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​The Woman Who Fell Backwards
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I

You materialize and regain consciousness six inches above the sidewalk and drop.  Disconcerted, you fall to the ground next to an open sewer.  Until then you had been arriving each time in the sterile environment of the laboratory cocoon.  It appears you have finally predated it.

You get to your feet, wipe the filth off your clothes.

Your first thought is to look around for your partner.  He might be in any one of the ramshackle huts that line the dirt path, or he might be on a parallel street.  You were programmed to appear together every time, side by side, but even in the cocoon variegations and divergences in anticipated patterns began to emerge. You and your partner had no one to talk to about it, no one to question, as the cocoon was completely sealed off.  You agreed on a series of protocols should you become separated, but now that it comes down to it, the protocols seem senseless without any supporting hardware.

First, to business.  At your belt are the minute sensors you are to release at each stop.  Somehow they will gather data, encrypt and encase themselves, and lie dormant for your overseers to locate when the time is right.

You release one, key it, and cast it aloft.

That out of the way, you look around.

A few hundred yards away, a cluster of tall, circular, gleaming, impregnable one hundred fifty story towers loom.  All around you is the sprawling, crowded, stinking, disease-ridden, decrepit, depressing city slum.  Why call it a slum?  The slum is the city, the entire city, broken only by the anomaly of the towers, and the city is like every city, planet-wide.

Right now, though, your only concern is finding your partner.

You feel dizzy, disoriented.  The stench threatens to overpower you.

Protocol one: if you are indoors, step outside.

You are already outdoors.  You are not alone.  Pedestrians and occasional rickshaws ply the footpath.  People walk in and out of huts and cottages.

But not him.  Not Alexis.

Protocol two: head for the esplanade along the waterfront.  Go to a certain bench next to a certain monument of a somber man that nobody remembers.  All right.  You can do that.

You are reluctant to move from the spot, though, because it delineates a new phase of your mission.  From here on out, you venture into the unknown.  Although this is the city you grew up in, as you proceed it will become less and less familiar.

You start to move.  First one step, then another.  You cannot shake a core of fear that has erupted within, somewhere behind your solar plexus.  And another feeling: abject loneliness.  You have already left your loved ones irrevocably behind, but taking these steps seems to seal the passage somehow.  You realize as you never have before that there is no return.

Around you, people go about their business, paying you no heed, except for occasional men, both young and old, who leer at you almost absentmindedly because you are young and attractive.  Women don't stay that way long out here.  The burdens of survival exact their toll, misshape bodies, carve wrinkles, darken eyes, tighten mouths.

You exit the lane into the larger road along the esplanade where pedestrians, cyclists, rickshaws, hand-pulled carts, and occasional motor-driven vehicles vie for space.

It's late afternoon.  The sun hidden within hazy clouds suffuses the sky with rose and saffron and amber.

The fresh salt sea air, laden though it is with the odor of decaying refuse, revitalizes you.

The bench is deserted.

You look around, searching, hoping.

The fear is like vomit rising in your gorge.  You fight to suppress it.

And then an unfamiliar voice calls your name.  "Emma!  Emma!"

*     *     *
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Raymond emerges from the squat concrete building in which he has been ensconced for the past ten hours and looks upward at the nearby tower.  His gaze doesn't even make it all the way to the top.  It lingers at the second and third floors.  The mirrored window glass casts the colors of the setting sun back into his face.  He can't see inside, but he knows what is in there.  Challenging tasks, not the petty proofreading, titling, and sorting that he does now.  Comfortable work stations and office chairs.  Perks such as lounges, games, coffee and snacks, medical and dental insurance.  That's what he aspires to.  Sometimes he feels it's like smashing his head over and over against a brick wall.  He's not ready to give up, though.  The way he looks at it, his forehead might get bloody but at least a few more minute bits of brick might fall each time.

He shudders as if awakening, starts down the path, wonders if he should stop for a quick whiskey.  No.  Too expensive outside.  Better to wait until he gets home.

Home.  What a grandiose name for his current residential shack.

He takes a quick walk down to the waterfront to watch the sunset.  He knows it's a risk, but it's also his only chance for a glimpse of beauty and a breath of relatively fresh air all day.

After dodging traffic, he makes it to the esplanade.  People are already starting to disperse from the crowded beach.  Once the shadows lengthen, groups of ruffians invariably emerge to prey upon passers-by.

Then he spots her.  She is standing beside a bench, gazing out to sea.

He has done this countless times.  His heart pounds; he begins to sweat regardless of the cooling temperature; his normal reserve and self-assurance cracks and his mind gibbers; from within erupts a strange mix of dread and desire.

Always he is disappointed.  Sometimes he stops short, noticing definitively that it is not her before he makes a fool out of himself.  Other times he initiates a conversation, only to realize his mistake, mumble apologies, and shuffle away crestfallen.

He won't do it this time, he thinks.  He'll turn around right now, cross the road, and traverse the labyrinth of footpaths to his home.  Home.  That word again, so ironic, so devoid of meaning.

He gazes at the crimson and orange hues of the setting sun on scattered clouds for a moment.

In despair he realizes that he cannot help but try again.  It is the only feeling he has that is stronger than his craving for a position within the tower.

"Emma!  Emma!"

She turns.

It's her.  Oh my God, it's her.  She looks the same, perhaps younger.  She is younger, of course.  She appears worried, pensive; but the long shining hair, the nose, the mouth, the eyes with bright intelligence glowing in their depths...  He has memorized that face; he has studied every detail.  

He wants to rush forward, take her in his arms...

But he realizes that he cannot.

For her, this is their first meeting.

"Do I know you?"  That voice...  He suppresses tears.

"We've met, yes."

"I'm sorry; I don't remember."

"My name is Raymond."

"Hello," she says guardedly.  "I'm waiting for someone.  He's late."

The sun has touched the water and spread a reflective glow.

The beach is all but deserted.  Pedestrians are dispersing from the walkway.  The shadows are long.

"It's not safe here," says Raymond.

"I have to wait.  It's important."

"I'll wait with you then."  He wouldn't think of leaving her now even if a hoard of human predators attacks.

"But why?  I don't even know you."

"Trust me; we've met."

"Where?  When?"

Raymond sees at least half-dozen dark figures emerge from a pathway and approach on the opposite side of the road.  If he and Emma don't move soon, their escape will be cut off.

*     *     *
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With a discernible hum, about half of the street lights along the esplanade wink on, some bright, some dim, some flickering.

Where is your partner?  He should have been here long ago.  It is nearly dark.  You know about street danger; you were roughed up and robbed by callous bullies plenty of times before you were selected for the project.  This person who has accosted you is right.  You have to get out of the open, seek shelter, lay low.  But that means you and your partner will not be able to find each other.  And if not now, when?  It won't get any easier as the mission progresses.

"We've got to get out of here now," says Raymond.  "Some of them just bluster, but some are more intent.  There has been a rash of rapes lately."

"All right."  Somehow you trust this stranger, although you can't pinpoint exactly why.  Once you get out of immediate danger, perhaps he can help you locate Alexis.

You swiftly cross the street together and hurry up a dirt footpath lit sporadically with dim yellow globes on poles.  You pass small shuttered shops, a reeking public lavatory, multitudes of huts cobbled together out of odds and ends picked from refuse.  Raymond leads you in one direction and then another apparently at random until you are hopelessly disoriented.

Out of breath, confused, and afraid, you say, "Wait.  Stop.  Aren't we safe yet?"

He pauses and says, "Maybe."

"I have to go back.  That's where my partner was supposed to wait for me.  I need to find him."

"I know."

"What do you mean you know?  And how do you know my name?"

"I told you.  We've met before."

You look at him more closely.  He might be twenty, even thirty years older than you.  Though he has the facial corrugations and scattered gray hairs of middle age, he's not unattractive.  "No," you say.  "I don't know you."

"I know you don't," says Raymond.  "For you, this is our first meeting.  But not for me.  I know what you are doing, what your mission is, what you left behind.  I first met you twenty-eight years ago, when I was about the age that you are now."

"That's impossible," you whisper, although you know it's not.

From nearby you hear shouts, curses, the bursting of broken glass.

"We need to get out of the street," he says.  "I'll take you to my place."

"What about Alexis?"

"You'll meet him shortly after dawn on the esplanade."

"How can you possibly know that?"

"You told me."

What can you say to that?

He takes your hand.  His grip is firm; his hand is warm.  The contact somehow calms you and dulls the ever-present ache of dread and unutterable loneliness.

"Come on," he says, and leads you away.

*     *     *
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Raymond wishes he didn't have to bring her here.  He has never been able to associate this domicile with any feeling of joy, only abject survival.  He lives in a single-room flat on the ground floor of a building assembled mainly of plywood and plaster.  He has a small fridge, a single electric burner, a chamber pot he uses at night and empties in the morning at the public toilets.  When he turns out the lights, cockroaches skitter along the walls and rats scurry over the floors.

And yet, when he enters with Emma, his hand still holding hers, the room is illuminated in a mysterious kind of way.  It is their space, at least for now. 

He switches on a dim table lamp. 

He realizes a modicum of diplomacy and tact are in order, though he wants to spill everything all at once.

They sit in his two frayed wicker chairs and regard each other for a moment.

"I, uh...  I have to use the bathroom," says Emma.

"I can take you to the public latrines up the street, or you can use that."  He points to the chamber pot covered with a piece of plywood and a brick.  "I'm sorry," he says.  "This place is a dump.  I haven't always lived like this.  Like many people, I've fallen on hard times."

Emma says, "The house where I grew up wasn't much different.  I don't want to go out again, at least not right away."

"Go ahead, then.  I'll step outside."

"You don't have to."

"It's all right.  You don't know me."

As he waits in the cool night air, in the neighborhood around he hears muffled conversations, the rattle of aluminum plates and cutlery, coughs, chuckles, a kid crying, a dog barking.

When he re-enters, she's sitting quietly, hands on her lap.

"Are you hungry?"

She shakes her head no.

"Thirsty?  I have some clean water.  And I have some whiskey, if you're in the mood."

"A little of both."

"Mixed or separate?"

"Mixed."

He nods.  It's common for folks to spike their water with a little booze, to take away the ever-present hint of a taste like musty dishcloths.

She drains half her glass before speaking.  "So you've met me before."

"Yes."

"How did that happen?"

"You came looking for me."

"Why would I do that?  I don't even know you."

"You didn't a short time ago.  Now you do.  Look, I don't know how much I should tell you."

"Tell me everything.  There's no other way.  But first fill my glass again."

He refills both their drinks, this time flavoring the water with a more liberal dose of whiskey.

"I guess it's my turn," says Raymond.  "Last time you did almost all the talking.  I know a lot about you.  Your father died of cholera because he couldn't afford medical insurance for your family.  Your mother was wasting away; your brother and sister were sick as well.  You, though, were in the peak of health and somewhat of a prodigy. You were approached and offered full medical and a second-floor tower apartment for your family if you would make the ultimate sacrifice for the good of science and humanity."

"You don't have to tell me about myself.  I know all about myself."

"I'm sorry.  I just wanted to establish my credibility."

"Who are you?"

Raymond smiles.  "You keep asking me that.  My name is Raymond Anthony Watson.  I'm fifty-two years old.  I have a shit job sorting meaningless bits of computer data that barely keeps me fed and in whiskey.  Time has not been kind to me.  You can clearly see the wrinkles, the gray hair, the yellowed and uneven teeth.  In fact, I'm ashamed for you to see me like this."

"Why?  What difference does it make?"

Raymond doesn't answer.  He stares into his glass.

She leans forward.  "Were you and I...intimate?"

After an awkward silence he says, "You're the love of my life, even though until now I only knew you for about fifteen hours twenty-eight years ago.  I've had girlfriends, casual lovers even, but I could never bring myself to marry.  There's always only been you."

She remains speechless.

"I know it's a lot to absorb.  But you...  You know what it is to be alone.  You knew you were condemning yourself to a lifetime of loneliness when you agreed to participate."

"There's Alexis.  We were paired up so we'd have each other."

"I know.  But you two are not compatible.  You already know that, although you've resolved to make the best of the situation.  But you're drifting physically apart from him already with each fall backwards.  It started before you even left the tower, didn't it?  And it's going to get worse.  Soon you're going to lose him completely and you're going to be alone."

Tears pool in Emma's eyes, trickle down her cheeks.  She wipes them with her sleeve.

"You know," says Raymond, "twenty-eight years ago this city was quite different.  There were trees, and lawns, and parks.  I had a decent job and a clean three room apartment.  You'll like it."

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because it's your home.  It's where you'll be heading for.  It's your hope.  You're going to go there and tell this whole crazy story to me, and I'm going to believe you and fall in love with you and for a brief moment of existence the universe lines up exactly right and we're going to have a few hours of heaven.  Most people don't get that much.  It was intense enough to sustain me all these years.  I knew I'd see you again somewhere – or maybe I should say somewhen – up the line."

"But if all this is true, what happens after I visit you twenty-eight years ago?"

"Do we really have to talk about that?"

"Yes.  Is there anything I can do to stop myself?"

"You told me yourself.  The instrumentation is built inside you.  You considered not sending the history capsules, but then you realized that would only cause them to renege on the promise to your family."

"So I...fall back further?"

Raymond nods.

"But then I'll have nothing to hope for."

"You don't know that.  And you figured clever ways to keep in touch with me.  You send me messages now and again.  You'll keep doing it as long as you're able.  You're maturing, learning to adapt.  You'll be all right."

Emma gives a slight smile, finishes her drink, and sets the glass on the rickety plastic table.

"Do you want some more?"

She shakes her head.

Raymond says, "I know you may think this is forward, but when we meet again you'll understand.  We don't have much time.  May I touch you?"

*     *     *
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And something falls into alignment in your mind and heart and you grasp what Raymond has been trying to explain.  It's an anomaly, something unanticipated, unscheduled, outside of the equation.  When you agreed to fall endlessly backwards through time ejecting little data-grabbing capsules, you pictured it as a form of slow suicide.  Something ceased functioning properly; something died within.  You became numb, going through the motions with businesslike resolve but seeing no hope of salvation, no way out of the enveloping despair.

And now here is this man, this strangely compelling middle-aged man, telling you that you can begin to live again, you can become reborn.  You have to look beyond surface appearances.  You are not falling into a pit, continually moving away from something; you are moving forward, but the direction of the goal is relative.  Into the future or into the past, what's the difference?

And this man before you encaged in a deteriorating middle-aged body...  Is it true?  Was he your lover?  Does he love you still?  You realize that if your positions were reversed and you were the aged one, you would want desperately for him to accept you as you are, to recognize the ageless you within.

Abruptly you sense that he knows exactly what you are thinking.  You're not guessing.  You know that he knows.

A dizziness more of the spirit than of the flesh threatens to overwhelm you.  Although you're anything but tired, in fact you're at the peak of alertness, you say, "I'd like to lie down now."

"Of course."

It's a simple bed, a low wooden platform, thin mattress, white bottom sheet, colorful but faded cotton quilt on top.

You take off your boots and lie down on the sheet with your clothes on.  He is about to tuck the quilt down over you when you say, "No.  You too."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes."

He lies down beside you.  You are faced away from him, and he puts his arm over you and gently rests his left hand on your stomach.  There is no coercion, no urgency, no petulance, no impatience.  After a time, he works his right arm under you so that he is completely clasping you around the waist.  Still there is no rush.  Time, which until a while ago appeared to be your enemy, now is working with you to carry you to your destination like a slow-moving stream.  Gradually, by degrees, his pressure around you increases.  But it is not uncomfortable.  Rather, it is as if you are sinking into each other.  At the appropriate moment you turn around.  There is no hint of awkwardness, of technique.  Each progression in intimacy has an inevitableness to it that makes it seem the most natural thing in the world.

At some point mutually yet wordlessly agreed upon, you cease activity and fall asleep.

When you awaken, the light of dawn filters into the room through cracks in the window shade.

"I made breakfast," says Raymond.  "Coffee, toast, peanut butter, jam."

"I'm not hungry."

"Yes you are.  Anyway, even if you don't feel hungry, you need to eat."

"I need to pee."

"You know where to go."

This time there is no self-consciousness about it.  When you are finished you wash your face and hands at the small sink, dress, and then join him at the table.

You look at the food and say, "The truth is, I don't need to eat.  Nutrition is synthesized within my body from the liquids I consume, from particles I breathe in.  I don't really know what the process involves.  I can eat if I want to, but it creates awkward disposal problems."

"I can't imagine the technology."

"It's an expensive project.  I don't really understand what the ultimate purpose is, but I know that a lot is riding on it.  My clothes are high-tech too.  They're somewhat chameleon-like to avoid unpleasant ramifications if I don't fit in when I slip into new time periods."

"They've thought of everything."

"No they haven't.  They haven't thought of me; they're only using and discarding me.  They've cast me into a bottomless pit to continue serving their purpose until I die somewhere along the way."

Raymond comes around the table and takes your hands.  "You don't have to play it their way, you know."

"What choice do I have?"

"You may have to keep feeding them their data for the sake of your family, but you don't have to maintain an attitude of subservience.  Set your own goals within the parameters of possibility.  You'll figure it out."

"And what about you?  Once I leave you'll never see me again."

"Maybe I'll catch a glimpse of you as a child."

You smile sadly.  "I was born several lifetimes into the future.  Wow, it feels strange to say that."

He smiles.  "Would you like to spend more time together?"

You check your instrumentation.  "I'd like to, but I can't.  I have no control over when I go, and it won't be long.  We have to find Alexis."

"Alexis, yes.  Back to the real world."

"Believe me, nothing about this is real in the traditional sense of the word.  I think we're inventing our own reality."

"I like that," Raymond says.  He slips on a gray pullover.  "Let's go."

He leads you through the maze of dirty streets in the chill of dawn.  Around you people are stirring, rattling cups and utensils, clearing their throats, spitting, coughing, arguing, laughing.

Morning traffic has already commenced on the thoroughfare.

Across the street on the esplanade, Alexis sits on the rendezvous bench.

You draw back together into the shadows; you hug; you kiss.

Raymond is trying to put on a brave face, but he's crestfallen.  He's holding back tears.  You can see the despair welling up within him.

"Don't be sad," you say, inane and pointless as it sounds even to you.

"You're going ahead to our next meeting.  As for me, I've had my two.  I'm never going to see you again.  Forever."

"Don't say that.  We can always hope.  Maybe they'll find a way to bring me back.  Maybe I'll find some sort of loop in time and I'll circle back around."

"No," says Raymond.  "Maybe in the future I'll delude myself like that, but not now."

You hug again.  It's hard to let go, but you feel the inevitable vibration within and realize you have run out of time.

"I have to go," you say.

Raymond tries to smile, and raises his hand in farewell.  "Thank you for coming," he says.  "It was worth it, even if..."  He doesn't finish the sentence.

You hurry across the street.  Alexis sees you and stands up.  You take his hand, look across the street one more time, look Raymond in the eyes, and smile.

And you fall backwards.

II

Emma hurried through the quiet, tree-lined streets.  She had arrived only minutes before, but she didn't want to waste any time.  Already she had purloined a pair of jeans and a blouse off a clothesline.  She was getting quite adept at such pilfering, seizing any opportunity to upgrade her appearance to match the milieu in which she found herself.

As she walked, she keyed a data sensor and released it.

There.  Her job was done.  Her time was her own.  She had looked forward to this day for decades.  Well, decades of objective reverse time, at least.  For her, only a few years had passed.  At first, the jumps backwards had seemed to follow a strict mathematical formula of objective/subjective time and last for a fixed number of hours.  Now, she was being thrust farther and farther into the past with each jump, and the periods she spent stationary varied from a few hours to a few days.  She had no way of knowing whether those who had given her this assignment had planned it this way or something had become skewed in her instrumentation.  

It had been over a year subjective time since she had last managed to link up with Alexis.  She considered him gone for good.  Even before she lost him, however, she had begun to care less and less whether she found him when she stabilized.

Raymond, however, was another story.  It was as he had told her.  She clung to his words and to their anticipated meeting as her only constant in an ever-shifting collage of brief perceptions of one time period after another.

She had thought long about how to approach him.  Before, in the future, he had been the knowledgeable one and she had been ignorant; now their positions were reversed.  Sometimes she dismissed her concerns about how to initiate the meeting, reasoning that because he had already met her and told her about it that it was inevitable, so it didn't matter what she did.  Then she would agonize about whether there was a margin of error and she could affect future events by how she handled the situation.  She concluded that she had no way of knowing if the future was fixed and inevitable or manipulable, and that she should do her best to bring about the result she desired but not obsess about it.

She slowed, and stopped.  There it was.  A three-storey apartment building, obviously not new but well kept up, about a half-mile from the sea and a few blocks from the university where Raymond had studied.

Raymond had given her the address, the apartment number, and the date they had met, but he had not specified exactly how it had come about.  She had decided that there was no time for subterfuge, no time for waiting around for him to come out and arranging a pseudo-casual encounter.  She knew she had just this one shot and she wanted to make the most of it.

Her plan was to knock on the door, introduce herself, and take it from there.

*     *     *
[image: ]


No matter when your alarm went off, it was always next to impossible to get out the door on time.  As you brushed your teeth you ran over the inventory of needed items in your head:  envelope with printed-out project outlines, memory stick with almost complete project, laptop.  You slipped on your slacks, scanned the hangers in the closet for a clean shirt.  

You were still barefoot, buttoning up the shirt, when you heard the knock on the door.

Who could that be?  Nobody ever came by that early in the morning; in fact, very few people came by at all.

The knock was repeated.

"Just a minute!"

You didn't bother to look out the peephole first; you opened right up.

A young woman in blue jeans and yellow blouse.  Long shining hair; bright intelligent eyes.  Eyes to get lost in...

Bad timing, though.

"Good morning," she said.

"Hello.  I'm sorry, I don't have much time; I'm late for work.  Can I help you with something?"  

You wished you could stay and chat.  Whatever she was selling, you were willing to hear the pitch.  But...

"I need to talk to you," she said.

"I'm sorry.  Maybe another time."

"There is no other time.  It has to be now."

"But I have to get to work."

"Forget work.  This is more important."

"How can you say that?  You don't even know me."

"Yes I do.  Your name is Raymond Anthony Watson.  You're twenty-four years old."  She went on to proffer details about your family, your job, even your aspirations.

"Who the hell are you?  Some sort of cyber-stalking blackmailer?  You've come to the wrong place.  If you know anything about me, you know I'm not rolling in the wealth."

"You really think I'm a criminal?  Look at me.  LOOK AT ME!"

You stopped fiddling with your shirt buttons and took a closer look.  She was attractive, sure, the sort of girl you could fall for, but still...

"Please give me a few minutes.  Please."

"All right."  You let her inside, closed the door behind her, and motioned to the couch.  She sat at one end and you at the other, with a cushion's length between you.  "So how do you know so much about me?"

"We've met before."

"I don't remember.  I'm sure I would remember you.  You're definitely memorable."

"Thank you.  I want you to do me a favor."

"And why should I do you a favor?"

"Trust me."

"That depends.  What's the favor?"

"Call in sick.  Take the day off.  Spend it with me."

You were about to reply with a sardonic, flippant retort, but something stopped you.  It was her expression.  She was serious.  But how could she be?

What the hell was going on?

"I'd love to take some time off, but I can't afford to.  I'm in the middle of wrapping up a major project.  If you could explain what this is all about..."

"I'll explain everything.  I promise.  Make the phone call first so we don't feel pressured by time."  Abruptly a pitifully sad expression came over her, and she repeated, "Pressured by time."

You had never done much that could be called radical in your life, apart from getting drunk a few times and stoned a few other times in college.  The last time you had gone out with a woman was six months ago, and that had been for only a few weeks, a couple of dates.  You had gone into a survival mode, doing your work well, indulging yourself in good food, films, and books.  You visited relatives and friends, but not often.  You had become an island fortified by habits.  Safe, untouchable.

And now this stranger had entered your home.  She might be a saleswoman, a religious fanatic, a con artist.

Somehow you knew she was none of those things.  And somehow the realization punched through your encrusted lethargy that this was one of those moments that happened rarely in life, to be seized or not seized.

You picked up your cell phone, and you called your overseer.

*     *     *
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And so the day proceeded.  It was easy for Emma to seduce Raymond.  And once the seduction was accomplished and they had spent some skin-to-skin time together, it wasn't difficult to open up and tell him the whole story.

At first it was obvious he didn't know quite what to make of it.  Now that the ice was broken, he was willing to indulge her whether he really believed what she was telling him or not.

But that's not how she wanted it to go down.  She wanted him all-in as soon as possible.  This thing was real, at least for her, and eventually for him too.  But relentless time was passing, and the sooner he caught the real drift, the better.

It was early afternoon and they were debating whether or not to go out for a bite to eat.

She said, "Before we go anywhere you need to realize where we really stand.  I'm going to leave soon and you'll never see me again."

"It doesn't have to be like that.  Stay."

"I can't.  It's not up to me."

"There must be something you can do."

"The instrumentation is built inside of me.  To try to remove it would kill me."

"This doesn't make any sense."

"I know.  It would be simpler if we hadn't met, but we did.  Whether you realize it or not now, when I leave you are going to miss me.  You're going to spend the next twenty-eight years of your life desiring me, and then you're going to find me.  For me, it will be our first meeting.  You'll explain everything to me like I'm trying to do for you, and at some point everything will fall into place and I'll believe you and fall in love with you."

"You mean the middle-aged me."

"It's the same you!  That's what I didn't understand at first.  It's all part of one total experience.  It might be an anomaly; I don't know.  But it's real."

Raymond, appearing pensive, remained silent.

Emma said, "You know what your problem is?  You're not desperate enough.  You have a measure of security.  You're all wrapped up in yourself.  When I met you, though, in the future, I was in despair.  I was vulnerable.  I needed you as much as you needed me.  No, you're not desperate enough.  But you will be.  And then it will be too late.  I have been waiting for years to meet you again.  It's all I've really thought about.  Everything else has been going through the motions.  After this is the void for me.  Nothing.  Nobody.  I'm terrified.  I expected you to give me something.  Some stability, some hope, something to see me through whatever lies ahead.  But if you can't offer that, if you can't think beyond yourself and your habits and your own comfort, I'm out of here."

She slid out of bed and quickly got dressed.  She couldn't hold back the tears.  She swiped at her cheeks with her sleeves.  Before she walked out the door she said, "Anyway, thanks for the future."

*     *     *
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You didn't know what to do.  What the hell did she expect, anyway?  She came in out of nowhere with this wild tale of the future and time travel and the two of you as lovers, and she thought you would just jump to it and fit right in?  You weren't like that.  You took your time to get to know people.  You played it safe, went slow.

Too safe.  Too slow.

She had pegged you, all right.

But what were you supposed to do now?

And all of a sudden, sitting there all by yourself, your world imploded.  It didn't take long, because there wasn't much of substance in it.  It was true what she had said, all of it.  You had built a wall of habit around yourself that you wouldn't let anyone penetrate; it was a form of anesthetic to numb the loneliness.  Except that she had stripped away the delusions, and you were vulnerable.

And vulnerability hurt.

She had opened herself up to you, made herself vulnerable.  How often does such a thing happen?  For many people, probably never.

What had you done?  Why had you let her go?

You pulled on some pants and a shirt, intending to run after her barefoot rather than waste any more time and risk losing her.

You opened the door.  And there she was, sitting on the top stair, weeping.

You took her hand and helped her up, put your arm around her, and led her back inside.  

You closed and locked the door.

You said, "I'm so sorry," and kissed her eyes and cheeks and lips.

You disrobed her and then yourself, and led her back to the bed.

You spent an indeterminate amount of time learning the difference between having sex
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