
[image: ]

Jen & Gary’s Infinite (Quantum) Entanglements

a novel

Nick Gregorio

Unsolicited Press

Portland, Oregon

www.unsolicitedpress.com

info@unsolicitedpress.com

619–354–8005

Jen & Gary’s Infinite (Quantum) Entanglements

Copyright © 2026 Nick Gregorio

All Rights Reserved.

Printed in the United States of America.

First Edition.

ISBN:  978-1-963115-86-4

––––––––
[image: ]


No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real people, places, or events is either purely coincidental, shamelessly invented, or the kind of strange accident that happens when life refuses to be more original than art.

Distributed by Asterism Books

https://asterismbooks.com/

For wholesale orders:

Asterism Books

568 1st Avenue South, Ste 120

Seattle, WA 98104

(206) 485-4829

info@asterismbooks.com

––––––––
[image: ]


Cover Design: Kathryn Gerhardt

Editor: Summer Stewart

––––––––
[image: ]




For every universe’s me and you.

Also by Nick Gregorio

––––––––
[image: ]


Launch Me to the Stars, I’m Finished Here

Rare Encounters with Sea Beasts and Other Divine Phenomena

With a Difference (w/ Francis Daulerio)

This Distance

Good Grief

contents

Universe Designation No. N/A


Case File 001: The Endless Tunnel Through the Very Fabric of the Universe


Universe Designation No.: 136E8872.1


Case File 002: Gary Was a Dinosaur

Case File 003: The World on Which Gary Found Himself

Case File 004: A Parallel Earth in an Alternate Universe

Case File 005: “For the Love of Fuck They’re Going to Eat Me”

Case File 006: Neither Cognizant of, Nor Subsequently Repentant for His Destructive Behavior

Case File 007: The Oddity of Having Fallen onto Another Earth and Into Another Version of Himself

Case File 008: Nothing but the Sound of the Flushing Toilet

Case File 009: It Was About Damn Time He’d Reacknowledged His Other-Universeliness

Case File 010: “Like Two Sides of the Same Shitty Coin”

Case File 011: Light and Sound and Nothingness and the Entirety of Existence Too


Universe Designation No.: 13976591.08172A24


Case File 012: *ERADICATE*

Case File 013: *THERE IS A TIME AND PLACE FOR EVERYTHING*

Case File 014: *I AM IN A CRONENBERG MOVIE*

Case File 015: Gary Pulled Jen’s Chair Out and Gestured for Her to Please Sit

Case File: 016: The Silhouette of the Obliterated Cityscape on the Horizon

Case File 017: That is, Until...

Case File 018: Rendered into Gore and Viscera

Case File 019: Gary’s Love of Tom Hanks Films

Case File 020: Home with a Heart for an O

Case File 021: Jen Attempted a Smile

Case File 022: The Looped Romantic String Arrangement Playing Behind the You’ve Got Mail DVD Menu

Case File 023: “Oh, Jesus Fuck”

Case File 024: *I THOUGHT YOU MEANT LIKE EVENTUALLY*


Universe Designation No.: N/A


Case File 025: The Damage Done Was Limited to Widespread Déjà Vu


Universe Designation No.: 758595G


Case File 026: Gary Was, Inch by Inch, Gaining Control

Case File 027: Squidgy-Monkey-Patooty-Toots

Case File 028: Hear/Feel/Share/Understand

Case File 029: It Was No Secret That Gary’s Parents Disapproved

Case File 030: <What About Your Girlfriend?>

Case File 031: She’d Hoped to Catch Him

Case File 032: Lava Was Everywhere

Case File 033: Keep It in His Proverbial Pants

Case File 034: Keep His Own Archipelago Together

Case File 035: Once Again He Was Being a Lousy Would-Be Boyfriend


Universe Designation No.: N/A


Case File 036: Another Series of Equations That Had Just Gone Oh-Shit-We’re-Fucked


Universe Designation No.: N and/or 873599 and/or 😊


Case File 037: A Cosmic Wavelength of Celestial Intent

Case File 038: {Shall We Ponder Our Purpose Whilst Traversing This Universe?}

Case File 039: This Universe at His Metaphysical Fingertips

Case File 040: {Let’s Fuck with Those Nerds}

Case File 041:The Most Troubling Display of His Bizarre Behavior Yet

Case File 042: Some Form of Cosmic Dementia

Case File 043: A Bitchy Wet Blanket

Case File 044: Logic Dictated Their Pairing Should Continue

Case File 045: The Crushing Enormity of Existence Weighing on His Partially Human Mind

Case File 046: 6.42 Billion Years, Six Months, Five Days, and Three Hours


Universe Designation No.: N/A


Case File 047: “I Want to Have the Chance to Fight This Out with You”


Universe Designation No.: 54G


Case File 048: Destruction and Conquest

Case File 048: The Hero of Transcendent Noble Victory

Case File 049: He Began His Battle Ritual

Case File 050: The Enchantment Most Excellent

Case File 051: A Bunch of Big, Pretty Bird-Lions Festooned in Fancy Jewelry

Case File 052: The Beam Was Not So Inelegant as to Simply Atomize Its Target


Universe Designation No.: N/A


Case File 053: No Flip-Flopped Stomach, No Soaked Armpits, No Clenched Butt Cheeks


Universe Designation No.: N/A


Case File 054: “Wait, Are We Married Here?”

Case File 055: Things About Gari That Jen Had Fallen in Love with Way Back When

Case File 056: Something Corny About How He and Jen Seem to Always Find Each Other on Every Earth

Case File 057: “The Potential of Scrambling My Gari’s Brains is Nearly Nil”

Case File 058: In Which He Was Tracking Down Just One Person

Case File 059: Their Marriage Was Really and Truly at its End

Case File 060: The Little Spark of Hope Gary Found

Case File 061: Suggesting That Almost Doing Something Was the Same as Doing Something

Case File 062: Gary Leslie Was a Fool

Case File 063: “He’s on His Way”


Universe Designation No.: 138508uf0984073598.487015B-31409375


Case File 064: “Good-for-Nothin’ Merson!”


Universe Designation No.: 9813058u-193u50u35


Case File 065: “What the Fucking Shit are We Fucking Talking About Here?”


Universe Designation No.: 9283875672957259295813968027836098236.Paper


Case File 066: A Pencil-Drawn Stick Figure


Universe Designation No.: 14.5.714.5.7


Case File 067: Coffee was Poured into Him


Universe Designation No.: W3CAn5363R032JU2T41d


Case File 068: “Yeah, Let’s Fuck—Wait, What Are We Doing?”


Universe Designation No. 25S.30191


Case File 069: They’d Both Be Late to Work

Case File 070: It Was July, After All

Case File 071: “We Ran Into an Issue”

Case File 072: The Crudely Drawn Cock and Balls

Case File 073: Not Everything Was Sex and Laughter and Pranks and Too Much to Drink

Case File 074: Assorted Bric-A-Brac

Case File 075: A Start

Case File 076: See How Things Shake Out

Case File 078: A Glowing Geyser of Waste Particulates

Case File 079: Circumstances That Seemed Like Fate

Case File 080: A Mathematical Inevitability

Case File 081: “I Don’t Know How Much Time I Have Left”

Case File 082: Every Flickering Bulb and Every Randomly Bleeping Smoke Detector

Case File 083: Nicely. Not Ideally.

Case File 084: One of Those Cheek-to-Cheek Goodbyes Accompanied by a Smooch Sound

Case File 085: Not That Either of Them Was Counting

Case File 086: Eggshell-tiptoeing, Inane Pleasantries, and the Occasional "Date Night"


Universe Designation No.: N/A


Case File 087: Nothing More Than a Hinderance


Universe Designation No. 25S.30191


Case File 088: The Boxes, the Duffel Bags, the Air Mattress, the Still-Open Laptop Next to the Air Mattress, the Pot of Mac and Cheese, the Stuffed-Full Hamper


Universe Designation No.: N/A


Case File 089: Jen Took a Deep Breath, Counted to Three

Case File 090: No Questions to Ask and Nothing Else to Say

Case File 091: There’s Almost Always Something Keeping Us From One Another

Case File 092: “So? You Ready?”

Case File 093: An Endless Tunnel Through the Very Fabric of the Multiverse


Universe Designation No. 25S.30191


Case File 094: With Any Luck, He’d Wind Up Better Off Than That Jen and Gary


Universe Designation No.: W3CAn5363R032JU2T41d


Case File 095: “Can I kill them now?”


Universe Designation No.: 14.5.714.5.7


Case File 096:  It Was Quite Pleasant


Universe Designation No.: 9283875672957259295813968027836098236.Paper


Case File 097: She Was Still There Waiting for Him


Universe Designation No.: 9813058u-193u50u35


Case File 098: Fuck Nazis


Universe Designation No.: 138508uf0984073598.487015B-31409375


Case File 099: The Sniveling Coward Hiding Behind the Resolute Desk


Universe Designation No.: 54G


Case File 100: Mindful Not to Smoosh Any Fleeing Humans


Universe Designation No.: N and/or 873599 and/or 😊


Case File 101: As Much as Eternal Beings Formed from Primordial Cosmic Energies Can be Taken Aback


Universe Designation No.: 758595G


Case File 102: <That’s the Nicest Thing You’ve Ever Said to Me>


Universe Designation No.: 13976591.08172A24


Case File 103: *PERHAPS WE CAN LEARN TOGETHER*


Universe Designation No.: 136E8872.1


Case File 104: “I’ve Wasted So Many Handfuls of Second Chances”


Universe Designation No.: N/A


Case File 105: More Important Things


Universe Designation No.: 34598y1304876019346.2463462A


Case File: 106: As If He’d Never Left

Case File: 107: This Universe’s Jen and Gary


Acknowledgements

About NICK GREGORIO

About the Press

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Universe Designation No. N/A

[image: ]


Approx. Location: The Space Between Spaces

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Case File 001: The Endless Tunnel Through the Very Fabric of the Universe

[image: ]


As strange sensations go, Gary’s being pulled through an interdimensional hole in the floor wasn’t the oddest he’d ever experienced. Meeting Jen for the first time, for example, and to the best of his recollection, matched the sensation of the flipped-flopped stomach caused by tumbling through time and space. And, despite not realizing he was in fact tumbling through time and space, the weight pressing on his bowels was not nearly as intense as when he’d shaken Jen’s hand for the first time, feeling her sweaty palm in his sweatier palm (nor was the horror that had accompanied the sudden need to excuse himself to the toilet during that first conversation commensurate with the extreme distress he felt during his descent into, as far as his cortisol-soaked mind could tell, an endless void). 

The blackness around him began to brighten into a cascade of color. Reds and greens and blues. Purples and yellows and oranges. Every shade of each adding a sense of calm to the shock of the fall. Like a rainbow after a storm that had wrenched up the shingles on the roofs across the street from his apartment. 

Calm hadn’t set in even after he’d returned from the restroom during that first conversation with Jen. His pits were soaked, his mouth was dry, his ass was clenched. It took everything he had to follow the conversation enough to be able to comment on something she said, or ask a follow-up question to something he found fascinating about her (which, he would freely admit, was just about everything). And the only colors that mattered were the swirling patterns of every blue, from navy to cerulean to arctic, in her tie-dyed tank top. The polychrome blue/green of her eyes. The off-white smoker’s tint of her teeth. Her deep, deep void-black hair. The rose in her cheeks. Yes, hurdling through an actual void at murderous speeds, toward a swirling mass of light and color and heat and pressure was a thing to behold as well, but there was a saying about one’s life flashing before their eyes just before death splattered them across the cosmos, wasn’t there? Something like that anyway.

For example, that brief initial conversation with Jen (a conversation Gary would have stretched across eons if he’d had his druthers) flashed into a series of time-displaced moments of introducing her to the rest of the marketing team, showing her around the office, offering to take her to lunch, et cetera. It’s not as if he’d been at that company for very long, either, but, due to agency life having an intense rate of employee turnover (especially with regard to recent college grads), Gary had been the longest tenured member of the marketing department. He’d been there eight months. As such, regardless of Jen’s relationship status, sexual orientation, or whether or not she’d found him to be an utterly odious human being, he could have always defaulted to his station in life as an explanation for all the attention he was lending her. Plus, because Jen asked, “Wait, Gary Leslie? As in Morgan Leslie’s older brother?” he’d gained even more of an excuse to, at the very least, offer to buy her a slice of pizza and a Coke down the street during lunch. He was sure he’d have to dispel a nasty comment or two Morgan must have said about him at some point, even in passing. 

A couple of years down the road, Gary hadn’t quite gotten over meeting Jen’s son in person. But, regardless of how cute the kid was in his car seat, Gary had convinced himself he was going to do it anyway. He was going to march up to her cubicle and ask her to go with him to see a movie called Ruby Sparks in which a writer conjured up his perfect woman through his writing. Gary had seen it twice already and could only cross his fingers that Jen would get the hint so he wouldn’t need to stumble through the language necessary to tell her himself. But then he’d caught a glimpse of the new sparkling ring on her finger (which hadn’t been there before her mid-maternity leave office visit). Gary didn’t much enjoy having such nasty and violent thoughts about a person he’d only met precisely four times (all during which this apparent fiancé had been maddeningly delightful), but, right then, the thoughts were warranted. So, instead of the movie, Gary asked if she’d like a cup of coffee from the breakroom instead. She didn’t. She didn’t want to flood her breast milk with caffeine. 

Just over half a decade later, who shows up for an interview in his finest Macy’s suit only to find himself sitting across a conference table from Jen herself? Our hero Gary. It had been forever since they’d seen one another. If it hadn’t been for social media, Gary would never have known Taylor was enough kid for her at the moment, Dan was still as handsome and successful as ever, and both of Jen’s arms were tattooed from wrist to shoulder. Gary had little else to report other than how wonderful it was to see her again. He’d like to think he’d gotten the job based on his merits, but who was he kidding? He was a terrible interviewer and had been since his very first one at Target when he was fourteen. Regardless, after that day, there was coffee with Jen every morning, lunches at the Mexican place across the street twice or three times a week, weekends at breweries, wineries, and distilleries, holidays at Jen and Dan’s, and all manner of other assorted best-friendery (including Shawna’s introduction (whose approval was necessary if Gary were to move forward with the relationship despite some hang-ups (most relating to her juxtaposition with Jen))). 

There were quite a few more flashes-before-his-eyes before the colors at the “end of the endless tunnel through the very fabric of the universe,” so to speak, began to commingle into one solid blotch of white, growing wider and brighter with each passing second he spent flummoxed by his terror’s exponential decay. Maybe it was the beauty of whatever this was—a wormhole? A gateway? An endless nothingness in which Gary was forced to relive his greatest joys and crushing pains forever and ever? (Good for Gary, his predilection for hyperbole hadn’t evaporated alongside his fear). Or maybe it was the molten rage in his gut bubbling up due to the addition of a freak singularity to the growing list of things holding him back from reaching out and grabbing a better life for himself.  

The white light gave way to wisps of clouds that had been grayed a bit by smog. Then came the wind. The smell of pollen and pine and gasoline. The familiar sight of a blue sky, a shade of which he’d only seen in Jen’s eyes however many years ago that was now (he could very well have been falling for lifetimes and lifetimes through spacetime (he was no quantum physicist). Regardless, whatever world Gary was falling into was quite a bit like home, that was for sure. So much so, his returning worry shifted from the thought of being spattered across the starways to the potential of being liquified atop a Prius.

To that end, instead of concerning himself with whom or what he would splash down upon, he closed his eyes. With any luck, just before he’d burst onto concrete or blacktop or a well-kept lawn, the insides of his eyelids would be painted with glimpses of Jen. The one person the entire universe seemed to keep from him. The one pairing that seemed damn near forbidden according to reality’s programming. 

For whatever reason. 

Gary couldn’t speculate. 

Again, he was no quantum physicist. He just watched an awful lot of the Science Channel.
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Universe Designation No.: 136E8872.1
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Approx. Location: Earth-136E8872.1 - Philadelphiassica, Pennsylvaniasaur, DSA
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Case File 002: Gary Was a Dinosaur

[image: ]


Gary was a dinosaur. 

That statement was not up for debate despite its absurdity. 

In the mirror, in the very spot said mirror was hung in his previous, human-sized apartment, Gary’s mouth was littered with teeth. He was also covered in scales, had a pair of beady reptilian eyes on each side of his head (which made his vision an absolute trip), and his arms were generally the size they would be if he were still human (save for the two-fingered claws-for-hands). It was the twelve-foot-tall, forty-foot-long, jeans-clad, Ramonesasaurs T-shirt-wearing rest of him that made his human-sized, but still very much dinosaur-appropriate arms look so teensy.

Despite the relative ease with which he handled the tumble between universes (which was less a fall, and more a quantum shift between disparate realities manifesting itself as the only thing Gary’s brain could comprehend: a skydive through spacetime), there weren’t enough Jen memories on this Earth (or Gary’s home Earth for that matter) that prevented him from opening his mouth, flailing his puny arms about in a Muppet-like fashion, and screaming at the top of his lungs. 

Seeing as how Gary wasn’t simply a dinosaur, but a dinosaur-based evolutionary offshoot of his previously primate-evolved species on his native Earth, his scream wasn’t technically a scream at all. It was a monstrous, prolonged roar with a timbre and pitch commensurate with the combined emotions of shock, horror, bewilderment, and just a tiny bit of childish glee.  
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Case File 003: The World on Which Gary Found Himself
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In a frantic, mad dash from his apartment, Gary made his way out onto the street. There were all manners of dinosaur people out there. All wearing stylish clothes designed for their dinosaur bodies. All sporting concerned looks while Gary threw his fit.

“What am I?” he demanded.

“Is this Earth?” he yelled.

“What is this place?” he pleaded.

“Why do none of you seem to be bothered by being motherfucking dinosaurs?” he screamed. 

As he was being filmed by several dinosaur passersby, the answers to his questions seemed to bubble up from his subconscious: 

1.) Gary Leslie was a Dino sapien named Gary Leslieodon. His mother was a tyrannosaurus. His father was giganotosaurus, atrociraptor, and carnotaurus, but he grew up in a tyrannosaur neighborhood (which accounted for his accent). Gary and his sister Morgan were mostly tyrannosaur, but they sunburned like carnotaurs.

2 – 3.) This indeed was Earth. Space travel was not an option, and, as such, Gary had lived on this particular Earth his entire life (within the forty-mile radius of Philadelphiassica as a matter of fact).

4.) No one was particularly bothered by being motherfucking dinosaurs because everyone was a dinosaur.

Gary would have calmed down from that particular bout of entanglement-induced confusion quite well if the Stegosaurus with a straw sun hat atop her tiny head hadn’t shoved past him with her eyes on the sidewalk. If a Triceratops wearing a very finely tailored business suit hadn’t cocked an eyebrow beneath his obviously surgically enhanced horns and whispered something like, “Get a job, you bum,” or “The bums lost, sir” or “One side, bum,” and crossed the street (to avoid any potential reprisals, perhaps (even though there would be no reprisals from Gary whatsoever)). If a rainbow feathered Caihong with a fluffed up tail crest swaying slowly through the air as it shimmered in the sunlight hadn’t said, “What’s this? Some kind of performance art piece? You should really stick to the writing.”

Gary’s panic was replaced with familiar butterflies in his belly. The sort that was able to tell him exactly who had spoken despite his never having seen a Caihong before (nor having ever actually heard of a dinosaur called such a peculiar name). And yet, that was no longer his truth at all. In fact, his brain was being inundated with his new reality with each passing second of recognition. Like waking from a dream so vivid that real life itself seemed dreamlike and exotic (in reverse, of course (and not, in fact, as part of any sort of dream at all)).  

“Jen,” he said without a trace of uncertainty.  

“You’re freaking out your neighbors,” she said. “Are you okay?”

A giganotosaurus stomped up beside her and said, “Yeah, dude, a couple more minutes of that and the cops would have come to haul your ass to jail.” 

Dan. As eloquent as ever.

“Yeah, no, yeah,” Gary said. “I’m good. There was just a really big bug in my apartment and—”

“I can say with complete certainty there was no big bug in his apartment,” said a throaty whisper-that-wasn’t-a-whisper voice that had made Gary change his mind about calling things off with the voice’s owner several times because it was just go goddamn sexy. “I think the big three-oh’s just got him a little rattled.” 

Gary spun himself around to catch a glimpse of his dilophosaurus girlfriend exiting his apartment building. His words left his mouth before he needed to come up with a clever retort. “Shawna’s right,” he said. “I’m not ready to shed my 20s skin just yet.”  

Once Shawna climbed onto Gary’s back, and Jen told Dan to put his phone away because they were with people, Gary led the way to his favorite restaurant. Because apparently there wasn’t a single strange thing about the world on which Gary found himself.
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Case File 004: A Parallel Earth in an Alternate Universe
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Their waiter led them to paddock six (which was more or less the length and width of a human-proportionate football field (the dino-football fields were considerably larger) replete with tall grass, a patch of forest with a pond at its center, and a tiny, mowed square of grass for post-meal lounging) and asked if they would like to hear the specials.

“We’re offering a lovely wild boar fed on apples and sheep blood-marinated oats,” Kyle the ankylosaurus waiter said, his bowtie slightly askew. “We’re also featuring a fresh-caught 10- to 15-foot sailfish that will be found in your paddock’s pond if you’re in the mood for seafood this evening. We also have free-range neanderthal at market price, a personal favorite of the carnivorous staff...”

As the waiter continued on about a surf and turf special, Gary watched all sorts of dinosaurs being led across the restaurant to their own dining areas through the still-open paddock entryway. Beyond the restaurant walls, dino-people were walking home from dino-extracurricular activities after dino-school where they had learned about dino-history. They were getting ready for their dino-dates. They were complaining to their dino-friends about their dino-desk jobs, or planning extravagant dino-weddings, or hatching broods of dino-babies, or purchasing cemetery plots where their dino-bones would be buried once they passed on to dino-heaven sometime down the temporal road. All of it playing out like timelapse portions of nature films from back home...despite this Earth also being home; a truth Gary couldn’t even begin to logically reconcile. 

“I’ll take the neanderthal please,” Dan said, jumping ahead and ordering before the ladies. 

“Very good, sir,” Kyle the waiter said.

“I’ll have the wild boar, please,” Jen said. Which wasn’t a surprise as she had always been a pork fan (both versions of Jen Gary had met).

“Sabretooth tiger for me please,” Shawna said, showing off her dagger teeth to Gary. “Big cats always make for a good chase.”

“Mountain goat,” Gary blurted without bothering to consult the regular menu or consider any of the specials. Mountain goat was his favorite and that was that. If it was in fact his birthday, and they had come to his favorite restaurant, there was no reason to order anything other than his old standby (even if, of course, according to everything he’d learned from the Science Channel, and nearly every science fiction movie that had been released over the last two years, he was on a parallel Earth in an alternate universe).
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Case File 005: “For the Love of Fuck They’re Going to Eat Me”
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Jen’s boar, Gary’s mountain goat, Shawna’s sabretooth tiger, and Dan’s neanderthal rose out of the ground from a series of hatches hidden neatly in the center of the tall grass. The food was testing the strength of their cages by bucking, ramming, and attempting to bend the bars with their tusks and horns and hands (respectively). Information wasn’t coming to Gary in handfuls of easy-to-access prior knowledge so much as it was taking the form of run-of-the-mill stimulus recall. As such, it was becoming quite clear very quickly why this was indeed his favorite restaurant. 

“Meet back here in five?” Jen said.

Gary licked his drooling chops and nodded. Dan stamped his feet in a sort of alpha male form of agreement. Shawna horked up a big loogie of acid and kept her mouth clamped shut so she’d have it ready to spit into the tiger’s face once she caught up with it.

The sides of the cages fell outward, releasing the animals from their pens. The boar was gone, nothing more than a disturbance in the tall grass. The goat was a fleeing patch of white fur, tearing toward the forest. The tiger made a sleek and speedy beeline for the pond. And the neanderthal began screaming the (loosely translated) following: “Oh Jesus fuck somebody please help me! For the love of fuck they’re going to eat me!”

Gary, without another thought, took off after his dinner.  
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Case File 006: Neither Cognizant of, Nor Subsequently Repentant for His Destructive Behavior
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Due to his size, Gary wasn’t afforded the ability to stalk his prey the way Jen or Shawna could. He was, however, an old pro at wreaking absolute havoc everywhere he went. From toppling trees with a swipe of his tail, to barreling snout-first through a thicket of thorns and sorghum, good ol’ Kyle and the rest of the staff would have their work cut out for them at closing time because Gary was neither cognizant of, nor subsequently repentant for his destructive behavior. 

The mountain goat, despite its size, was nimble and quick. It zipped out of reach of Gary’s jaws with a bleat and a leap to the left. It zagged through the forest section of the paddock with bounding ease. And, much to Gary’s surprise, it had no problem leaping into the pond to avoid Gary’s snapping jaws. 

This ill-fated mountain goat, however, was not a terrific swimmer (nor was it particularly observant). 

Gary clobbered his way through the trees on his way around the pond, hoping the goat hadn’t noticed the falling-down forest just beyond the tree line (he also hoped it wouldn’t drown itself from the terror of hearing the neanderthal’s horrified shrieks echoing throughout the paddock). The goat, seemingly unaware of everything on Earth aside from the task of pulling itself out of the water and shaking out its soaked fur, didn’t even see Gary only  partially obscured by a tangle of brambles near the water’s edge. The utter shock on the goat’s face was such that Gary almost felt guilty for the first bone-crunching, blood-squelching chomp.  
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Case File 007: The Oddity of Having Fallen onto Another Earth and Into Another Version of Himself
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Jen slurped through the boar’s entrails the way she would a bowl of pasta back home. Every other person Gary had ever shared a meal with thoroughly and often turned his stomach with their mouth sounds. Jen’s sounds, on the other hand, whether it was pasta or guts, were endearing (in a funny, repulsive sort of way). Gary, however, despite his ability to gobble up the entire goat in one go, ate deliberately and slowly, making as few sounds and doing as little bloodletting as possible.

Mouth full of boar, Jen said, “So? You going to explain what happened that made you cause a public disturbance?”

After swallowing half of a leg, Gary said, “I lost control of myself for a minute there. Bad dreams, I guess.”

“It was the middle of the day,” Dan said, licking at the neanderthal’s brains as if its opened-up skull was an ice cream cone.

“I like to nap.”

“No you don’t.” There wasn’t a one-to-one equivalent of Jen’s dino-smile to her human one, but Gary had seen that look before. Eyes widened as far as they could go. More teeth bared than usual. 

“You don’t have to worry about me,” he said.

“But I do, stupid.”

“Yeah,” Shawna chimed in while using the tiger’s sabretooth as a toothpick. “Me too.” There was an urgency to her words. As if what she’d said needed to be heard by Jen as much as she needed to say it (and as much as she wanted it to be reiterated to Gary). Back home, this dynamic hadn’t been so intense, but there was some tension indeed. Gary had never told her about his feelings for Jen, but she was no fool. Nor was she capable of matching the off-again portions of their on-again, off-again relationship with the times in which Jen had been single, much to Gary’s chagrin.  

Gary nodded and went back to his goat. While he was more than happy to take in a meal with Jen on just about any plain of existence (even if Dan and Shawna had to be present for the event), and, despite the murky shroud in his mind obscuring the oddity of having fallen onto another Earth and into another version of himself, there were questions on the tip of Gary’s tongue that, as he came to finishing off the last bits of his birthday dinner, seemingly did not wish to be swallowed any longer. 

“Do you guys think there are other versions of us out there?” Gary asked, turning his eyes away from Jen, and Shawna, and especially Dan, to keep himself from witnessing the silent judgment in their eyes (knowing full well that past flashes of judgment between he and Jen had always quickly dissipated).

Sucking blood from the boar heart, using an artery like a straw, Jen said, “Sure. Sometimes I feel like dreams are windows into other lives.”

“You watch too many movies.”

“You asked, asshole.”

They all laughed together a bit, but Gary quickly followed her comment with, “I read this one theory where you can think of every possible world where another version of you might live as a Kleenex hanging from a fishing line.”

“I’m not certain of the plausibility of this theory,” Jen said jokingly. “But go on.”

“Imagine you’re threading Kleenexes along a string, okay? You pull one from the box, stick on the line. Pull two more from the box, hang one on each side of the first Kleenex, so on and so forth until you use up the whole box. Open up another box. All these Kleenexes are blue, and none of them shared a box with any of the ones hanging on the line. So on and so forth until the next box of pink Kleenex. And the next box of yellow Kleenex. The farther and farther you get from that first Kleenex, the less and less alike the Kleenexes are. But once you run out of Kleenexes, you’re using store brand tissues, then you’re using tissue paper, then you’re using looseleaf paper, then construction paper. All paper, still, but nowhere close to the original in form or function. On and on until you’re hanging toast and trash bags and sheet metal on the line.”

“Sounds like you watch too much Science Channel,” Shawna said with a laugh that got the group to collapse into a slight fit of momentary giggles.

“Maybe,” Gary said. “But what if I freaked out today because I’m actually another me from a Kleenex Earth stuffed into me-me?”

With a wad of lung in his mouth, Dan said, “So, what? This Earth’s a sheet metal Earth?”

“Exactly.”

A silence fell over the group (which was understandable considering the inappropriately excited tone behind Gary’s “Exactly”). One that, matched with the look he was getting from Jen (not to mention the others), gave off the impression that he very well may have crossed over the line between future-stupid-story-to-tell-at-parties and some-sort-of-mental-break-that-required-actual-concern.  

Gary finished off his goat and let the topic drop. Allowed the space for non-interdimensional travel conversations to resume before he tried to double-down on his point (which, if he were being truthful, was exactly what he would have done under normal circumstances). He even attempted to diffuse the tension he’d created by saying things like, “I think I’ll get the mastodon liver ice cream for dessert,” and “Do you have any of that neanderthal brain leftover?” Despite being told he may want to hold off on the liver ice cream, and, no, Dan did not have any leftover brains, there was little he could do to regain control of the evening now that he’d set it off course. 
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Case File 008: Nothing but the Sound of the Flushing Toilet
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Jen and Shawna excused themselves to the restroom once it seemed Gary had gotten ahold of himself. Jen was no stranger to Gary’s neuroses, but his ranting about Kleenex worlds and sheet metal Earths and implying that he’d fallen through a dimensional pinprick in spacetime (he was right about Jen seeing too many movies) was something else entirely. Gary’s imagination was one she envied. He was always on about this or that theory about this or that television series. Always crafting intricate plots about people they knew (friends or otherwise) pulling devious and dastardly schemes for this reason or that, or that reason or this. Paranoid, certainly, but those stories and hypotheses were nothing more than warm and fuzzy places to hide. As such, despite Shawna’s bizarre insistence they pay a visit to the toilets before the cake and singing took place, Jen saw the moment’s reprieve as an opportunity for a reset. 

Of course, that was until, seated in their respective stalls, Shawna said, “I’m just going to come right out and say it. Do you have feelings for Gary?”

All the hemming and hawing in the world wouldn’t stop the truth from being known. That Jen had never not had feelings for Gary. They’d grown up together. Were warmed in the same egg incubator together. Went to dino-prom together. Almost sort of dated in dino-college until Shawna, with her sexy voice and her mesmerizingly patterned neck frill, sauntered into their
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