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Dedicated to Onny—
We have had some great adventures so far.
Are you ready for more?
DEPARTMENT OF TEMPORAL ADJUSTMENT
**Chapter 1**
“Left!” I yelled, unable to keep my voice low. “There’s the sign! This is it, turn right here!”
My husband quickly moved into the lane to turn right, and I realized that he must not have heard my directions clearly. I frantically tried to correct his mistake before we had to waste more time turning around yet again.
“No, no, no!” I squeaked, “I said left, turn right here!”
“That’s what I’m doing,” Tony said through gritted teeth with what appeared to be ultimate patience. “We are turning right.”
“You’re not listening,” I said in the calmest voice I could manage. “I said to turn left right here.”
“I don’t think you are listening, since that doesn’t make the least bit of sense,” Tony responded in a voice tinged with frustration. “We can’t turn left and right at the same time. Do we need to turn left, or right?” He seemed to be a bit distressed, but I could not figure out what he was getting so upset about. All he had to do was drive the car and follow my directions—nothing complicated about that!
“Left, at this next road coming up…right here!”
“Just point.”
I pointed to the left, and Tony swerved into the left-hand lane to make the requested turn.
Finally, we were heading in the right direction. I turned to smile at my husband and realized that in my excitement to get where we needed to go, I had probably handled the whole exchange the wrong way. My poor Tony was the perfect picture of the harassed husband, with his clenched jaw, tense shoulders, and death grip on the steering wheel.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to yell,” I admitted contritely. He glanced in my direction and I cringed at the expression on his face. It was clear that my apology had not been accepted, since he was now the picture of the cantankerous cab driver as well as the quintessential harassed husband.
I glanced toward the back of the car to see if my loudness had upset the children, who were being suspiciously quiet, and was relieved to find they had all fallen asleep. At least I was spared the embarrassment of my children witnessing their mother’s fall from grace. They, at least, could still think of me as the “calm, cool, and collected” type of person.
“I am just so frustrated,” I continued quietly. “Do you realize we have been driving over half an hour, and we still cannot find that stupid road?”
“We’ll find it, don’t worry,” Tony responded, and I was happy to note that his death grip on the wheel had loosened just a bit, and his shoulders had lost some of their tension.
“I hope so.”
“How are we doing on time?”
“We still have another half hour before her appointment,” I admitted, “but that doesn’t take into account that we are supposed to be there fifteen minutes early to fill out paperwork. So in reality we really only have fifteen minutes to find this place.”
I turned again to look at the sleeping children in the back seat. This wild goose chase of a drive had come about because my oldest daughter, Becca, struggled with chronic asthma. When I had heard that a neighbor’s child had been all but cured by one of the local doctors, I had immediately called to make an appointment for my child.
I had been informed firmly and calmly by the receptionist that the doctor was no longer taking new patients, and that there was a long list of people who were waiting for an opening. The thought of my daughter in the midst of an attack had caused pride to fly out of the window as I had begged and pleaded, and had somehow managed to convince the receptionist to find room for my child.
I knew that it was paramount that we arrived for the appointment on time. If we blew this chance, there was no way any amount of begging and pleading would win a second one. Which was why I had allowed a full hour for a drive that should have only taken about ten minutes.
Should have. Unfortunately, the directions given to me by the office staff had proven to be confusing, unclear, and just plain wrong. Half the streets I had been told to drive past had never materialized, and it seemed that the streets we were supposed to turn onto were elusive enough that I was beginning to suspect they had either been renamed or had never existed at all.
I held on tight as my husband quickly made a right turn at my urging. But somehow, nothing looked quite right. We should have been in the middle of a series of medical offices, and this street could only be termed residential. It only took a few minutes of driving to realize that we must have made another wrong turn.
“Darn it! I must have misread the sign…again,” I sighed. “As much as I hate to admit it, I think we might as well give up and go home. We’ll never make it to the doctor’s on time, and there is no way they’ll give us another appointment if we’re late to this one. Why would they give such bad directions?”
Tony made the block through the residential area and pulled back out onto the main road. He drove for a couple of minutes, looking all around to get his bearings.
Tony was one of those rare people who had the most amazing sense of direction. No matter where he was he could always find his way. Put him in a city he has never seen, tell him where you want to go, and he’d somehow miraculously get you there.
If he were a superhero he’d be Map Man, or the Right Direction, or, or…well, he’d be something that instantly identified him as the man with the infallible inner compass who always knew the way to…well, anywhere.
But every Superman has his Kryptonite, and I’m afraid for my Map Man, it’s me. I must have my own personal magnetic field, because I seem to have an amazing talent for confusing directional issues.
Tony, tired of driving around aimlessly, pulled into a half-empty parking lot and turned off the car.
“Okay,” my husband said more calmly than I deserved, “tell me again the directions they gave you.”
“They said to turn left out of our driveway, and then take another left…”
“Wait, wait, wait! The doctor’s office told you to take a left out of our driveway? How did they know that we would need to take a left?”
“Oh, they didn’t. I added that part. I knew we’d need to take a left.”
“So leave out the part you added, and read to me exactly the directions they gave you.”
“Well, to be perfectly honest I didn’t exactly write them down. I mean, you know how people around here say go north until this road, and then go west, or east, or north by southwest. It is so confusing. So when I wrote them down I converted them.”
“What does that mean, you converted them?”
“You know, got rid of all that north, south, east, west stuff.”
“You converted north, south, east, and west to right, left, and straight?”
“Yes, it was easy. I just remembered that if you face north, east is to your right, south behind you, and west to your left.”
My husband closed his eyes for a moment and seemed to be muttering to himself. I could not hear exactly what he was saying, but I’m pretty sure I heard something about the “lack of common sense,” “how can someone so smart be so dumb,” and “it might be true that blondes are airheads.”
I was beginning to get a bit miffed as the mumbling continued for several minutes, but I decided that I should pretend I could not hear him and keep my mouth shut. After all, if Tony put his mind to it he might be able to get us to the appointment on time. I evidently could not. I could only get us more and more lost.
After what seemed an eternity, Tony finally stopped grumbling and pulled himself together. “So,” he asked in a voice he probably thought was kindly but I found patronizing, “what is the address again?”
“It’s on Fifteenth,” I calmly said, looking at my notes. I would keep my cool if it were the last thing I did.
“Is that Fifteenth Avenue or Street?” I could tell that he was trying his hardest to keep his frustration in check.
“Um, I didn’t write that down. I only wrote down Fifteenth N.”
Tony slammed his hand down on the steering wheel, accidentally honking the horn and startling a pedestrian who just happened to be walking by at that moment. Tony smiled and waved an apology to the pedestrian, and then turned to me.
“Sweetie, I think I know our problem. I know why we couldn’t find the streets we’re were supposed to find.”
I hated it when he called me sweetie in that particular tone of voice. It made me feel that he thought I had the brain of a three year old.
“How could you possibly know why we were having so many problems just by hearing the name of a street?” I challenged. “I mean, we’re on Fifteenth right now!”
“Yes, that’s true. But we’re not on Fifteenth N. We’re on Fifteenth NE.” His response was smug, as if he knew something that I could not possibly comprehend.
“Fifteenth N, Fifteenth NE, what’s the difference. It’s the name of the street, Fifteenth that counts, right?”
“Not quite. Fifteenth NE and Fifteenth N are in different parts of town. Fifteenth N is on the other side of the highway. I’m pretty sure it’s in Greenwood.”
“Greenwood? I just don’t get it. How do you know what part of town by the N, S, E, W thing?”
“SW is West Seattle, S is south of downtown, NE is over here near Northgate...” Tony looked at my face and sighed. I must have looked as confused as I felt.
“I’ll explain later,” he said patting my leg. I hated it when he treated me like a child. “We have to hurry if we want to get Becca to the appointment on time.”
I decided to let the “treating me like a child” thing go for now. Tony evidently thought he could still get us to the appointment on time. I’d deal with his attitude later. Maybe. After all, I was the reason we had gotten lost in the first place. Accepting my husband’s condescending attitude seemed a fitting punishment for my mistakes.
Tony took a moment to get his surroundings and I could see the exact moment when his internal GPS system kicked in. He must have found a way to block my magnetic field and gotten his compass working again, because Map Man was alive and well and ready to save the day. Amazing!
“If we go this way...” Map Man began, but I grabbed his arm to stop his words.
I had seen a most unusual sight.
“Tony,” I whispered, “do you see those men? The ones right over there?”
“Why are you whispering?” Tony whispered back. “No one outside the car can hear you.”
“Over there, across the street.” I gripped his arm tighter. “Those three men who are dressed like old-timey aviators. They are walking so strangely, like they have steel rods stuck in their back. All three of them. Do you see them?”
“Yeah, I see them. They do look a little strange, but I don’t think there’s anything to worry about. We’re pretty near the U-district. They are probably part of a fraternity prank, or they have to walk around like that because they are being hazed.”
“I don’t know,” I said. I wondered if it would be possible to convey the weird feeling I had about these men to my level-headed husband. “They look somehow beyond U-district strange...they look like, well, like they are straight out of an old sci-fi movie.”
“Don’t worry about it. Like I said, they are probably trying to join a frat. We need to get moving, or we’re going to be late.”
And again, the condescending pat on the leg.
**Chapter 2**
“Mommy,” screamed Becca at the top of her lungs. “I need help!”
I ran from the back of the house where I had been folding clothes, fear coursing through my veins. Images of blood, broken bones, and cracked heads crowded my vision as I tried to determine the direction from which the call had come.
“Please, please, please be okay,” I muttered fervently as I thought about the new bunk bed we had bought just a week ago. Becca loved jumping on her bed, but now she slept on the top bunk. If she had tried to bounce from that height...her head would hit the ceiling…Becca would get a concussion…the fall would break bones...could a mother get to her baby in time?
Rushing into my daughter’s room, I stopped short in the doorway and breathed a sigh of relief.
Instead of blood and broken bones, I found my oldest daughter sniffling loudly in the middle of her room, totally surrounded by open newspapers.
“Becca darling,” I questioned, relief tingeing my voice, “what is the matter? Did you fall? Are you hurt?”
Becca looked at me as a fat teardrop escaped from the corner of her eye, rolled down her cheek, and plopped onto a front page headline directly below.
“I . . . I . . . I,” stuttered Becca, and then the worried look on my face was too much for her sensitive nerves. She burst into loud, gulping sobs.
I ran over to my daughter and wrapped my arms around her little shaking shoulders.
“It will be okay sweetie, it will be okay. Just tell me what happened.”
Had I said the wrong thing? Instead of feeling better, Becca just cried harder.
“Take a deep breath. Look at me, Becca, and do what I do.”
I pushed my daughter away slightly and turned her until we were eye to eye. I slowly breathed in and out.
Becca followed my lead and tried to take the calming breath, but was interrupted by several gulping sobs. I kept modeling the calming breath technique until Becca regained some calmness.
“Now sweetie, tell me what is wrong.”
“I,” began Becca, and then her bottom lip slid forward and began to shake. A sure sign that Becca was about to lose it again.
“Take another deep breath,” I ordered. “Just shake your head to answer my questions. Did you fall and get hurt?”
Becca’s head moved from side to side in an adamant no. Her lower lip stopped vibrating.
“Okay, good. Now, did one of your sisters get hurt, or did you see someone at school get hurt?”
“No, Mommy,” Becca responded, seeming to calm a bit. Her lower lip resumed its normal position and no longer protruded.
“Great! Now, does it have to do with these newspapers spread all over the floor?”
Becca’s lower lip immediately jumped back out into the dangerous position, but she managed to nod her head affirmatively.
“Ah, so now we’re getting somewhere. Do you have a school project? You know I’ll help you, like I always do,” I said as I hugged my stressed daughter. School projects were the bane of the household.
“I have to do a poster, where I find a bunch of newspaper stories that all go together. And there are so many! How am I supposed to choose?” Becca’s last words were barely understandable, as the tears once again began to flow. Only a mother’s experience dealing with tears allowed me to translate the sputters into English.
“No problem, sweetie! Look, here’s a trick. Pick one of the headlines. There are sure to be other stories on other days when it makes a headline.”
“But which one? How do I choose?”
I looked down at the newspapers spread around the room. My eye was immediately caught by the same word glaring at me from three separate headlines.
“Look, Becca,” I said excitedly, snatching up the appropriate newspapers. “Here, and here, and here. Look, all of these headlines are about a new man-made element that is being tested. They are all about the same thing!”
“Really? You mean I can use these and not look any more?”
“Sure, darling. Let’s look them over together, just to make sure they are what you want.”
“It says here that local scientists feel that this new element may be the answer to any energy crisis we may have in the future. They plan to put it through a battery of tests, and if the tests are successful, they will release their findings to the rest of the world.”
Becca looked at me, and tears started to pour out of her eyes again.
“What’s the matter darling,” I asked, grabbing the munchkin and giving her a big hug.
“It’s…it’s…it’s…,”
“It’s what, darling?”
“It’s…it’s…,”
“Come on sweetie pie, tell me what’s wrong?”
“I can’t use that story, it’s too boring!”
“Too boring? What do you mean it’s too boring?”
“If I make a poster with all those big sciencey words, my friends will call me names and think I’m smart. They’ll make fun of me.”
I sat back on my heels and looked at my daughter. I had encountered similar feelings in my childhood, but not at such an early age. Unlike my daughter, at the ripe old age of eight I was still worry free and unafraid of how my peers might see me or think of me.
Peer pressure seemed to be rearing its ugly head at rather an early age. Was it the region we now lived in? My husband and I had moved here from a different part of the country. Or was it just that my daughter was particularly sensitive?
Whatever the cause, I decided that although I wanted Becca to overcome her feeling that she must conform to the will of the crowd, now would not be the best time. She was entirely too distraught to listen to a lecture.
Besides, anyone who had ever tried to reason with an eight year old knows that it requires a strong will and a clear mind. Right now, I had too much homework cluttering up my brain.
“No problem,” I said gently to my little socialite, “let’s take another look at the paper and see if we can find any other stories that you like better.”
I started scanning the headlines, and looked up at my daughter to see if anything was catching her interest.
The little twerp had grabbed the comics and was sitting cross-legged beside me.
“Beckie-girl, you are supposed to be looking through the paper with me,”
“I am, Mommy.”
“No, Becca, we are looking for something that you find interesting.”
“But this is interesting, Mommy. Look at this one, it’s so funny. See this dog…,” her voice trailed off as she realized that I truly was not pleased.
“What’s the matter, Mommy? You have a funny look on your face. Does your tummy feel bad? Do you want me to ask Daddy to make you some chamomine tea?”
Chamomine! Chamomine was one of a whole list of words that Becca had somehow never learned to say correctly. Her sisters, being the good little sisters that they were, had copied the speech patterns of their big sister. Now we often heard, “I need a mapkin,” or “Can we have skapetti for dinner tonight?”
I could not help myself. I grabbed the little sweetheart and tickled her until all vestiges of worry left her face.
How people manage to be serious or mean to children, I’ll never understand. They are so sweet, innocent, and just plain funny!
As Becca’s giggles died down, I turned again to the newspaper and was surprised to immediately find the answer to her homework problem.
“Becca, look! It says here that there is a theft ring operating that is stealing all the copper wiring. It seems copper is very expensive, and it is believed that the thieves are selling the copper to scrap yards to make money for drugs.”
“That’s a good one, Mommy! Everyone knows that drugs are bad for you.”
“That’s right darling. Now, it looks like there are other stories all about the same thing, the copper being stolen. Do you want to use these articles?”
It was as if the clouds had parted and a bright ray of sun had focused on my daughter. The glorious smile that lit her face was plenty of reward for the little help I had given her. I felt like Super Mommy. I could tell by the expression on my daughter’s face that I had saved the day.
**Chapter 3**
I looked at my watch and rolled my eyes skyward as I realized I still had hours of work to do. I did not know why I wasted my time rolling my eyes up. There was nothing there except the dingy archaeology lab ceiling. No beautiful sky and no possibility of one for many, many hours.
To be honest with myself, I was not really surprised at the amount of work I had left to do. This class had proven itself to be a perpetual nightmare almost as soon as it had begun.
Most professors are on top of things and have their courses thought out and well designed—but not this one. This professor had evidently seen too many old movies and modeled himself after every absentminded professor ever invented. He had transformed a week’s worth of lab work into a painful series of never-ending, ever-shifting deadlines. As soon as one task was complete, the professor discovered another detail that was absolutely essential that had somehow been left out of the instructions. So we lowly students were forced to begin at the beginning and do the whole thing over again.
Or fail the class. Which we all knew was not a real option.
So here I was, stuck in the basement at two o’clock in the morning, nowhere near finished. I still had hours upon hours of drawings to complete.
It was a real problem that this archaeology professor had begun his academic career in Art rather than in archaeology. After I got the first assignment back, I realized that it was not enough to do accurate drawings. No, this professor critiqued the technique and artistic merit of the drawings. There was no possibility of doing an accurate but sloppy job on the drawings and moving on to the next assignment. Unfortunately, I had never taken a single drawing class.
When I first signed up for the class, I had wondered why students were required to check out keys to the lab. Now I understood. The detailed measurements and calculations demanded by the professor took an outrageously long time, and the drawings...well, they required a meticulousness that needed a safe, uncluttered, quiet setting. No distractions.
So I found myself in this stinky old basement instead of at home, where I would not be safe from distractions even in the middle of the night. There had been innumerable times when I had gotten to a crucial part of my calculations, only to be interrupted by a child who fell of a bed, had a nightmare, or needed a drink of water.
The thought of my little munchkins at home, snuggled up in their beds looking like angels, made me smile. It also reminded me that while it was essential that I worked hard to get my degree, the really important people in my life would need me tomorrow.
I calculated the amount of work I had left to do, glanced at my watch once again, and made the difficult decision to go home, finished or not. I did not have classes to attend the next day, but my lovely and rambunctious daughters would be requiring my full attention and loads of energy. I had no intention of short-changing my children just because I had decided to pursue a degree.
As I slid off the tall stool provided by the school for the students’ sitting pleasure I realized two things. First, the stool must either be a part of a science experiment gone wrong or it had been created by a sadistic engineer, because the second was that my leg had fallen asleep.
“Not again,” I grumbled. It seemed that every time I spent more than three hours on one of those stools some part of my body fell asleep. I could never look forward to buckling down to long hours in the lab because I absolutely hated the tortuous prickly feeling that meant that blood had once again begun to circulate.
My first supposition that this was a part of a science experiment must be the correct one. I wondered where they hid the camera. It was certain that someone was at this moment documenting my reaction to this uncomfortable situation. It felt like an invisible being was using me as a pincushion. Or, to be more accurate, multiple invisible beings, thousands of invisible beings, each with their own very sharp, very hard, very long needle.
Cautiously I stretched my arms over my head, testing other parts of my body to see what might have decided to take a nap. My achy muscles reinforced the decision to call it a night. My neck was extremely sore from bending at just the right angle to see the shard, and my hands were beginning to cramp from holding the pencil for so long.
I had to learn how to take breaks more often. Finishing this project was not worth my body becoming twisted like a pretzel.
Although I must admit that going home looking like a pretzel would have one benefit. My children would think it was hilarious. There would be amusement value.
I gathered my purse, double-checked that my keys were firmly in my hand, and reached deeper into my bag to retrieve the pepper spray my husband had given me for my late-night forays into the lab.
It was only a short walk from the lab to the parking lot where I had parked the car a mere five hours ago, but better safe than sorry.
Moving to the door, purse in hand, I flipped off the light. I reached for the knob but stopped short of turning it. I paused to listen to the strange whirling noise that had caught my attention.
Whatever could it be?
Shrugging my shoulders, I gripped the knob tighter and began to turn. I had just opened the door a crack when my movements were halted once again, but this time by what I saw.
It was the freaks! The same ones my husband and I had noticed the day before.
What were they doing in the archaeology building, and why were they coming out of the janitor’s closet?
Carefully and quietly I closed the lab door. Another ten minutes in the lab would not hurt me. Surely that crowd would not stay around this almost deserted building any longer than that.
Besides, what was ten minutes, or even an hour for that matter? The important thing was that I avoided whatever mischief that freaky crowd had planned.
**Chapter 4**
“Okay darling, I’ll be right home. My bus should be here any moment,” I whispered into my cell phone. “Yes, I know you hate it, but let them do it anyway. No, don’t worry—I’ll take care of it when I get home.”
I glanced at my fellow bus stop inhabitants, and I was relieved to see that not one of them had any interest in my purely domestic conversation.
“I said I’ll take care of it when I get home,” I said louder, since it was evident from his responses that my husband was having trouble hearing me. “But I understand what you are saying.”
“Listen darling, just don’t worry about it, I’ll clean it up when I get home.” Tony was still having trouble hearing me, so I raised my voice a bit more. I looked around at those waiting for the bus with me. I might as well have been alone in the middle of a desert for all the attention I was getting.
I took several steps away from the group onto a grassy area. It had rained recently so it was muddier, but that meant it was also more private. I felt that there was now enough distance between me and everyone else that I could raise my voice to a normal level. My husband seemed to not be able to hear me properly when I spoke in a lowered voice.
I listened to the sound of my husband’s voice for a few minutes and realized that he still had not heard me properly.
“Tony, don’t worry,” I said calmly, but more loudly, “it’s good for them.”
“Of course not,” I responded. Could he still not hear me?
“No, it won’t teach them to be slobs! Just let them do it, okay.”
I felt eyes on me the moment frustration crept into my raised voice. I looked up to see every person at the bus stop looking my way.
How embarrassing.
For years I’d fought the degradation of good manners fostered by the cell phone culture. The overly loud voices, the embarrassing secrets not kept secret. The number of conversations I’d heard in public places that should have remained private…the number my children had heard!
After one particularly embarrassing bus ride, during which I could not escape from one side of an R-rated conversation, I decided that I would rather die than become one of those rude, obnoxious people who carried on loud, private cell phone conversations in public places. I vowed that all my conversations would remain low-key, low-voiced, and G-rated.
Based on quite a few faces, I had piqued the interest of my fellow travelers. But since my conversation contained nothing vulgar or private, it must have been my tone.
“Fine,” I said in a once again lowered voice, “but remember what I said...it’s good for them. I’ve got to go now—my bus is turning the corner. I’ll be home in a few minutes.”
I smiled as I closed my phone and stuck it in my purse. All this fuss about such a little thing! My husband absolutely hated messes, and it disturbed him when the kids used sheets and blankets to make a fort in the living room.
My theory was that living-room-fort-building was a win-win situation. The kids had a blast using their imaginations, they had a nice dry place to play on a rainy day, no one got hurt, and all we had to do was fold the linen again and the room was as good as new.
I still could not figure out why such a harmless activity bothered my husband so much.
Just as my bus pulled up to the stop a group of men came down the hill and streamed between the bus and the passengers waiting to board.
An odder group I truly have never seen. There were about fifteen of them, and they seemed to have walked off of a 1950s movie set—with their slicked-down, side-parted, long side-burned hair, black slacks with black shoes, plaid or white shirts, and pen protectors sticking out of the front pocket of every one of their shirts.
Even their skin seemed odd. It was somehow too smooth, too blemish-free…too perfect to be true. I’ve only seen that kind of perfection with the aid of makeup, which confirmed my movie set theory.
The group finally cleared the bus, and I watched their progress down the hill as I waited for my turn to board. The group ignored everyone around them as if no one else existed, or as if everyone else was too lowly for their notice.
I watched as they reached the street and continued across as a group even though the light was against them. They did not talk together; they just walked in concert as a mass.
As I heard the screech of tires, thankfully not followed by the sound of metal hitting a human body, I knew my guess must be right. Only actors too full of their own importance could be so inconsiderate as to stop the flow of traffic on a busy street.
It was not the first time actors had invaded campus. A movie studio must be using the university grounds as a setting for a 1950s movie.
**Chapter 5**
I yawned, and not for the first time—or even the tenth.
This project was taking forever to finish…for me, at least. My well-rested and unencumbered classmates had stayed for a mere two hours after class and had zipped right through the work they needed to do.
I, on the other hand, was destined to spend quite a few more hours all alone in the pseudo comfort of the basement lab of Denny Hall.
The problem was that I was neither well rested nor unencumbered, which had resulted in a concerning and irritating series of mistakes. I simply could not get my brain to achieve the level of concentration a project of this sort required.
Zoe had run a fever several days this week, and I could not help but be concerned. She was so tiny, so fragile, and looked dismally pathetic with her flushed face and lack of energy. To make matters more alarming, she would not eat anything and I had to force her to drink.
My head told me it was nothing serious, that this was a normal part of being a kid. This illness would pass just as Zoe’s fear of riding in cars had passed.
But my heart was of the worrier breed and had a different, much scarier opinion. It pulled out a huge spotlight and focused it on every single news report I had ever heard over the years that told about some poor family who had discovered that their precious child had a rare and fatal disease. Then, to make sure I got the point that life could be scary, it spotlighted every known instance reported where a disease was not fatal, but serious enough to change the life of a child forever.
It was not easy to do my schoolwork while my brain and my heart continued to battle. To say it was distracting was an understatement of the monumental sort. Particularly since all I could really do for my child at this time was to console and entertain.
Caring for a sick child—let me tell you—was a huge, exhausting, and horrible job. Walking an ill three year old around the living room for hours at a time was great for building muscles and burning calories, but not much else.
One problem was that I could not use the time to plan what I needed to do, or even think about my assignment, since my children had an innate talent for discerning the exact moment when my mind had begun to wander. As soon as my focus was not entirely on the little angel there would be a pitiful whimper, an uncomfortable wiggle, or occasionally a scream of pain.
Yes, in my house a sick child claimed all brain power available, and left none for silly things like schoolwork.
Now, even though Zoe was over her fever and was feeling better, there was still a twinge of worry. Just enough to distract me from the things I needed to accomplish so I could graduate…so I could help provide a better life for my children…so they could grow up to have children of their own…so they could be tortured by their own kids!
One of my main worries was that my family was not clear of this illness yet. Maybe—if I were very unlucky—a random germ had escaped my massive disinfection effort and the rogue germ was at this very moment stalking one of Zoe’s older sisters. If that were the case I would have to begin the whole process all over again. It made me tired just thinking about it!
I often theorized that among every group of germs there were extraordinary ones that were armed with special armor that protected them from disinfectant. They were the Special Forces of the germ world. Their purpose was to survive no matter what, so that they would have the opportunity to infect again.
My theory was first crafted a few months after the birth of my second child, and was validated before my third child had her first birthday. I was so sure that my theory was correct that I had contemplated writing a paper on it. It certainly was a fact that in my household, if one girl got sick, a week or two later the others came down with the same illness no matter how hard I tried to keep the girls separate and immerse everything in disinfectant.
It was imperative that I stopped that rogue germ before it struck! Two weeks from now was mid-terms, an extremely bad time to be distracted, worried, and exhausted. Zoe’s older siblings must not get sick!
I yawned again, for what must have been the hundredth time, which prompted me to take a peek at the clock on the wall. Yikes! I’d just wasted a full half hour worrying about a child who was probably happily snoring in her bed and anticipating a situation that might not even happen. If I was lucky.
I must focus! I had no hope of getting all this work completed if I spent all my time day-dreaming. Or should I call it night-dreaming, since it was the middle of the night? But night-dreaming sounded too much like normal dreaming that happened while a person slept. So maybe I should call it awake-dreaming.
“Awake-dreaming,” I whispered aloud, trying it out. “Yes, that is much better, since awake-dreaming pretty much sums it up, no matter the time of day.”
But as I said the word ‘time’ aloud, I was shocked out of my awake-dreams. That nasty word, time, was the bane of my existence, the commodity I seemed to be unable to not waste.
I glanced down at the pile of paper in front of me and groaned as I noticed the pen clutched in my hand.
I closed my eyes a second and took a deep breath. I would not panic. I would keep my cool.
But really, I was probably worried unnecessarily. I was a reasonably intelligent human being. I had full control of myself. Why was I worried?
But no matter how much I tried to reason with myself, I was afraid to look at my papers. You see, some people sleepwalk, I awake-dream doodle. The more distracted I was, the more I doodled. And I had been very, very distracted.
I gathered my courage and took a good look. I could not help but groan again, since my entire paper was covered with little squiggles wearing breast-plates and helmets. While I was distracted, my hand had drawn the very germs that had invaded my thoughts.
“Darn it! These squiggles don’t look anything like the pottery shard I’m supposed to be drawing. The professor will think I’ve gone nuts if I turn this in to her. I’ve got to focus if I ever want to complete this assignment.
“No matter what, I will finish today—even if I have to stay up all night. This is due Friday, so I have no more time to waste.
“I should be able to do it. Tony has the kids safe and sound, and no one ran a fever today. I cannot worry about my family. All is well on the home front.
“I’ll sleep all I want later. And after I sleep, I’m sure I’ll stop talking to myself.
“Oh, sleep! What a lovely word, sleep. I wonder who first said that wonderful, wonderful word—sleep? Was it a mother, trying to get a cranky child to rest? Oh, there’s another great word, rest, and then there is slumber, snooze, doze, nap. So many words for something so simple, something I could do right now if I just let myself relax just a little. And there’s another one, relax.”
The pain of my head hitting the cold hard table shocked me awake. I hoped it would not leave a bruise, but really, it served me right. How could I fall asleep sitting up? I needed to finish my work so I could go home. I needed to stop getting distracted by whatever nonsense was floating around my head. I need to focus.
“It is time you got down to business,” I told myself firmly. “Now that you’ve had a nice little nap, a little deep breathing should clear your head.”
I breathed in and out deeply several times to give my body the oxygen it needed to stay alert. Unfortunately, I soon found myself struggling to stifle a monstrous yawn.
“Not good enough! I need to be more alert than this. It may not require a tremendous amount of concentration, but I certainly can’t do it in my sleep. I will finish this, and I will finish it now. I will be awake, alert, and conscious.”
I shook my head like a wet dog and stretched my arms over my head. It was lovely to feel the blood once again begin to circulate. Just to make sure everything was working correctly I popped my knuckles. My mother had always told me that popping my knuckles would cause them to swell up like balloons, but it had not happened yet, and if it helped me stay focused…
I had been told by one of the other students that several pieces of the pottery shards were etched with a phosphorescent material. It was a detail that I wanted to include in my findings, but of course, it could only be seen in the dark.
“Well, this is as good a time as any to see this phenomenon,” I said to myself decisively. “Off with the lights, and watch for the glow.”
I crossed the room, switched off the lights, and turned to walk back to my station.
“Darn it,” I said in frustration. “Of all nights to have a full moon, why does it have to happen when I want to look for the phosphorescent etchings! I won’t see anything with that lunar spotlight shining in the window. I’ll have to close the shades.”
I crossed over to the window, but as I reached for the shade my hand was arrested as my attention was caught by a strange humming noise. It was an insignificant noise, not loud at all. If the normal noises of the day had been around, I probably would not have noticed it.
I shrugged my shoulders as I pulled down the first of the shades. The noise was just another distraction, and I would just ignore it. I turned to look toward my work station to assure myself that I was getting the proper result. I smiled as I saw that much of the moonlight that was illuminating my station had already been blocked.
Should I pull all the shades? Probably not, since I had started on the side that shaded my lab station. If I could avoid working in total darkness in this creepy basement I would.
Pulling down two more shades, I turned to again check my work station. Perfect! I was just about to make my way across the dark room when the bright moon projected the moving shadow of a person through a window with the shade still raised. As soon as that shadow passed, another took its place.
“Who could be here this time of night,” I whispered to myself. “I hope it is just a couple of security guards patrolling.”
I peered around the edge of the nearest shade. I vowed to be cautious, since I did not want whoever was out there to know I was in the basement alone. I was sure it would not be wise.
“Oh, my goodness,” I whispered, unsure if I should be more shocked or afraid.
In the bright moonlight, a veritable pageant of freaks poured past the basement window. The group consisted of about fifteen to twenty people, and the moon provided sufficient light so that I could get a good look.
Something was not right. Among the group parading by I recognized both the aviators I had spotted in the U district weeks ago and the 1950s self-centered geeks from the day before.
One thing was certain—even if they were a part of a movie company, they had no business on campus in the middle of the night.
I pulled out my cell phone and called security. I no longer felt even remotely safe in the basement of Denny Hall, not with these freaks and geeks free to roam around all night.
**Chapter 6**
“Do you want us to escort you to your car?” the security guard questioned gently.
I looked at him and smiled. Here was a man who was perfect for his chosen profession. He was kind, polite, and there was real intelligence shining from his soft blown eyes. In my opinion he was the perfect security guard. You could not help but feel safe in his presence. Not only did he have a nice fatherly face, but he was big enough that any football coach would have been crazy not to have recruited him for the high school team.
“Yeah lady, if you feel scared we can take you to your car,” the second security guard chimed in.
My gaze shifted to the smaller man, and I had to fight to keep the smile on my face. This man did not engender trust, safety, or calm feelings of any kind.
About the kindest feeling I could dredge up when I gazed at his rodent-like visage was sorrow that the poor man had to go through life at such a disadvantage. Not only was he puny, but his resemblance to the rat family certainly did not instill trust—or tolerance.
The more I thought about it, the more I knew I should feel sorry for this guy. He must have been the last person chosen for the team at every playground game as well as the last boy left standing at dances.
I had no clue as to his background, but this puny little man exuded guile and dishonesty. He gave off weird, creepy vibes that warned everyone in the vicinity that they had better beware, a predator was near.
If I spotted this guy following me down the street, with his squinty eyes and shifty look, I would find a safe haven as quickly as possible, all the while hugging my purse tightly to my side.
These uncharitable thoughts flooded my mind for a full two seconds before my better self regained control.
Who was I to pass judgment on this weasel-like little guy? And purely on his looks alone. For all I knew he might not have a vile bone in his body. He might have dedicated his life to helping others feel safe and secure as they go about their campus life. He may spend his time taking care of his ailing mother, entertaining sick children at hospitals, and donating regularly to the food bank. He may be a veritable saint hidden in the skin of a sad sinner.
I needed to focus on what ultimately mattered—that security was here when I needed them. They had responded immediately to my phone call, and they were thorough enough to start by validating my right to be in Denny Hall in the middle of the night. As soon as they were satisfied that I was not an interloper they checked the premises for trespassers. But they had been unable to find any evidence of other people either in the building or near it.
I should have felt glad that whoever had paraded past had not left any damage behind. Instead I felt foolish. I could tell that the guards thought I was spooked by the loneliness of the building. They thought I was afraid of my own shadow. They believed that the group I had seen marching past was just my overactive imagination in hyper-drive.
And maybe they were right. It was, after all, their job to know what was going on around campus in the middle of the night.
“So lady, we need to make our rounds. What’s it gonna be? Do you want us to escort you to your car, or can we get on with our work?”
The security guard’s squeaky voice interrupted my charitable thoughts about him, and the uncharitable ones came flooding back. He was really an unpleasant and despicable specimen of a human being.
I scrunched up my face in thought. It was now two o’clock, and I still had a lot of lab work to complete. I could take the guards up on their offer to escort me to my car, but that would mean that I would need to stick around again tomorrow night. Or, I could suck it up, stop being a baby, and complete what I needed to complete.
When I thought about it, it was a no-brainer. The group I thought I saw out of the lab window was probably the work of my sleep-deprived, overactive imagination.
“It’s okay. I think I’ll just stick around here for a few more hours,” I replied.
* * *
Two more hours of concentrated work on the never-ending project and I finally had it completed. To say that I was happy to be done did not even hit close to the mark. I was ecstatic, blissful, jubilant, euphoric, and of course, dangerously exhausted. If I did not know that this room would be filled with students in a few hours, I would seriously consider curling up in a corner and taking a long, long nap.
But then again, my husband probably would not appreciate it if I did not show up. Not just because most husbands become worried if their wives stay out all night, but also because I needed to be there to watch the girls in the morning so that he could go to his classes.
Now, while I still had an active brain, was the perfect time to head home. Driving in my sleep was a habit I did not want to acquire.
I gathered my backpack from the corner of the lab, and had just put my papers inside when that annoying humming noise returned.
What could possibly have made that strange noise?
I gave myself a slap on the face, both to wake myself up better and to knock some sense into me.
“Repeat after me,” I said aloud. I felt sure that the sound of a human voice, even my own, would help me understand the words better. “It is none of my business. None of my business, do I hear. None…of…my…business!”
Unfortunately, I knew that mysteries were a weakness of mine. I could ignore them when I had a deadline to meet, but I had just finished the project…
I blame it on my early reading material. I was reared on Nancy Drew and Trixie Belden novels, and as I got older I graduated to Agatha Christie and Dorothy Sayers. I could not ignore a strange noise or an unusual sight. I was compelled to investigate. Or, as I found out earlier tonight, call security.
But I had already called security one time tonight, and had been made to feel the fool. Besides, what would I say? There was a strange noise?
The more I thought about it the more I realized that investigating this particular strange noise only made sense. I’d be spending many more hours alone in this basement before I finally attained my degree. Not knowing the source of that strange, whining, humming noise would drive me batty and distract me from my work.
I only had one course of action open to me. I zipped up my backpack, threw my shoulders back, and marched over to the lab door determined to get to the bottom of the mysterious sound.
The cold of the door knob activated the sense that must have fallen asleep sometime during the night while I was completing the project—common sense.
What kind of detective boldly marched out to investigate possible nefarious activity? What could I have been thinking? Were all those hours spent studying the methods of the greatest fictional detectives for naught?
I took a moment to take stock and realize that my heart was pounding madly. The thought of investigating a real mystery had sent adrenaline rushing through my veins.
But I did not need the energy provided by adrenaline, I needed caution. I needed to regain control of myself before I took another step.
I took a deep breath and cautiously let it out. I was pleased to feel my heart rate begin to slow, and that feeling of excitement begin to cool.
After a few more breaths I felt more in control. It would not do to make a lot of noise just as I was about to begin my investigation. It might warn any intruders of my presence. Then I might never find out the source of that strange noise.
I knew I could sneak out of a dark room easier than a lighted one, so I flipped off the light switch. Then I hunched my shoulders forward to get into stealth mode. I was ready to sneak and pry. Spy and investigate.
I slowly turned the handle. I listened for sounds in the hallway. All seemed clear.
I eased the door open excruciatingly slowly, and as soon as I had it open an inch I cautiously looked through the opening. It was completely empty.
I gently swung the door wider until I could squeeze my entire head through. I could now see the entire length of the hallway.
Strangely, I was disappointed. All that caution for nothing. There was no one in sight.
Most disappointing of all was the lack of the humming noise. When had it stopped? I had been concentrating so hard on not being seen or heard that I had not even noticed that it had ceased.
I stepped into the hall and gently closed the door behind me, carefully locking it so that it would be safe from the intruders, if they really existed and chose to return.
It was that exact moment that my body decided that it had had enough. Fatigue hit me and I could not resist a yawn. My brain suddenly felt foggy, and I realized that not only was I very, very tired, but I had not eaten in over ten hours.
No more time to play around with kid games. I’d just walk calmly down the hall, out the door, and straight to my car. It should be safe enough by now. Even crooks were probably asleep this close to dawn.
Everything would have been fine and dandy if the humming had not started up again just as I passed the janitor’s closet.
I gritted my teeth in frustration. Was someone playing some sort of cruel joke on me? Was there a camera hidden nearby, waiting to record my reactions? Was there a psychological experiment being perpetrated in the bastions of the archaeology department?
Frankly, right now, I really did not care why the noise existed. Strange noises in the middle of the night no longer interested me in the least. The possibility that the psychology department had invaded archaeology space did not worry me. I was simply too tired to play Nancy Drew.
I had one thing, and one thing only on my mind—my bed. More than anything else in the world right now, I wanted to go home, curl up in my bed, and get some glorious, restful slumber.
Well, maybe there was a second thing on my mind—that stupid noise! I could not help but wonder why that irritating sound was coming from the janitor’s closet. I was absolutely positive that no janitor in his right mind was in that closet at this time of night. All the sane little janitors were safe and sound in their own little beds, fast asleep.
So I had to wonder, who or what was in that closet?
I stepped back a pace and took a long, hard look at the closet door.
That was odd. I’d never before noticed the plaque over the door. I knew that every door on campus was labeled with a similar plaque that stated the purpose of the room. But I’d never noticed that this one did not actually mention janitor or facilities or custodial at all.
“DTA?” I muttered to myself. “What could DTA stand for? Maybe something like Dust, Trash, and…and…and what? Appliances? No, that doesn’t make any sense.”
Okay, so the Nancy Drew syndrome had resurfaced. I felt absolutely compelled to have a little peek inside that mysterious closet.
Just in case the closet was inhabited, I resolved to open the door very slowly and very quietly. If I was successful, whoever was inside the closet should never notice my presence. Or at least that was my hope.
Besides, one little peek could not hurt.
**Chapter 7**
I gradually awoke with that uneasy feeling that always followed a vivid but strange dream. I sighed as I realized that this particular dream was being extremely slow to release me from its powerful hypnotic grip. I shook my head from side to side a few times, trying to shake off the unaccountably disturbing feeling engendered by the image of thousands of white rabbits robotically hopping around a huge green field.
From past experience I knew that if I did not eradicate the image before I opened my eyes, it would slink back into my thoughts throughout the rest of the day. So with eyes still closed, I mentally changed the scenario. A convoy of white trucks descended upon the green field, the drivers opened up the back doors, and all the creepy rabbits obediently hopped inside. When the last manic rabbit was safely aboard, the drivers shut their doors and drove off toward the horizon, hopefully never to visit my imagination again.
As the last white truck drove out of sight, a large blue, red, and yellow truck pulled into the meadow. A crew of workmen descended and began to unload huge beams of wood painted white and gold. The workmen quickly assembled the structure, and as they retrieved further items from the truck it became apparent the structure was a beautifully crafted carousel.
To complete the pleasant picture, my husband drove up in our car, and my daughters jumped out of the back seat and excitedly ran to the now completed carousel. My husband helped each girl onto her chosen pony and the ride began, complete with the traditional carousel music. The girls did not even attempt to hide their joy as they laughed and giggled in delight.
Now that was an image I could easily return to throughout the day! It was much more pleasant to visualize my children happily playing rather than robot rabbits marching about the meadow.
Now I could safely open my eyes, and it was about time to. I needed to discover how I had ended up unconscious on the floor. Had I lost my balance as I inched open the door and fallen headfirst into the closet? Had I peeked though the door only to hit my head on a tool that had been hung at a dangerous height?
Or, gulp, had someone hit me?
It really bothered me that I could not recall how I had lost consciousness.
I opened my eyes, took one look around and gulped again in dismay. This was no closet!
And, horror of horrors, there, in front of me in living color, was my dream of the white rabbits recreated. Only instead of rabbits it was men and women in white lab coats, and instead of a meadow it was a huge lab. And instead of hopping, the people walked—with that same robot-like precision of my dream.
“What is all this? Where the heck am I?” I said aloud, unable to keep my thoughts from spilling out of my mouth.
“It is a little hard to explain,” a male voice just behind me answered.
Startled, I jumped up and attempted to twirl around to face the owner of the voice, but at that point I discovered that I had not been lying of the floor as I had supposed, but on a table. I was fortunate that the man had quick reflexes and he was able to catch me before my face slammed into the floor.
“Thanks,” I said grudgingly, allowing the man to help me into a standing position. As he released my arm I took a few moments to brush nonexistent dirt from the knees of my pants as I surreptitiously looked him over. Was he the type to knock a woman unconscious in a closet?
He was a dark-haired, clean-cut, intelligent looking man of about forty, average handsomeness, wearing a white lab coat. It was unfortunate that none of these attributes qualified the man as safe or trustworthy. Weirdos could come in many shapes and sizes, and evil could be camouflaged to appear harmless. I needed to make full eye contact to learn what I needed to know. Very few people could keep their true characters from shining out of the “windows of the soul.” I’d been in enough customer service jobs that I was pretty good at reading those soul messages and figuring out if someone was trying to hide something.
One look at his kindly eyes told me everything I needed to know. These eyes were honest, compassionate, and intelligent. This man meant me no harm.
“So, I’ll ask again. Where am I?”
“As you can see, you are in a lab.”
“Right. But what lab? I’m pretty sure I’ve never been in this lab before, and I thought I’d seen every lab on the UW campus. Am I on campus?”
“Yes…you are on campus, and you are right, you have never been in this lab before.”
“Hey, wait a minute, how can you be so sure? How do you know where I have or have not been? What is all this? Are you some kind of spy?”
“No, no, no! Don’t be upset. I haven’t been spying on you. I know nothing about you.”
“You know nothing…then how do you know I’ve never been here before? How can you be sure? Maybe I have been here before!”
“If you had been here before, I would know. So I know you have not.”
“And how can you be so sure? I’ll bet you don’t spend every moment of your life in this room. I could have visited while you were out.”
“Not likely. I would have been told.”
Had I misjudged the man? Instead of the nice kindly man I had taken him for, was he some kind of tyrant who instilled fear in all his employees?
The man looked at the expression on my face and decided to expand his answer. “I am always informed when someone from the past steps through the portal into our time.”
“From the past?”
“Yes, you are now in what you would call the future.”
At those words I began to worry. How could I have misjudged the man? How could I have not seen the spark of craziness that must lie just below the surface? Had I lost my ability to read people? Was I in a crazy man’s lab?
I took another long look at the man who was patiently awaiting my response. He looked sane enough; yet, if he believed this was the future, he must be insane. Or maybe he was not truly insane, he was just delusional.
“So, you say this is the future?” I kept my voice calm and gentle, so that I would not irritate the man. It would not be smart to aggravate him if he were indeed unstable.
“Not to me. For me, it’s the present. You are just in a future time for you.” The man answered calmly, showing no physical signs of stress…or instability. Except, of course, the instability of believing that I had traveled through time.
“Come now,” I inquired softly, inadvertently speaking as if I were questioning one of my children about a bad dream she had had, “you don’t really believe that, do you?”
“I do indeed.” The response was firm and calm.
It scared me that the man seemed perfectly sane, and perfectly serious. He appeared to really believe what he was saying.
“You believe this is the future?” I questioned further, accidently letting a little tension creep into my voice.
“Not for me, only for you.”
“So what is now for you is the future for me?”
“Yes, except my now is hundreds of years after your now.”
The man was so calm, so sure of himself.
“Fine,” I continued, slightly irritated that I could not get the man to show any doubt, “let’s say, for the sake of argument, that you are right and this is what to me is the future. So explain to me how I got here?”
“From what I can tell, you just walked through the door.”
“Walked through the door…” I was confused. What kind of answer was that!
“You walked through the portal. We have one in the basement of Denny Hall. You just wandered right through it.”
“You mean the closet door? The closet door is a time portal?” I did not quite know why, but I was beginning to believe that this crazy man might not be crazy. Maybe it was the compassion shining out of his eyes, or the complete lack of tension in his shoulders. It made me want to trust him, and I usually did not feel the urge to trust lunatics.
“I’m afraid so.”
I gulped. Could his story be true? Could I be in the future?
“So now I’m in the future?”
“Your future, yes.”
I gulped again. His sincerity was too real. His intelligence too evident. I believed him.
“So what happened when I walked through?”
“You weren’t prepared to travel, so you immediately lost consciousness.”
“For how long?”
“About five hours or so.”
“Five hours!” I yelped, frantically looking around for an exit. “I’ve got to get back home. My husband will be frantic with worry. Where’s the closet door?”
“I hate to tell you,” the man said calmly, pulling up a chair and sitting down, “but it’s not as easy as just letting you walk back through the door.”
“What do you mean?”
“Have a seat.”
I located a chair across from the man and sat down. Somehow the act of taking a seat helped me to relax a bit.
“Continue,” I said as soon as I was comfortably seated.
“There is a lot of red tape. A lot of reports to be filed. A lot of decisions to be made about your well-being.”
“I can take care of my own well-being, thank you very much,” I said crossly. “Just do whatever reports you need to and show me the closet door, and I’ll get out of your hair.”
“I wish it was that easy.”
“But it’s not?”
“Sorry, it’s not.”
I looked at the man and could not say a word. His eyes appeared so sad, so compassionate. I imagined that the look he gave me was very like the one a doctor would give a patient who had a terminal illness and only had a few months to live.
“Look,” the man continued, “other people before you have found their way to our time. It doesn’t happen all that often, but when it does we usually just allow the person to stay in our society. We’ve enriched our culture tremendously that way.”
He looked at me as if he expected a response, but I had nothing to say.
“It’s amazing how quickly people entering our world create lives for themselves. Some of them—”
“I already have a life. I want to go back,” I interrupted stubbornly.
“Yes, but here you can—”
“Are you telling me I have to stay? That I will never see my family again?”
“Not quite.”
“Then what are you saying?”
“I’m trying to prepare you for the possibility that you won’t be going back.”
“Well, don’t even bother trying. I have to go back! My family needs me.”
“I’m sure they do, so just calm down. There is no reason for you to get upset before any decisions have been made. There is still research to do, and there have been one or two instances that I know of when someone was returned to their own time after wandering into ours.”
“I had better be one of one or two times. I have three kids and a husband. I need to help my kids grow up.”
“Just relax for a bit, and I’ll check on the research group. They should be done soon.”
As the man moved down the maze of pathways toward another part of the lab, I began to worry. What would I do if these people never let me return to my family? How could I survive without my husband and my little munchkins? How would they survive without me?
Just thinking about it made my heart break. I looked around me for a moment, and saw that no one was paying the least bit of attention to me. They would not care if I indulged in a bit of self-pity.
I usually refrained from crying since I wanted to teach the girls the benefits of self-control. But the girls were not here to see me. I felt very alone and bereft without my family.
I laid my head on the table and began to cry. Well, to be truthful, I blubbered. I sobbed. I wailed. I had more water flowing out of my eyes than Niagara Falls during the rainy season.
I cried myself to sleep.
* * *
My next conscious thought after my pity-fest was the sound of voices. My head was still on the table, and it seemed to me that the owners of the voices must have been standing directly behind me.
“She’s scared.”
“Well, if you were in her place, wouldn’t you be scared?”
It was obvious they were talking about me, so I decided to “sleep” a little longer. I made an effort to keep my breathing slow and steady.
“I would. I would suspect that the place was full of crazy people, and that I hadn’t a hope for the future.”
“I never knew you were such a pessimist!”
“I’m not a pessimist, but from her viewpoint things look pretty bleak.”
“Try to assure her that everything will be okay.”
There was a long pause. Could that mean that the response was a head nod? I so wish I could see as well as hear. Facial expressions and body language would tell me so much!
“So we are sending her back. How will we keep her from talking?”
I was going home! My heart began to pound so hard I was afraid I would not be able to hear all of the conversation, and I wanted to hear every word.
“We have a rarely used technique that should do the trick.”
“This technique, it makes it safe to send her back to her own time?”
“Yes. It’s called shielding, and it is perfectly safe if done correctly.”
“So you have done this before?”
“Not exactly.”
“What do you mean, not exactly?”
“It’s not a technique that is commonly used. It can be dangerous. For her.”
“What can happen?”
“I will be shielding her memories. It’s a tricky business, because if I shield too much, she might forget more than just her trip into our time.”
“Like—”
“Like how to brush her teeth, or even how to eat.”
“I can see how that could be awkward.”
“Or, it might cause damage we cannot predict.”
“Damage, what kind of damage?”
“The brain is very complicated, and with all we’ve studied, there are still some things we don’t fully understand. There is always the possibility that something in her brain would cease to function properly.”
“Cease to function…you mean she could become a vegetable?”
“I’m afraid so, but only if things go wrong.”
“Is it absolutely necessary to mess with her mind?”
“‘Mess with her mind’ is a rather crude way of putting it, don’t you think? I prefer to think of it as a delicate medical procedure.”
“But is it necessary?”
“It’s necessary if we want to be able to send her back. And you know how important that is.”
“What if you make one of those rare mistakes? What if you shield too much and make her into a vegetable?”
“I won’t do that.”
“How can you be sure? You said you’d never done this before.”
“I can be sure because it is too important—our survival depends on it.”
“So you believe you can do it right?”
“I have to do it right.”
In the tense silence that followed that statement, both men moved away and I could no longer hear their voices. I decided my best course at the moment was to keep my head on the table as if I were still fast asleep. Anyone watching me would assume that I had not overheard a word.
I almost wish I had not. My heart was now pounding so hard I worried it would hammer its way right out of my chest. But this time it was not pounding with excitement, but with fear.
Tears began to silently stream down my cheeks as I thought of all I might lose. I had spent years in school, preparing myself for a career. One slip of the surgeon’s tools and I might forget everything I had learned. I might never have the chance to use the education I had spent so many years acquiring.
And then there was my health. I had always had wonderfully good health, but what if that ended? What if the surgeon made a mistake and damaged my eyes, or my ears, or my lungs, or my heart? Would I be able to adapt?
But my true fear was that this process would in some way harm my family. Sure, it would be bad enough if my health was compromised or if I lost the ability to use my education, but my family was everything to me. Anything that affected me, affected my family. I could not stand the thought of my little girls growing up without their mother, or my husband struggling along as a single parent.
My family, my health, my education—my life! One wrong move by the surgeon, one mistake, one slip, and I would cease to be me.
* * *
I awoke to find my sleeves drenched in tears and the man I had first talked to sitting across the table from me. His kindly I-feel-so-sorry-for-you look disappeared from his face and was replaced with a saccharine sweet, have-I-got-great-news-for-you expression as he saw my open eyes.
“I’m so glad you’re awake, I’ve got great news!”
“Great news?” I asked cautiously as I painfully lifted my head from my arms. My neck and back creaked like an old ship. How many hours had I been sitting in that awkward position?
“Oh yes, very great news. All the forms have been completed, and the decision had been made to send you back to your own time.”
“But I thought you guys couldn’t send me back because I might talk?” I looked directly into the man’s eyes as I asked the question. Whether I ultimately trusted him or not depended on his response, and his body language. How much would he tell me? Would he tell me the whole truth? Was he smooth enough to smile, lie, and chat as if everything was perfect and I was not about to have a procedure done that might adversely affect my life forever?
“I don’t think you’ll talk,” the man said calmly, his smile slipping a bit. “You’re smart enough to know that no one would believe you.”
“They might.”
“Right,” the man responded, his smile slipping a bit more, “you think everyone would believe you if you starting talking about a magic door that took you to the future?”
“I wouldn’t call it a magic door!”
“What would you call it?”
“A time portal. People have heard of time portals in my time, you know.”
“They have?” He looked very confused, and had given up any pretense of the happy-go-lucky, everything-is-peachy-keen persona he had attempted to assume. “People in your time have heard of time portals? How can that be, when they haven’t been invented yet?”
“Haven’t you ever heard of science fiction?”
“No, what is it?”
“It’s when stories are created based on possible scientific advances. Only usually, the scientific advances have bad consequences.”
“So you’re saying that there has been speculation that time portals are possible?”
“Loads of speculation!”
“And there are supposed to be bad consequences?”
“Loads of bad consequences.”
“Tell me more. What kinds of consequences do people speculate might occur? There may be something we haven’t thought of. ” He pulled out a pad of paper and began to write, forgetting that he was here to convince me that everything was gong to be all right.
I smiled. What a relief to find that humans were basically the same, no matter the time. In the future scientists would continue to use low-tech gadgets like paper and pencil, and they would remain predictably distractible. Mention their field of expertise, tease them with possible unknown theories, and they were hooked. All else was instantly forgotten.
“I would love to talk sci-fi with you, but…”
“But what?”
“Well, didn’t you come in here to talk to me for a reason?”
“Talk…oh! I had forgotten. I apologize.”
“Apology accepted.”
“So, what were we discussing before I got distracted by time travel and its possible unintended consequences?”
“You were telling me that I will be allowed to go home.” I watched his face carefully, and was strangely relieved to see the worry reappear. I think he was a sincere man, not smooth at all.
“Right.” He pushed his paper and pencil away as if they smelled like bad fish. I had ruined his happy moment.
“You were saying that no one would believe me if I told them about my adventure.”
“Right,” the man said, nodding his head sadly, “and you said that people would believe. That some people already think time travel is possible.”
“I was only saying what I said to see what you would say in case I could get you to say something you didn’t really want to say but that was important and worth saying.”
“You were saying that you said…” He looked perplexed, as if the sees and says of my sentence had his mental muscles tied up in knots.
“I was conducting an experiment, trying to determine if you could be trusted.”
“Oh.”
The wounded look on his face helped me make my decision. Here was a man about as smooth as sandpaper, as easily distracted as a five year old, who was upset at the thought that someone might not trust him. He was either an evil genius who was also an exceedingly good actor, or he was a good guy and truly meant me no harm. I decided to go with the good guy theory.
“I couldn’t tell anyone about this,” I said, wanting to relieve his mind a bit. What kind of guest would I be if I visited in another time and caused problems and stress? “They would think I was nuts!”
“They would?”
“Of course they would!”
“So people don’t know anything about time travel? This whole thing, this Science Fiction, it was just something you made up?”
“Oh no, I didn’t make up science fiction. The genre is real enough. A lot of people enjoy it because it makes an entertaining story. But very few people believe all that stuff can really happen.”
“So you don’t want to tell anyone.” He said it like a statement, not a question.
“Not likely.”
“I knew I could trust you,” he said in relief as a smile blossomed on his face.
“So,” I said propping my elbows on the table. It was time I got some real answers. “You’re sending me back simply because you believe I won’t talk? Isn’t that rather trusting of you guys?”
“It would be if that were the only reason we were sending you back.”
“So tell me, why are you sending me back?”
“The decision was made to return you to your time because we make every effort not to change important events of the past.”
That was a shocker! I had expected him to say that I was deemed harmless enough to send home, or they did not want to deprive my children of their mother. But to decide I should be sent home because I was of historical importance, that I had done something…
“Are you saying that I am in some way connected to an important event?”
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