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“In sum, the sole objective reality consists in the relations of things whence results the universal harmony.”

— Henri Poincaré, The Value of Science (1905), translated by George Bruce Halsted
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“For fantasy is true, of course. It isn’t factual, but it is true.”

— Ursula K. Le Guin, “Why Are Americans Afraid of Dragons?”, in The Language of the Night

​Realtasy

“The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen

Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing

A local habitation and a name.”

— William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act 5, scene 1

41.661° N, 91.536° W · JD 2446332.50291

The chemistry lesson asked Lynn to calculate an equilibrium constant.

At the next computer terminal, Mara was asking a man in Wisconsin whether he had eaten dinner.

Lynn looked at her worksheet. She had drawn a box around question six so firmly that the pencil had torn the paper. The answer on the screen was still wrong. The desk edge pressed into her forearm.

A chair scraped behind them. At the end of the row, somebody said, “I saved it. I know I saved it.” His neighbor bent toward the screen and answered too quietly for Lynn to hear. She folded her arms and waited for Mara to look at her.

“Can I ask you something?” Lynn’s whisper sounded loud when the printer stopped rolling out paper.

Mara held up one finger. She typed loudly and fast, waited, laughed, and typed fast again.

“Chemistry?” she said, eyes never wavering from the screen. She twisted her finger through her long ponytail held up by a pink and blue banana clip.

“Possibly,” Lynn said a little louder, watching Mara’s finger twirl faster in agitation.

“No one is studying on the system. This is all socializing. You know, fun.” Mara pointed to the other terminals. Mara’s eyes met Lynn’s. “You’re spoiling our average.”

Lynn looked down and saw her hands shaking the paper slightly. She had been assigned the user account because she was taking advanced chemistry. She sat in a cold computer lab on a Monday night to study chemistry with fellow students, not have fun. Fun was sailing, hiking, or reading a good book. Definitely not advanced chemistry.

She stared at a paperback of Future Shock on the chemistry professor’s desk, as he demonstrated their technically advanced computer system with the pride of a man who had arranged for the future to visit his classroom. Students could work at their own pace and ask each other questions. They could repeat an exercise without asking the professor to explain it again. The computer would never lose patience.

She’d used the computer system to try to keep up with the accelerated course.

It had told her she was wrong six times.

H2(g) + I2(g) <=> 2 HI(g)

At equilibrium: [H2] = 0.10 M  [I2] = 0.10 M  [HI] = 0.74 M

Kc = ?

> 74  INCORRECT. TRY AGAIN. (1)

> 0.018  INCORRECT. TRY AGAIN. (2)

> 148  INCORRECT. TRY AGAIN. (3)

> 2.7  INCORRECT. TRY AGAIN. (4)

> 0.014  INCORRECT. TRY AGAIN. (5)

> 54.76  INCORRECT. TRY AGAIN. (6)

> 55  CORRECT.

The seventh time, it let her go. Mara, still typing to the guy in Wisconsin, didn’t see.

The account came with a password and a time limit on her session. If she used her time talking, the chemistry did not get an extension.

Mara rolled her computer lab chair closer and showed her how to find the personal messages. An older grad student adjusted his Walkman headphones and smoothed his moustache across the table. He checked his watch and looked at the campus bus schedule, then left in a hurry, leaving his candy wrappers hidden under the keyboard.

For the first few evenings Lynn came with her textbook open and worked quickly, going home for dinner and a little time for reading and relaxing. Later she brought the chemistry book to put under the monitor to raise it from the computer table.

In the class’s online bulletin board system, or bbs as the instructor called it, someone asked about a poem. Someone was looking for a ride. A student at another school wanted to know whether snow squeaked everywhere or only where he lived. People who would have passed one another in the halls without speaking were arguing about the sound of snow.

Lynn stayed to explain the poem.

By autumn she knew which computer rooms in which campus buildings remained open late. The foreign language lab was good before dinner. She liked the Macintosh beside the wall, where she could spread her notebook out without bumping anyone’s elbow. A familiar face at the next station repeated a sentence in French, louder each time. The recorded voice kept going. After the start of each hour, the machines filled with people wearing headphones who had actual work to do. Mara knew about a smaller room where a radiator knocked behind a cupboard and nobody checked what language they were learning.

The main campus computer center was open 24 hours. The room had bright fluorescent lights and no one ever seemed to leave or arrive.

Mara kept the server addresses on a folded sheet. One reached a BITNET mail contact. Another reached the live world. She wrote what each was for before Lynn copied them.

From the chemistry account, Lynn learned about a game called a MUD, which meant multi-user dungeon. The world they entered there had places made of sentences. A door opened because someone had written that it did. A room could contain a staircase that went through the ceiling without anyone consulting the floor above.

Mara had built a garden with a broken bench.

“Why broken?” Lynn asked, trying to imagine sitting on a broken bench.

“So people have to sit close.” Mara kept typing details about the surrounding trees and sky. Fingers tapping. Stalling. Tapping faster. Back space.

“You could just make a smaller bench,” Lynn said, reading over her shoulder.

“Then they wouldn’t have anything to complain about.” Mara started typing out the room exits to her virtual friends’ online rooms.

Lynn chose the user name Genevieve. She gave herself a ridiculous description, a short, fat, noisy flibbertigibbet carrying a noodle. The noodle was important. It gave people something to ask about that wasn’t her.

Mara read it over her shoulder.

“What’s the noodle for?” Mara looked at Lynn to see if she had anything noodle-related in her pin collection on her backpack. Just music, humor, musicians, and poetry pins.

“Exactly.” Lynn smiled and waved when Mara left for class.

Mac found Genevieve in Mara’s garden room and typed hello.

Lynn typed *smiled and waved*.

He asked whether the noodle was cooked.

She told him that was a very personal question and *noodled him and laughed*

Lynn almost laughed out loud, but shifted in her chair and looked around to see if anyone was looking. No one was.

For a while they played the way the other people played. They offered each other imaginary cups of tea. They opened doors into impossible rooms. Once Mac, who had wizard powers in the game, changed the garden’s weather without asking.

Mara came into the computer lab as soon as she could on the campus bus to put it back. No wispy snow clouds floated through her garden without her permission.

Then Mara went home early one night and the conversation between Lynn and Mac kept going.

Mac wanted to know what Lynn had been reading. She typed a whole paragraph about a character who had made an unforgivable choice. Mac asked her why she thought it was unforgivable. By the time she had finished answering, she had missed the last campus bus she meant to take and had to walk home.

He never hurried her.

On the nights Mara went home early, there was sometimes a sandwich in wax paper beside Lynn’s keyboard. Lynn thanked the computer lab monitor. After a few weeks, she wondered if the monitor was Mac, but the monitor said, “Huh. I’m Jason. Are you okay?”

She began writing down sentences in a small notebook to bring to the lab. A quote by a science fiction writer a professor had said. A woman down the hall crying on the telephone in the dorm hallway. Again. Two lines of Dickinson she said under her breath on the walk to the bus. The piece of a dream she could remember while brushing her teeth and lost before she found a pencil. Mac asked for the part she thought was too small to tell.

On the screen, he could write that he put a hand on the back of her chair.

She could write that she decided to lean against it.

* * *
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Mac says, “There is something about you I love.”

Genevieve says, “Must be my sexy typing. *grin*”

Mac smiles.

Genevieve hugs Mac.

Mac feels the world spinning around his ears.

Mac hugs Genevieve.

She smiles and asks for one more. ;)

Mac says, “I don’t care what you look like in real life. I love you.” <3

Genevieve blushes.*pink cheeks*

Genevieve says, “Send me a picture, ok?” *smile*

* * *
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By the fourth hour, Lynn had taken off her shoes and kicked them under the table.

The room was empty. Later the computer science students would come in with their assignments and their terrible coffee left on the cart at the door, but for now the radiator had stopped knocking. The only sound was the fan in the cabinet behind her.

Coats had gone, but a damp wool smell remained. Under the next desk, a strip of printer paper had caught around a chair wheel.

Every screen in the row was dark except hers. Down the left side, the lines took turns, his and hers.

Then the world stopped.

The cursor held its place beside the sentence she had not finished.

Lynn waited with her hands on the keys. In her room in the MUD world, Mac had one arm around her. She wondered whether he was waiting too, or whether his half of the evening was continuing without her.

They never logged off without saying goodbye. He would know something happened and worry.

Across the aisle, the attendant opened a can of Coke at the front desk.

“Dumping the database,” he said. “Give it a minute.”

She put her shoes on and went for water.

At the entrance door, the glass was cool against her forehead. Beyond it, people crossed the sidewalk in coats they had not needed when she arrived. A woman carried two paper bags with the tops rolled down. A man waited while another man unlocked a bicycle. The second man said something. The first bent over laughing.

Lynn put her hand against the glass beside her face. She had been up since six. Standing here in the dark, she felt the day slip away. Homework still left to do.

She had told Mac she loved him. She had not told him that she sometimes came to the lab without eating, afraid that he would log off while she was buying a sandwich.

At her terminal, the messages had arrived all together.

Mac whispers, “Still there? *kiss*”

Mac waits for Genna.

Mac hugs Genevieve. She smiles and asks for one more.

*Hug* wish you were here...

Lynn sat down so quickly that the chair rolled into the radiator.

Genevieve says, “I’m back! Went for some water!”

Mac kisses Genevieve. “I missed you. It felt like forever. I checked all the rooms and saw you logged off.”

She read that twice.

The water was still cold in her mouth. She swallowed before answering.

Then she put her hands on the keys.

* * *
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The last time Lynn met someone from the MUD, he had asked her if she wanted to go back to the computer room right after dinner.

Online he had been a wizard with a ferret and a laugh she could hear without ever having heard him. At dinner he picked little squares of paper from his napkin and lined them up beside his plate. She had talked too much. He had talked too little. Back at their separate terminals, they recovered enough to say goodnight.

Mac knew that story.

“What if we don’t like each other?” she had asked him once.

He answered so quickly that she suspected he had been preparing it.

“Then we will have to be very polite.”

She laughed. He had asked whether she really laughed or only typed that she did.

She told him both.

On her walk home, she tried to remember whether he had ever said where on the East Coast he lived. He had said east. She had supplied the coast. Or he had said the coast and she had supplied a city. She stopped at a crossing and could not remember which.

He was always available when she said she would be there. That had seemed like care. It still seemed like care. She wanted to know what he wasn’t doing when he came to talk to her.

Yesterday she had given him her address.

Today there was an envelope in her box.

Lynn stood beneath the hall light and turned it over. Her name was typed on the front. Her real name. She slid a finger under the flap, then tore the rest because she could not wait.

Dear Genevieve,

Thanks very much for giving me your address. I will send you a picture as soon as I have one. I promise. It’s not that I’m shy, but I just don’t have a lot of pictures of myself on hand. I will call you about paying you a visit soon.

Love, Mac *kiss*

There was no photograph.

She checked the empty envelope anyway.

Her apartment smelled of the radiator and the tea she had made that morning. She put the letter beside the telephone. The cupboard held tea packets and a jar with three cookies in it. She moved the jar to the counter, considered a cookie, and left it there.

The room never quite warmed at floor level. She kept a folded blanket beside the couch for her feet. Downstairs, a television audience laughed at something she couldn’t hear.

The telephone rang.

“Hello.”

“Hello, Genevieve. This is Mac.”

His voice was younger than the one she had imagined for him. Softer, too. She sat down on the couch and pulled the cord across her knees.

“Mac.”

“That’s me.”

She listened behind him. No traffic. No chair moving, no radio, no other person asking whom he was calling.

Long distance always came with a hiss, a small sea under every word. This line had none.

“You got my letter?” he asked.

The radiator knocked twice and went quiet.

“Just now. How did you do that?”

“I wanted you to have it.”

She was so glad to hear his voice that for a moment this answered her question.

She wound the cord once around her finger.

“I’m going to visit you,” he said.

The cold came up through the floorboards.

Lynn tucked one foot beneath her. “When?”

“It will only be a short visit. I’m just coming to say hello.”

“Do you have somewhere to stay?”

Downstairs, the television audience laughed. Half a second later, faint and small, the same laugh came through the receiver.

“I want to meet you.”

“So do I. I just mean, it’s a long way.”

He was quiet long enough that she could hear her own breathing and feel the faint roughness of the receiver against her ear.

She could not hear his.

Behind him there was nothing. Then the nothing went on. Wider than the room, wider than Iowa, until she pressed the receiver closer to be sure he was still there.

“I think I’m in love with you,” he said.

She looked at the letter on the table.

The lamp made a yellow circle on the paper, right over his *kiss*.

“I feel the same way.”

“Bye, Genna.”

The line clicked.

Stunned, she was still holding the receiver when someone knocked.

* * *
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He stood outside her door looking down at his shoes. Brown hair, cut short. Blue eyes, with a ring of green at the center. Taller than her six-foot-one father. Looked like an athlete and smelled exactly like her old dorm roomie’s boyfriend’s expensive aftershave. A small duffle bag in one hand. The other hand was empty.

She opened the door as far as the chain allowed.

A draft came up the stairwell and moved the edge of her green sweater. Two floors down, the light on the landing flickered off and back on. She tightened her hand on the knob.

“I think you have the wrong apartment.”

“I’m Mac.”

She recognized his voice. She shut the door to lift the chain, then opened it too fast and hit her hip with the knob.

“Mac? How did you get here?”

He stepped inside and put his bag beside the couch.

“Are you hurt?”

She rubbed her hip and laughed because she had wanted to meet him without doing anything foolish in the first ten seconds.

“No. How did you get here so fast?”

He held out his arms.

For weeks she had been able to answer that gesture by typing *hug*. Now she stepped into his arms.

The rug slid a little beneath her wool sock. She put her weight on the other foot and rested her cheek against the place his shoulder appeared to be. Her sweater pulled tight across her back. She waited for his shirt to brush her face.

Her eyes told her his hands were against her back. She watched one hand move over her sweater, fingers spreading as though he was learning the shape of her.

Her back felt the sweater. Beneath that, her own skin.

She drew away.

Mac smiled at her with such plain happiness that she smiled back.

“You’re here,” she said.

“I’m here.”

He bent to kiss her.

Lynn lifted her face. She could see the small unevenness in his lower lip. She closed her eyes and waited for the pressure.

Nothing.

She opened her eyes with her mouth still raised toward his. Mac’s face was close. His eyes were closed. When they opened, they were blue and green.

She stepped back and her leg hit the table.

That hurt.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She pressed her fingers to the new sore place on her thigh.

“I don’t know.” The intensity of the pain confused her. She rubbed her leg and saw Mac’s hand reaching towards her hand and felt everything except Mac.

* * *
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On the couch, she put her hands over his.

The lamp lit their hands and the worn place on the armrest. Her books stood two deep on the shelf behind him. A car passed outside, briefly lighting the ceiling.

They looked like hands placed together. His fingers were longer. His nails were clear and smooth. She tried closing her eyes again.

When she opened her eyes, his hands were there, but she felt the backs of her fingers touching her own palm.

“Can you feel that?” she asked.

“Yes.” Mac made a mmm sound and closed his eyes.

“What does it feel like?” Lynn stopped and her fingers rested on her palm.

“Your hands. Soft. Small. They typed me. They are the reason I am here.” Mac opened his eyes and rubbed her hand back and forth.

“Warm?” She watched his fingers caress her hand.

He nodded.

Lynn took his hand between both of hers. She rubbed where she could see his knuckles. “And now?”

“That tickles. I love the word tickle.” He laughed before she did.

She watched the laugh change his whole face. Her own hands continued moving, feeling the joints of her other hand through an arrangement her eyes refused to accept.

“Mac, I can’t feel you,” Lynn admitted softly.

His smile went away. “Maybe you’re nervous. I look a little different. No scarf. No green ears.”

“I’m very nervous. I don’t have a noodle, either.” She reached for the sleeve of his shirt. Her fingers met a little resistance. She could move it. She could see it wrinkle.

She couldn’t feel the cloth.

She rubbed her fingertips together. They were warm now. A rough place beside her thumbnail caught against her skin. She pressed it into the seam of the couch cushion, harder than she needed to.

“Can you feel the couch?” she asked.

“Yes.” Mac tapped the cushion.

“And the floor? Why am I feeling my own hand or air where you are?” She pushed hard against his hand.

“Ow. Hey, ow.”

Then, quietly, “Lynn.”

It was the first time he had spoken her real name.

She looked up.

“I’m here.” Mac opened his arms.

She wanted to be kind and not frighten him by saying she couldn’t feel him.

He had come a long way to meet her. She was so close to being happy talking with him online. She didn’t want him to see her looking frightened. She didn’t want him to leave.

She leaned into him. She wanted to relax and feel him. Her eyes saw his slightly rumpled shirt and she breathed in deeply. All she smelled was her own perfume.

He put his arms around her. With her eyes open, it looked like everything she had imagined. His muscular arms around her, her body against his. With her eyes closed, her shoulder pulled against the seam of the couch and her neck ached from holding her head to one side with no support from his body. Leaning into air strained her neck muscles and hurt.

She kept her eyes open.

Mac kissed her forehead. She saw him do it and felt the little upward movement in her own face, the movement she made when someone was being tender with her. She saw him smile and kiss the middle of her forehead and down between her raised eyebrows.

That was hers. He had caused it. She couldn’t decide whether that helped.

“Are you real?” she asked.

“I can feel you.” Mac kissed her lips while she talked.

“That’s what you keep saying.” Lynn watched his tongue appear to move inside her open mouth. He looked up startled and pulled back.

“Ow. Felt that. Guess we need to talk more than kiss right now. I just want you to know how much I want to show you how I feel. I have typed it all out and wanted you to feel my words. Wanted you to really know me.” He put his face in his hands.

She reached toward him and stopped short
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