear, and continued on the trail where my companion had fled.
 
   An assortment of vegetation, insects, mammals and amphibians made way for my passage. A pack of mammalian-looking creatures the size of bulldogs crossed my trail, and I halted and remained still, hidden in the brush and bush until they passed. They seemed like a hybrid of baboon and canine. I dubbed them Boondogs. On a low-hanging limb, I almost had a large insect for lunch, before I saw it and circled around, warily. It looked like a praying mantis, but it was dark red, and the size of a clarinet. A clarinet with six legs and pinchers and bulbous eyes. It’s pinchers looked more like a crab or lobster claw than a mantis. I dubbed it Crabmantis. As I tried to commit the details of all this to memory as best I could, I wondered if Darwin felt this way in his explorations of previously unknown life forms. A sketchpad would have been helpful, failing an actual camera, but I had nothing like that in my possession. I hoped my memory would retain the details when I was once again in my own body…or the body that I was trying to become comfortable in, at least, since my first journey to an alternate reality. 
 
   A half hour later, I saw him waiting for me. I pointed to the melons clenched at my side, and he smiled, and nodded, motioning me to follow him. 
 
   The village was on the other side of the next row of brambles. The tribe poured out of crude shelters held together with animal hide and mud, and greeted us. Someone shouted Jeru! and Mitza! at us, so I could only surmise these were our names. So I was Jeru, he was Mitza.
 
   Mitza launched into an animated retelling of the encounter with the T-Rex, gesticulating wildly with his arms, as if he were the one with a giant lizard breathing in his face. I seem to recall he was long gone by the time I came out of that thicket. So maybe there was some embellishment going on. I caught most of his story, though wasn’t aware of any translating going on. It must have been an automatic transfer through some as-yet-unknown synaptic pathway between two resident psyches.
 
   We took a seat around the fire, just as dusk was approaching, and the whole tribe joined us there. They began to pass around something that looked like halved coconut shells, drinking the brew inside. When the organic cup passed to me, I sniffed it carefully. It smelled nutty. I sipped. Not too bad. Sort of like coconut milk mixed with almond and some other taste similar to clove.
 
   Then they handed around a flat bark-like plank of food. As the plank neared, I saw pieces of the melon I’d harvested from the Humonkeys, as well as charred meat of some kind, surrounded by smaller black garnishes. Berries? Mitza crammed a hunk of meat in his mouth and followed it with one of the garnishes. When he handed me the plank, I saw that the garnishes were some type of dark insect, lying upside down. But the eight legs were still wiggling. My stomach churned. I took a hunk of meat and a bit of melon and passed the plank quickly.
 
   I wasn’t quite ready to hit the Tragus Alarm, but hoped that Ethan would be able to whisk me back when I did. I wasn’t sure how this was all going to go.
 
   An older man with white hair adorned with colorful leaves, stood to address the gathering. I assumed he was some kind of chieftain. He spoke in that odd dialect, and pointed to me several times. My synaptic translator seemed to be on the fritz, now. I wasn’t sure what he was saying. He shouted something and suddenly all the men jumped up and hoisted me above them, carrying me into the forest. 
 
   This impromptu body-surfing did not include a rock band, and I wondered what the transport was about. I was rudely informed of the answer, when the group of tribesmen paused at a precipice and threw me over the edge.
 
   I saw the ground rush up to greet me, and made a hard landing in the dirt of a pit. Groaning, I pushed myself upright and peered up at them. They were clapping, gathering around the mouth of the hole they had plunged me into.
 
   What was I supposed to do down here?
 
   Another answer came in the form of a clicking, growling sound, like that of a tomcat, ready to attack. Please let it be a little kitty-cat. I turned, and out of the darkened recesses of the pit, emerged a small prehistoric creature which I was sure I had seen in the movies. It looked like the Velociraptor from Jurassic Park, except for one detail. It had feathers. 
 
   The thing barred its teeth and then charged me. I lunged to one side and rolled, coming up on my feet in a defensive position.
 
   A spear landed between me and the creature and I looked up to the mouth of the pit and saw Mitza smiling and waving.
 
   I guess I‘m supposed to fight this thing.
 
   Slowly, I stretched out my hand, closing it around the spear, as the raptor cocked his head, examining my movements with curiosity. 
 
   I moved backward a few steps until my retreat was blocked by the wall of the pit. I moved the spear in front of me, bracing the butt of it on the wall.
 
   My hand came up slowly, and I pressed the Tragus Alarm. Bring me back…I chanted in my mind. Ethan! Bring me back, now! 
 
   The raptor charged, and even as I twisted the spear into its gut, I felt its claws sink with sickening clarity into my thighs, felt its breath on my face, and a searing pain shot up both legs and down my spine. 
 
   The raptor’s mouth was open, its breath, the stench of rancid, decomposing flesh, and saliva dripped from its purple bottom lip onto my chin. 
 
   It was going to tear out my jugular. The pain from its unforgiving talons in my legs, intensified. 
 
   I passed out.
 
   Bedspins again. But which do I prefer? Nauseating spinning, or carnivorous teeth in my flesh? Oh let me think about it. Then the spinning slowed and stopped. I opened my eyes and sat up suddenly, feeling Sativa and Ethan’s hands on my shoulders, soothing me.
 
   “You’re okay, Jessi…” Sativa said. “Just breathe…you’re back with us…”
 
   Once it sunk in that the Tragus Alarm had worked, I checked myself for gaping carnivore wounds and found none. “That gave recalling a past life, a whole new meaning…”
 
   “What happened?” Ethan asked, his face expectant and concerned.
 
   “You wouldn’t believe it. I’m going to need a sketchpad.”
 
   After telling them what happened, I spent the rest of the day sketching what I’d seen into a sketch journal, to the delight of Sativa and Ethan. Sativa said I was a talented artist before, but the ability was neglected in favor of scientific pursuits. Now, since I couldn’t recall all my scientific education, I was left with this natural ability to draw, and it was a scientific pursuit in its own way, much like the travels of the young Charles Darwin. Leafing through the feverishly rendered drawings, I surprised myself with the detail I was able to remember, and recreate on paper. For the first time, I was actually enjoying myself; lusty liaisons with my wife, the sole exception.
 
   My father spoke of other adventures to be had, and I wasn’t so sure I was on board, but told him maybe. We still didn’t know what would have happened if I died during that excursion, but at least we knew the Tragus Alarm worked. This quantum territory was uncharted. I was probably the first to experience it. The first Quintonaut. 
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   A week later, we made the trip to Garden of the Gods. I used the travel time to play with the Multifunction Personal Computer strapped to my wrist, and did quite a bit of reading about female anatomy. If I was going to be living in this body, I needed to know what I was in for, aside from what I’d already experienced.
 
   Finally, we arrived at the park, and stood on an observation point high above Garden of the Gods, and admired the apogees of red clay, the rock faces. I had finally made it to this magical place I’d only read about online. Sativa handed me the baby and went back to the car to get the binoculars. As Boone cooed in my arms, Ethan took a deep breath and exhaled, marveling at the view.
 
   “So,” I said, continuing the conversation we had been having as we tramped up the trail to this precipice. “Mom let me believe my whole life that you were dead. Then I find out you weren’t dead, but I didn’t know it in time to meet you before you really died. And here you are in an alternate reality, alive, and I had to essentially die and change genders to get here so I could be with you, alive, in my own alternate reality that we share.”
 
   “You’re a smart kid.” 
 
   “Genetics,” I grinned.
 
   “It’s a lot to take in…this quantum soup we dabble in…you going to be okay with this new reality, Jessi?”
 
   “I think so…” I still felt like Jason Beasley, rather than Jessi Pritchard. But, as Shakespeare said, What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet. I studied the verdant valley below us shadowed by the massive monoliths of clay rock. “Although I’m still a little freaked out that Oprah Winfrey is President.”
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Jason Beasley is about to discover a new
* reality, and life he didn't know he was
missing. If he could only get used to all the
differences; starting with the fact that his own
gender has changed, and he's now a lesbian
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Baggage
(Suburban Drama novel)

During Hurricane Katrina, Patriarch Dominic Fontaine
meets his freakish demise-the rubble of his “hurricane-proof”
mansion all around him-and no one suspects that a vengeful
woman came to kill him.

Real estate agent, Sienna Bachman, always ethical and
historically judicious in her decisions, learns that karma can
come in two flavors; but she fears that she may taste only one.

The dark, handsome artist, Jerrin Boudreaux, Dominic
Fontaine's estranged son, must deal with the specter of his father's death,
loathing him more and more as Dominic's past betrayal is compounded by
still more family secrets.

Established agoraphobe, Cherise Fontaine, never understood her brother's
hatred for their father, but she needs him more than ever, now that Dominic
won't be around to coax her out of her shell.

As Bay St. Louis sits in flooded, flattened ruin, sixteen year old Noah is
stranded in Jackson during a gig with his band, waiting for his alcoholic
mother to join him as Katrina bears down on the coast. She never appears.
Desperate to find her, he has no resources left to him except the infamous
Envelope. Finally, he must open it, per his mother's instruction, in order to
find help from a stranger.

A petty thief named Kitcher is unaware of the role he plays in linking
these people together.

In the aftermath of the worst hurricane in American history, the secrets
held in a safe deposit box spur the Fontaine offspring into 2 journey of
enlightenment and self-discovery as their lives converge with strangers, and
the mystesies of karma, hope, and synchronicity take over.






images/00027.jpeg
The Speed of Dark
(Bold Erotic Stories)
Kidnapping an amusing Goth girl, frustrated musicians in
a sehearsal space, defiant nuns in a convent, fantasy
fulfillment with academic colleagues, mistaken identities and
clever manipulations, a repressed literature professor in a
firestorm of exploration and desire, toolbelts and breakup sex,
trapped in the rubble and the desperate darkness, escape from
a failed relationship, and a reunion of separated soulmates,
The Speed of Dark is daring erotica, populated by
characters suited just as well for full-length novels. Baeli explores
boundaries, asks tantalizing questions about love and desire, and defies the

conventions of passion betwcen women.
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Achilles Forjan
{Mystery/Suspense novel)

Burlington, Vermont was a city known for its near-

nonexistent murder rate. So when bodies begin to appear
along with a mysterious note and a humiliating gesture from
the killer, local authorities scramble to discover who is
responsible.

A complicated series of events points to Amy Jane Spenser
as the prime suspect. She is troubled by sleep deprivation and
frequent memory lapses. Her job as a paramedic feeds her
compulsion to help people, but ultimately only renders her a crippled
witness to the human condition. Amy struggles with doubt over her own
mysterious behavior, and is left with no alibi for any of the murders
Her friend, Karma, uses her degree in Criminal Psychology and a gift for
psychometry to search for clues to Amy's innocence, in spite of a persistent
detective. The suspense builds as lives intertwine, and destinies dangle
precariously over an abyss of secrets and suppositions, until nothing can

ever be the same again.
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As You Were
{Romantic Suspense novel)

Tru, a performing singer-songwriter, and Brittany, a
photographer, shared 3 beautiful home on Castle Mountain
in Colorado, enjoyed orseback riding in the snow-laden
hills, and romantic nights in front of the fireplace.

But when an average day ends in a tragic accident, Tru
must embark upon a quest to regain the life she once had
with her lover, while sinister outsiders take advantage of the
precarious situation.

Yearning, revelations, and lurking danger pull at the threads of a once-
idyllic life. As You Were is a romantic story driven by mystery and suspense.
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Plethora
{Southern Gothic Humor/Romance novel)

Brenna Clay, a quirky bisexual author, escapes with her
lover to the remote Ozark area of Hogscald, Brenna easily
becomes distracted by the machinations of her proposed
utopia-a place where Mother Nature is not always
nurturing, and her nearest neighbor lives in a treehouse and

thinks she's been inseminated by aliens. As an added bit of
entertainment, the Bubba's have out their binoculars, and are
watching from the knoll, having never seen a real, live "Lezbean Homo-Sek-
shul-

Meanwhile, Micah Rose Royce lives in Eureka Springs and works as a
masseuse. Fresh off a prolonged disability, she is anxious to feel human
again, but has difficulty getting started. Micah's social life almost magically
increases, yet she finds the choices fraught with peril Things are
complicated by her tendency to give in to her sexual appetite. She trudges
through the exasperating and often comical dating scene in real life and on

the Internet, still desperately searching for a suitable partner?
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Random Act of Blindness
(Erotic Romance novella)

In this erotic novella, Rachel Leeds is a repressed
literature professor who struggles with taboo fantasies that
invade her sexual identity with razor-sharp intensity

Just as Rachel's answers begin to overpower her
questions, she crosses paths with a clever young lesbian who
isn't who she appears to be, and manages to turn her staid
academia into a firestorm of desire, pulling at the threads of
Rachel's carefully controlled existence.

Random Act of Blindness is a steamy lesbian tale that takes an often
superficial genre, and imbues it with eloquence, and multi-dimensional
facets; Baeli has created characters a reader can truly invest in and care
about.
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Powerful Things
{Speculative Adventure novella)

It's hard enough building a life on a new planet, but
when you're faced with dissension In your own tribe, you
have to decide and decide quickly just how far you're
prepared to go

Sivon is half Bandonese, half human. Her mother was
one of ten female survivors when their craft crashed on a
fazm 1n rural Colorado. Now she 1s running from one of her
own people, risking everything for love and the things she
believes in

Mozzik, the self-appointed leader of the Bandosapiens, has his own.
agends, and Sivon has just crossed the line. He's out to find her, to eliminate
the risk she's flirting with and to assert his control once more over the whole
tribe,

But sometimes power 1s about moze than control. Dotng the right thing
can be the most powesful thing in the world...as Sivon iz about to find out

1f Mozzik doesn't kill her first.
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Curse of Cache La Poudre
{Adventure novella}

Danica and Rikki have missed thelr plane, which
couldn't be worse news because now they might just miss
their own wedding. When a pilot of a small plane offers to
£y them there himself, they jump at the chance; after all,
the man sweass he has one short stop to delives supplies to
a ranger station in Cache la Poudre, then 1t's clear skies all
the way.

‘The only trouble is, the stop along the way turns into a
destination all of its own, when the pilot, telling the
wwomen they're his cargo, delivers them into the hands of
an armed man. They're needed for 3 babysitting job, whatever that means,
butjob or not, being kidnapped is not on Danica and Rikki's itinezary. They
have a wedding to get to, and a honeymoon, and being chased through the
wilderness, while a great bonding exercise, is not the romantic getaway they
were expecting

Then there's the ‘babysitting’. Evenif they get away from the kidnappers,
dare they lesve without checking first that there's not a baby there

somewher
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Trustplaces: Erotica for Women Who Love Women
ferotic lesfic stories)

Comical BDSM, fisst timers, unrequited and satiated
passion; friends who don't let friends sleep alone.

Trustplaces is not just stories, vignettes and poetry, but [EECN
also a tastefully erotic journey through the many forms of -
passion between two women —and sometimes three.

&
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Quintessence.
(Speculative Alternate Reality novella)

If vou push yous luck, expect it to push back. That's
shatmy Grandma Beasley uzed to zay. And she was right
Ihad it illustrated to me ten days ago, and again on this
frigid October night in the middle of Nowhere, Kansas.

So begins the journey of twenty-five year old Jason
Beasley, a Synesthete~ his brain merges his senses in a way
thatallows him to see words and images before him as if on
2 Plexiglas screen.

When he leaves his mother's house for the last time,
along with her pious and overbearing preacher boyfriend,
his journey takes him to an old barn laboratory in Coffeyville Kansas, which
Rolds much more than some mad scientist's forgotten notebooks.

He 12 about to discover, literally, 3 new seality, and that the research
Professor Pritchard has done will lead him to the life he didn't know he was
missing. If he could only get used to all the differences; starting with the fact
that his own gender has changed, and now he's a lesbian

Kew Jag Bagi
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Also Known As Syzygy
{Book 3 of AKA Investigations Series}
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Also Known As DNA
{Book 2 of AKA Investigations Series)

Freshly ensconced in the house on Manor Lane, Jobeth and
Phoebe are enjoying the city of Lakewood, Colorado and
Jobeth's newly licensed AKA Investigations

After a fresh start in the Denver Metro region, life seems
idylic and full of promise.

The dream is soon shattered by ghosts from the past,
appearing to tear the fabric of love and trust. With the
company of their friend, Detective Ginger Grant, a
crecendoing battle of survival will test their courage, as they discover the
darker permutations of DNA.

One reviewer said: “...in true AKA Investigations style, events conspire to
spiral out of contral, testing the fortitude, depth of fecling and sheer courage of
each of the characters. Nail-biting action and heart-stopping tension take the reader
on a roller-coaster ride through the pages, piling one catastrophe on top of another
and testing the characters to. the limit. [ wasn't sure they'd all make it out alive in
this one, but it sure had me turning the pages to find out. Bacli i at the top of her
game here, delioering a book at once toucking and full of 0dd, often humorous bits
of wisdom and a storyline of exciting misadventure and action.”
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Also Known as Sleepy Cat Peak
{Book 5 of AKA Investigations Series)

Jobeth and Phoebe go back to basics in more ways than one.

With the Ascension House up and running, and Jobeth
busier than ever with her Investigations, Phoebe thinks it's
time that she and Jobeth have a vacation. Especially since
they have lost track of their intimate time together. She
suggests a unique mountain getaway called Sleepy Cat Peak
Lofty Cabins—a retreat for the gay community where the
cabins are treshouses.

While Jobeth tries to resist the urge to investigate the
interesting goings-on in the winter oasis, she also has to deal with some
sobering questions about her relationship with Phoebe; and although Phoebe
made Jobeth promise to leave her gun and her investigative obsession at
home, she can't help but get involved in the life and drama of the old lesbian
couple who run the place.

But neither Jobeth nor Phoebe expected their getaway to turn into
something so pivotal to their relationship, nor fo have to explore
preconceived notions so profoundly. Can Jobeth get past her own
boundaries? Or will she lose Phoebe forever?
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Also Known As Rising & Falling
{Book 4 of AKA Investigations Series]

In a unique departure from the conventions of most serial fiction, this
novel depicts the events of the previous book, Also Known as
Syzygy, from the point of view of the women of The AKA
Investigations team.

~Lesbian Literati

Jobeth O'Brien discovers that even when she's out of
commission, due to a back injury, there’s no way she can stay
out of the loop. Not when so much is going on in her
household full of women.

There's a disturbing theme to things though, when time after time she and
Phoebe, Izzy and Ginger are forced to help women out of violent situations,
and go after the men intent on keeping those women exactly where they want
them.

Both couples--Jobeth and Phoebe, Izzy and Ginger--are suffering from the
side-effect of all this, questioning their roles in the world and their
relationships.

Phoebe is she from whom all blessings flow--but is this enough for her?

Jobeth is sharp but unschooled--she's not liking how she compares to
Phoebe’s old college friends.
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About the Author

Bestselling author Kelli Jae Baeli began writing s a child, exploring poetry and
journaling, and eventually moving on to short stories. After
aromantic fling in the military with another female soldier,
she decided to write a book based on the experience. The
story that evolvad took on a Life of its own, but It became
her first novel. As You Were, This was followed quickly by
Armchair Detective. a book she said she wrote because she
couldn’t find other lesbian fiction she liked at the time, and
so wanted to write something she would want to read.
She's been doing that ever since. Most recently, her
“romantic dramedy” Rain Falls went to number one on
Amazon In three categorles within the first ten days of
sales.
Creativity comes as easily as breathing to Baeli. Living
a life around words, books, art, and music not only fulfills
her, but defines her. Constantly miningthe world around her for litarary tidbits, Baell
s always to be found with {Phone In hand, recording or thumbing in notes, a self-
confessed story magpie who sees everywhers the fodder for her work. She Is a talented
singer-songwriter with over 200 songs to her credit, and was the founding member
and lead singer-songwriter of two chick-bands in the 90's. Her other hobbies include
pottery, sculpture, photography, painting, cooking, domestic engineering, and she
adores cats. A canny mix of business woman and artist, Kelli Jae Baeli Is delighted to
spend each and every day relentlessly feeding her muse.

Retired from the military. Baeli pursued writing full time since 1988. After eight
vears of University, to include pursuing a B.A. in Professional Writing & Editing, she
was a technical writer for a corporate jet company, a newspaper reporter, a managing
editor for two small presses, and a freelance editor. She founded Kindred Ink Writers
Initiative and Kind Red Ink Editing.

Turning down several traditional publishing contracts in the ensuing years, Bacli
chose to be an independent publisher and author, and by the end of 2013, she had
produced 38 books, both non-fiction and fiction, in a variety of genres. Basli believes
in mastering every aspect of the business; she is a webmaster and avid blogger, and
continues to do her own book cover design, typography. and formatting since 1998.
Currently co-foundsr of Lesbian Literatl Press and Sapphica Books.net with her
partner, Kiwi author Kate Genet. Baeli migrated from Colorado to New Zealand, where
she and Genet currently make their home on the South Island at the foothills of the
Blue Mountains.
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Rain Falls
A Romantic Dramedy
{Amazon Bestseller--#1 in three categories in first week of sales}

India Bell is Iooking for a regular writing gig to supplement
her royalties. She ends up with two assignments - one, to
interview up-and-coming lesbian romance writer Tegan
Lowry, and the other? To win a bet to write her own lesbian
romance, thus securing for herself a job as an editor.

There's a bit of an issue with the second of those. India
writes science fiction, not romance. There's none of that
confusing touchy-feely stuff in her science fiction novels. Hell,
she doesn’t even read romance, and as for the lesbian aspect, she's not sure
ot to define her sexuality, but if she's a lesbian, then she's 20 faz in the
Closet, she doesn't even know where the door iz. Maybe Tegan could give her
some pointers on writing all those sex scenes she's probably going to have to
stick in there?

Tegan 15 thrilled to be interviewed, even by the awkward and soctally-
inept India. Not that Tegan views herself as anyone's fantasy - she's on
crutches, and who would be interested in a cripple? Her deeply romantic
fantasies are all lived out on the page. But when India suddenly asks if
Tegan will join her in her writing cabin to get some serious work done, she
jumps at the chance to leave her horrible basement apartment behind to
concentrate on her writing in comfort and peace, with the fascinating, 1f
sather emotionally-unavailable, India Bell

In the gorgeous cabin on the outskirts of the small tourist town of Rain
Falls, Colorado, the two women find themselves struggling with temptation
and absurdity. It's a situation they never thought they'd find outside of
romance novel.
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In Absentia
A Rain Falls Romantic Dramedy

Dammit, but a happy ever after should last more than a
few months. Not that India and Tegan are thinking too much
about the future - they're having far too good a time
exploring, well, each other, and that idyllic life neither
thought would ever be theirs. India's changed, so everyoneis
delighting in telling her, most with decided approval, and
life s pretty much perfect - work they both love, a writer's
cabin to call home, the intense thrill of their passion for each
other - and no need to worry that Napoleon Fry, or anyone
one else will ruin any part of it.

Butlife's just not like that, is it? The shine isn't even starting to wear off
when things go wrong. Not everyone is happy that India and Tegan are
living in sweet lesbian bliss and not everyone thinks they should be left
alone to wallow in it. Christmas is just aound the corner, and its largesse
this year is unparalleled.

1's up to India and Tegan to decide if these forced changes are gifts, or
just dirty lumps of coal
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Armchair Detective
{Book 1 of AKA Investigations Series)

Jobeth O'Brien awakens on the floor of her kitchen, her
battered face and the memory of an angry visitor tells her that
she is close to something important in her investigation. In
between this surveillance and delivering newspapers, her
beloved '62 Falcon is the scene of middle-of-the-night romps
with a lonely socialite, who gives her more than she
bargained for.

Her quest for the truth pits her against errant husbands, a
modern-day madam with a taste for blood, a horny landlady, a vicious attack
dog, and the lies she tells herself. Amid these challenges, Jobeth stakes out
her prey and runs for her life, continuing the investigation that pulls her into
close calls, unexpected allies, and more secrets.

Pt [obatii has secroty:of hiex ovrryandonfyflove can excavata fhom.
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Another Justice
(Suspense/Vigilante Novel}

In Greek, Omega Fisher's name means "the end”. Now
there's real synchronicity in her name. Even her surname
conjures up the biblical phrase “fisher of men" - she is now
fishing for men, and she does, indeed, intend to END them. Is
there some meaning in this correlation, or is it just another
random alignment in a universe full of random alignments? It
hardly matters. Meg Fisher is who she is, and she's going to
do what she's going to do. Fish for them. End them.

Margo Benning is nowhere near so philosophical; she’s just an ordinary

woman, intent on running her thriving gym in Colorado Springs. It only
takes one violent event however, to throw her life into chaos. Unable to bear
reporting the crime against her, knowing there's every chance her attacker
will go free, Margo decides to follow the lead of a recent vigilante. She’s not
sure how to keep her actions from her girlfriend and her best friend, both
detectives with the Colorado Springs Police, but she's determined to deliver
another, more appropriate, justice.
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The ARM s gang to change the world Lt wil usher in the next significant
evalution of our species, |
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The records of an entity are written upon time and space as the skein of
tings. They may be called as mages. For thoughts are things, and as
#ney run so are. the. impressions made upon what we call time and space.

~tdgar Cayee, (5620
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fods rush in where angels fear to tread
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Im going tonight.
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Since linear time is o human construct and not o quantum component, al-
termate realites can exist. There is no past or future, but only present
Time. travel is not really travel i tme. L's merely movement in space
Anything that can exist docs exist, somewhere, even if we dont see it
There are membranes that seporate these spaces and they can be
joned This means yau can be in wo realities at once, three. reaktes o
hundred Every event is mtercomected, every space shared, yet sepa-
rate Nothing i os it scems, yet everythng seems IKe nothing, when
space is this malleable
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Hebo Jason.

This is guing 4o blow our mind, and youl want o read this ktter more
than once, Take your time.

By row L #hirk you know hat reality is perhaps more maleable than you
first magned. 1f you havent found your own cigarette butt where
Nou've never been, and if you haven't found the other chies, then the t-
# and rote on the windshield, along with this ktter, should convince you.
You're ot going o want 4o beleve this because 1 knaw vou.ere's an
example that L know you: When you masturbacte, you think of the word
WOMAN, 50 that a raked woman wil appear, her back 4o ou, bent over,
because you're an ass-man Synesthesia. has its advantages.

The quakity of your e depends on you beleving what T am about to el
ou. You are onty reading this rote becouse I was able to write it and
phce it where you'd find it. The only reason L was abke to do that is be-
cause you stepped into the ARM. You thirk nathing happened, but it did

Now here’s the Kicker: Lf you leave this phace, you wil never know your
father. It's your decision, but understard that you wil never meet our
father f you wak away. And trust me, he's a great quy.

The rext time. you step into that tube, you wil be abe £ go where b i,
Ve is not dead
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Take it i you want &
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The Universe is not stranger than we imagine, it is stranger than we can
Iage..
“Einstein





