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			For Mike, the best brother in any universe

		


		
			“Consciousness cannot be accounted for in physical terms. For consciousness is absolutely fundamental. It cannot be accounted for in terms of anything else.” – Erwin Schrödinger

			“Can the mind see the truth of its own incapacity to know the unknown? Surely if I see very clearly that my mind cannot know the unknown, there is absolute quietness.” – Jiddu Krishnamurti

			“Today a young man on acid realized that all matter is merely energy condensed to a slow vibration, that we are all one consciousness experiencing itself subjectively, there is no such thing as death, life is only a dream, and we are the imagination of ourselves. Now, here’s Tom with the weather.” –Bill Hicks

		


		 

		
			​1 – Unitards All the Way Down

			There was a fat man wearing a silver lamé unitard standing in his living room. The interloper had flaming red hair and a beard to match. To Professor Maximilian Tundra’s horror, the intruder looked just like him. 

			Max couldn’t decide what was more astonishing – the fact that he had an identical twin, or how terrible he looked wearing that metallic jumpsuit. He almost dropped the tumbler full of bourbon he had hoped would calm him down, he was so amazed. He had a sip of alcohol and realized that he would never recover from how humiliating that other Max looked. Like Max himself, his unwanted guest was a big man, about one hundred and eighty centimeters, just under six feet, which helped him carry a lot of extra weight. A lot. Max’s doppelganger had the same wild red hair that Max struggled with every morning. The same full beard, a shade darker than his hair. The silver onesie was a nightmare of shiny folds and rolls. It was as though Patrick the Starfish had a drunken fling with a machine that extruded tinfoil, and then put on a red wig. Surely this new and silvery nightmare Max was fatter than him? Please?

			“It took you long enough to get here, old boy. I say, do you mind if I borrow some togs from you? And where do you keep your scotch?”

			Max was nonplussed, but said: “Scotch? Nobody’s had scotch since the war.”

			“Oh dear, what happened?” the other Max asked.

			“No, you tell me what the fuck is going on! Do you have something to do with the spaceship?” Max asked. Earlier that day, while he was teaching his second-year class in applied existentialism, a strange craft had appeared above the skies of Landon, Ontario, Max’s hometown. 

			The ship had looked – initially – like the shimmery cosmic scrotum of an old man. Two large spheres contained in one wrinkled package.

			“Here, take this bourbon.” He thrust the glass of Kentucky whiskey into the other Max’s hand and hobbled back into the kitchen to pour himself an even larger tumbler full.

			“My designation is MT-13, by the by. My understanding is you’ll be MT-9. Why you get a higher rating than me is up to the boffins, of course, but I have several months’ experience with the crew, and you’d think that would count for something.” He sniffed. “I was the first one they picked up, ages ago!”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about, why you look exactly like me, and, and . . . why you’re wearing that,” Max said, waving his free hand at the unitard. 

			“Ah, yaaas,” the other Max said. Max decided to call him Jeeves because of his plummy English accent and the slight gap in his front teeth. Further proof of some difference between them. “It’s what they gave me to wear when they snatched me from my universe. I was . . . uh . . . in flagrante delicto.”

			Max’s eyebrows rose. Jeeves did not cut the kind of figure that he thought would have much luck with the ladies. “Really.”

			“Yes, a lovely little chicken who needed a strong role model in his life.”

			Max caught the masculine pronoun, and his eyebrows rose higher. 

			“Oh, not another one. Another cis?” Jeeves asked.

			“Do you mean heterosexual? Yes, I guess I am.”

			“You guess?”

			“I haven’t had many romantic partners,” Max admitted. 

			“Well, that’s tragic. Maybe you’re playing on the wrong side.”

			“Oh, uh . . . no, I don’t think so.”

			“Fair enough,” MT-13 – Jeeves – said. He sipped his drink, and he smiled. “This isn’t half bad, you know. A bit sweet for my taste, but not terrible. What is it?”

			“Bourbon.”

			“Ah, American whiskey, with an e. How modern. Now, those togs. Do you mind if I get out of this disaster and put on something less flaming?”

			“Oh god yes, please put on some normal clothes,” Max said with relief. “My clothes are all in the bedroom. First door on the left.”

			Max downed his bourbon. It was quite good. One of Kentucky’s – Columbia’s most famous whiskey-producing state – best.

			“You’ve only got one bloody suit in here!” Jeeves shouted from Max’s bedroom. 

			“Of course. Why would I need more than one?”

			“It looks like a blooming undertaker’s outfit!”

			“It’s fine for most formal occasions. There’s lots of other clothes.”

			“They’re all ripped jeans and Hawaiian shirts. You’re not destitute enough to be a private investigator. Are you a fucking science fiction writer?” Jeeves asked.

			“What? No, I teach Ideologies! At Helmuth University!” Max shouted. “Feel free to keep wearing that ridiculous jumpsuit if you don’t see anything you like. You’re the beggar in this situation!”

			“Fair enough. I’m wearing your funereal suit.”

			“It’s my only one.”

			“You’re not going to need it where you’re going. You may want to bring a jumper though. It can get cold when we’re on the hop.”

			Max finished his bourbon, collapsed onto his couch, and said, “I’m not hopping anywhere with a broken toe.” He’d broken it the moment after he’d spotted the space scrotum earlier that morning. 

			Max liked to lecture barefoot because he had tenure and he was desperate to seem interesting. He had been on a roll, pacing up and down between the desks, burdening his undergraduate students with his thoughts on the uses of existential thought, or Applied Existential Wankery as he thought of it privately. As he had lectured and paced, he had caught sight of the spaceship and then . . . bam, his big right toe had gone forcefully into a desk leg. His unconventionally long – some would argue sociopathically long – toenail had pushed backwards into the nailbed and then had shattered under the stress. It had driven Max to the hospital.

			“Could you pour me another bourbon? The bottle’s in the kitchen.”

			Jeeves reappeared in Max’s only suit. The Brit had also found Max’s only white dress shirt and his good tie. “I’ll give you this, it’s nice material,” Jeeves said. “Now, let’s get you that drink, and then we can get out of here.”

			“You know that jacket is way too small for you,” Max noted, happy for evidence he wasn’t as fat as Jeeves. Max grinned as he noticed the trousers were also straining to contain his counterpart’s gut.

			“Shut it,” Jeeves replied. “Do you want your bourbon or not?”

			“Fine,” Max said. He wasn’t quite sure he liked this gay, British version of himself. Assuming he was real. “What do you do?”

			“At the moment, I’m the one who’s collecting you for our mission. But if you mean what did I do, I was a doctor. A urologist, to be specific. Or rather, I was.”

			“A gay British urologist,” Max said. He was searching for a joke.

			“Don’t!” Jeeves commanded. “I’ve heard ’em all, luv.” He came back with the drinks. He’d poured himself another as well. “So, we’ll finish these and then back to the ship.”

			“The ship? You mean the giant ball sack that appeared this morning?”

			“Yes. We can’t stay here for long, or we run the risk of destroying this universe.”

			“We?”

			“Hmm. You don’t want this universe to completely decohere, do you? Hmm?”

			Max had long suspected that he was likely to go mad, but he hadn’t really counted on it happening this soon. He still had many things he wanted to accomplish in life. He wanted to lose weight – a notion greatly reinforced after meeting Jeeves. He was going to adopt a mutt. Maybe put in the effort to find a girlfriend one day, after he proved he could commit to the dog? And of course, he had yet to finish his definitive book on the existential wankery of the Irish refugee writer and ideologist Samuel Beckett. 

			“It was the drugs,” Max said. “All those psychotropic drugs I took in Thailand, the years between reading Ideologies at New Cambridge and my PhD at Queen’s. It must be why.”

			“I’m sorry, old bean, but I don’t follow.”

			“I’ve lost my mind, clearly.”

			“Ah, well, I’m not a psychiatrist, but it’s fair to say that most of us have that reaction when we’re first confronted with the knowledge there are multiple universes and you’re needed for our mission to save them all. It is a bit much,” Jeeves said.

			“A bit much? A bit much?” Max asked. “You taking my only suit is a bit much. What you just said is . . .”

			“Madness?” Jeeves suggested.

			“Madness. It’s one thing to consider the multi-verse theory for fun, but to be confronted with it in fact is just . . .”

			“Gobsmacking?”

			“Yeah. I don’t know what that means exactly, but it sounds right. Gobsmacking. And why the fuck do I have to save the multi-verse?”

			“We actually don’t hyphenate it, luv. Multiverse. Trippingly, you know. Repeat after me: multiverse. Oh, you should hear the Scottish Max say it. ‘Multay-Varsss.’ It’s bloody hilarious.”

			“Multiverse.”

			“Got it in one, old bean. I say, are you sure you’re not at least a little curious?”

			“What?”

			“You know, having sex with yourself. I think we have a few moments to spare.”

			“Holy c’mon!” Max said. “If anything, I’ve always felt sorry for anyone having sex with me.”

			“Hmm. You’re a hard case, I can see. I’m not sure how you’re going to fare with the others.”

			“Others?” Max was wrapping his head around the idea of there being multiple versions of himself. “They’re not all wearing mylar unitards, are they?”

			“Of course not. Only about half of them are . . .”

			“Oh god.” 

			“I don’t think she enters in on it. Anyway, last shout before we have to go.”

			“Last shout?”

			“I believe you say ‘closing time’ here? At least, that was the saying on this side of the pond in my universe. One more drink for the road?”

			“Oh god yes, but I’m not going with you.”

			“Fair enough. We’ll just let the multiverse disappear, shall we? Let me get you another bourbon at least before we – and every other living creature in infinite universes – all cease to exist.”

			Max proffered his glass, and Jeeves disappeared in the kitchen. The alcohol was starting to affect Max, and a warm feeling enveloped him. He lay back on the couch and tried to feel okay with losing his mind. Several of his colleagues were technically insane, or so socially inept they would qualify as mentally challenged, so he should still be able to go to work and teach. It might even help him with his book. He also liked the idea that there was a version of Samuel Beckett who didn’t die fighting the Nazis in occupied France. 

			He liked that idea very much. Maybe Beckett even wrote some more plays and novels in other universes.

			“Here you go, old bean,” Jeeves said, handing Max his whiskey.

			Max drank it down in one long gulp and sighed. Better. Wait, he thought, what’s that taste?

			“Sorry, chum, but you know, can’t have this universe turning into a giant honeydew melon, or whatever happens to be your last dominant thought.”

			“What a pisser . . .”

			Things went dark, and Max heard Jeeves drawl, “I told you, luv, I’ve heard ’em all.”

		


		 

		
			​2 – Maximum MT

			Max was awake, but he dared not open his eyes. He could hear the undertone of people whispering, a background hum of machinery, and what sounded like a bagpipe playing at a great distance. The air was redolent with the smell of freshly baked bread, cinnamon, covering up a chemical odor – burning rubber? 

			“Ah, he’s awake,” a voice said.

			“Welcome back, old bean,” Jeeves said. “You can quit the pretence; we can tell you’re awake.”

			Max opened his eyes. He was lying in a dimly lit room. Jeeves was standing next to a short, thin person wearing a gold lamé unitard. She – or possibly he – looked like they were about twenty years old. Max could see a slight curve to the person’s hips and chest, despite the unitard – had bright blue hair and deep purple eyes that verged on black. She?

			“Welcome, MT-9,” she said. Her voice was soft and unusual. Max could not place her accent, but it wasn’t British. “You were drugged by MT-13, but they had no other choice. The probability matrix was about to collapse. They have not told you the purpose of this vessel yet, and it is my liability to do so.”

			“Wait. What?” Max asked. He paused. “Let’s start with this. Hi, I’m Max. What’s your name?”

			“My designation is not significant at this moment in our linear perception. The other MTs are all keen to meet you, but prior to this reunion of your awarenesses in bodily form –”

			“MT-99 is still unconscious,” Jeeves said.

			“Yes, but perhaps MT-9 will require more orientation before we introduce him to the variables of human-based consciousness and the reality of our present circumstances,” she said.

			“Are you aliens?”

			She laughed, a musical sound. Her teeth were very white, and Max couldn’t help but notice her slightly elongated incisors. “Our genome is almost identical to yours, MT-9. Within point-zero-zero-zero-one percent.”

			“They haven’t sequenced the genome here because of their low I-score,” Jeeves said. “The bugger may not know what that means.”

			Max was offended. “I get the gist. We’re more closely related than chimps.”

			“Ah, despite your lack of decent computers, you know that, eh, old boy?” Jeeves said.

			Max ignored him. “You’re human?”

			“In our reality, we identify another way, but I would have to teach you our language for it to be possible for you to pronounce it properly. English will have to suffice, as almost all the MTs are English speaking. It was our first challenge. Learning English – a most difficult language, for all its flexibilities.”

			Max didn’t like this. He considered himself a pretty easygoing guy. He knew people looked down on him for his slovenly manner of dressing, his chosen profession, the way he ate soup. (He was an incorrigible slurper.) He didn’t like the idea that both Jeeves and this little alien-human were belittling his entire planet. Or reality. Reality? Surely reality included all the universes? Okay, so they were belittling his universe. He felt like he needed to defend his fricking universe!

			“Look here. Just because our universe did not have your advantages doesn’t give you the right to talk down to me like that. I’m an intelligent guy. I scored top percentile in both verbal and mathematical in the LATs.” Both looked confused, and Max explained, “The Learning Assessment Test? We write them in the final year of high school?”

			“Not in the UK, old chap,” Jeeves said. “We just had A-levels.” 

			“And in my universe, we have evolved past the point of competitive systems such as testing,” the alien-lady said. “But I sense your frustration. You may call me Xoot.”

			“Okay, Zoot,” Max said. “I’m Max.”

			“It is pronounced zhoot,” she said. “And your designation is MT-9. You will understand this better when you meet the others. While you were unconscious, we took the liberty of repairing the fracture in your large brachial appendage, the old scar tissue on your right buttock, and we have cleaned all your internal organs. Would you like us to replace your torn clothes? We have fashioned a garment made of Xaxtar for you. It is not only formfitting and comfortable, it will help with thermoregulation much better than your present attire.”

			“No, thank you,” Max said. He noticed that a sweater was tied around his neck.

			“Yes, he’s fine,” Jeeves said. “He has a jumper, so he should be warm enough.”

			“That is agreeable,” Xoot said. “But you can always change your decision later. We prefer Xaxtar.”

			“I’m sure it’s very nice, but I don’t think I have the, uh, figure for it.”

			“We do not care about these things, MT-9. We have grown past the egocentric notion you call ‘self-image’.”

			“I am not so evolved,” Max admitted. “And no offense, but Xaxtar unitards look ridiculous, even on slim creatures like yourself.”

			“Your garments are made of polyester, cotton plants and deceased animal skins, so it is hard to take your criticism of Xaxtar seriously,” Xoot said. 

			Max was pleased to have pricked her air of superiority so easily. “Of course, why would you care what I think, even if you do look like a manic pixie from a seventies disco apocalypse?”

			Jeeves shook his head at Max, as if to signal he was in dangerous territory. 

			“You are upset. It is understandable. Your notions of reality have been badly shaken, and you are lashing out emotionally,” Xoot said. “Many of the others reacted similarly. I must warn you, MT-9, that our patience is not infinite, and we have a serious task to accomplish. If you cannot help us, we can find other versions of MT who will.”

			Max didn’t like the sound of that at all. But then he saw a possibility.

			“So you don’t absolutely need me? Could you return me home, then?”

			Xoot thought about this for a moment and said, “Yes. We could. If we do not stay, then your planet will not experience decoherence. Did you see any incidences of that?”

			Max thought about his trip to the hospital before he’d met Jeeves. After he’d got his toe set, he’d seen a dying Catholic nun turn into a bed full of lasagne, and then a badly injured singer in a Door’s cover band expire and transform into a Komodo dragon. 

			“Maybe. Is it normal for people to turn into gurneys full of pasta and prehistoric lizards when you are around?”

			“It depends largely on what your lesser minds are thinking of at the moment of consciousness decoherence,” Xoot replied.

			“But it won’t happen if your ship is gone?”

			“Not the ship. It is the presence of so many MT units.”

			“So you could leave me at home?”

			“Perhaps it would be the best idea. It is strange that in the thousands of translations we have made, none of your predecessors have made this request. Of course, you are the highest-level MT we have gathered for our purpose.”

			“That’s true. I didn’t think to ask after you told me what your purpose is,” Jeeves said.

			Xoot nodded at Jeeves and turned to Max. 

			“This is my proposal, MT-9: I will describe our mission, and I will have you meet the other members of your team, and if after that you still would like to remain in your universe, we will consider it.”

			“Fair enough,” Max said. “It’s always nice to have a choice.”

			“Choice is an illusion, but you cannot possibly access our Xondoga, so I cannot prove this to you currently. I know it is a difficult concept for limited minds.”

			Max bit back a response. 

			“Let us perambulate,” Xoot said.

			Max got off his bed, which was made of some extraordinary material that seemed to adapt to his shape. It had been very comfortable and warm. Once he was standing, he realized the air was quite cool. Not cold, but certainly not comfortable.

			“Why is it so damn cold?” He pulled his sweater over his head. He wished Jeeves had grabbed his nice fluffy red fleece rather than the cable-knit wool thing he’d received one Christmas from his aunt. It was twenty years old, and though it fit, it was a little on the tight side. He sighed. He should really lose some weight. Perversely, the thought immediately made him hungry. “What is there to eat around here? Is it all pastes out of tubes, or has your advanced society graduated to pills?”

			“Neither,” Xoot said. “We have an organ that allows us to input our nutrients and energy needs in fluid form.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes, they don’t eat food,” Jeeves said.

			“We can, of course, but we find it . . .” She waved her hand.

			“They are disgusted by it,” Jeeves said. “Particularly what happens with the resulting waste products.”

			“You mean they don’t shit?”

			“This is an unseemly conversation,” Xoot said. “In answer to your original query, we have created quarters for the MT program that includes all your dietary and . . . excretory needs.”

			“What about urine? They don’t pee either?” Max whispered to Jeeves. 

			“Not unless they have to, old chap. Their nutrient fluid is perfectly matched to their needs, so there is no waste.”

			“That’s impossible,” Max said. “The human body isn’t that efficient.”

			“I’d agree,” Jeeves said, “but they have figured it out somehow. A few of the MTs have had a shunt put in so they can get the nutrient fluid too – they don’t have the required organ, so they produce a bit of waste, but not much.”

			“Really?” 

			“Yes, you can spot them immediately, because they’re all quite thin and unhappy.”

			“Really?” Max wondered. 

			“I wouldn’t, old bean. It may seem like a great way to lose those extra pounds, but it means you can’t eat regular food anymore, and you can forget that bourbon of yours. Alcohol messes with the whole system.”

			“Oh,” Max said, the disappointment obvious in his voice.

			“Unfortunately, we didn’t have time to get anything on this stop, but MT-33 laid in several crates of something called Armagnac on the Napoleon world, which is not bad.”

			“Napoleon world?” 

			“Sometimes, when there is no Tundra present, we stay long enough to give the universe a nickname. This was one in which Napoleon didn’t lose the Battle of Waterloo.”

			“Really?” Max repeated. He noticed he was saying that a lot. He also noticed he was starting to shake uncontrollably. 

			His doppelgänger and the superior woman led him back to his space-age reclining chair/couch as the room swam around him. He overheard her say, “Oh dear, another case of consciousness decoherence. We’ll have to return him immediately and depart.”

			“That’s what he wanted anyway.”

			“But we must explain our purpose,” Xoot complained. “You always agree to stay when you learn that.”

			“I know, but not every Maximilian is cut out for interuniversal travel,” Jeeves said. “It’s a shame because I like this one. He’s not a loon like most of the others.”

			“We don’t have long,” Xoot said. “I will explain briefly.” Max was having trouble focusing on her purple eyes, which were actually quite lovely. 

			Xoot continued: “Have you always felt that there is something missing? You feel like there is more to reality, but there’s no real explanation for this feeling? That your existence is somehow being monitored, watched? Well, it’s true. Your planet is controlled by a faction of beings who know the truth, and who have manipulated it. They have lied to you because they are afraid of the truth: There are an infinite number of universes. Earth is the only planet with intelligent life, but there are practically an infinite number of Earths. It is possible to travel between these realities. We have done so. We began building this vessel when it became apparent that our reality was starting to . . . we call it decoherence, but it is only an approximate term. You are here because your consciousness seems to be attuned to the multiverse. You almost always appear in one form or another. We’re not sure, but we believe that you are the only ones who can stop the multiverse from the final collapse, because that is what happened to our Earth. Imagine each universe is a soap bubble floating in the matrix of existence. Ours just popped, and we only survived it because of our ship, which allows us to move in the matrix of probabilities that contains infinite universes. We believe that if we gather enough of your kind, we can reverse this process of decoherence.”

			“He’s fading,” Jeeves said.

			“I tried,” Xoot said. “As you mentioned, this one seemed less insane than the other MTs, and I liked that he was inclined to defend himself and his universe. It is a trait you MTs lack.”

			“Now, now,” Jeeves said. “We’ll find more like him. But let’s get him back to his home. Good night, sweet prince.” 

			As Max fell asleep, he felt a kiss on his cheek. 

		


		 

		
			​3 – Goosing Canada 

			Max got up the next morning, feeling fabulous. He’d slept like a log, though he had had the most bizarre and vivid dream. He remembered it as though it had actually happened: Breaking his toe during the arrival of the interuniversal vessel, that old lady turning into a lasagne, being kidnapped by a gay, British version of himself, and the strange conversation with Xoot. The idea of the multiverse being real. His important role in preventing entropy. What a marvellous imagination he had! He’d never had an experience like that before, even during his gap year when he’d experimented with hallucinogenic drugs.

			His toe was fine. He felt fine. More than fine, actually. He felt amazing!

			It was Thursday, and that meant he didn’t have any classes to teach. If he remembered correctly, there was a faculty council meeting. He couldn’t find his calendar on his desk in the study. Perhaps he’d left it with his other things? In the front hall, where he normally left the plastic bag he used to carry all his papers, there was a leather satchel. Inside were the papers he was sure he’d put in the old shopping bag, but there was his calendar, along with a number of papers he had yet to mark.

			They were all short essays he’d assigned his sophomore class on “The Interstitial Ideologies of European Diaspora.” Most of his students had chosen to write about Sartre’s Being and Nothingness. There were worse things, Max supposed. At least he enjoyed Sartre, and the philosopher had inspired his own experimentation with mescaline. Still, where had that satchel come from? He examined the leather bag; it looked worn, as though he’d been using it to cart papers for a decade. His calendar was in there, and turning through the pages, he found the day’s date and a note: “FacC. Rm. 202. Noon.”

			After a shower, he started brewing some coffee and then went to put on his clothes. Yesterday’s torn jeans, Hawaiian shirt, and underwear sat in a pile by his bed, along with a heavy wool sweater. Funny, he thought, I wore that in my dream, not . . . 

			He stood there, naked except for the towel wrapped around his waist. What did he do yesterday? All he could remember was his crazy dream. Had he taught? He experienced a moment of confusion and fear. Had he missed his class on Existential Wankery and slept through the whole day? Shit, he couldn’t afford to miss that class!

			He went to his closet to get dressed and was surprised by its contents. Where were all his ripped jeans? What the hell? The closet was filled with black shirts, tidy, unripped jeans, and sports jackets. There was only one Hawaiian shirt, and it was almost tasteful – a kind of electric blue with white fishes on it. Where were his goddamned clothes?

			That was when the front door unlocked, and he heard a female voice shout: “I’m back, sweetie! Forgot my lunch!”

			A woman walked into the bedroom, and she smiled at Max. He was embarrassed. He was standing practically naked in some stranger’s house! The woman was blond, attractive, and wearing a gray skirt with a matching jacket, and a pink blouse underneath. “Hey, lazybones, you’re up!”

			“Uh,” Max said. 

			She walked right over to him, kissed him on the lips, and slipped her hand under his towel, grabbing his genitals, which were not comporting themselves like a gentleman. “Mmm. Nice to see you ‘up’,” she purred. “But I have to go, or I’ll be late. See you after work!” 

			She left the room, and Max was even more embarrassed by his erection. Who the fuck was that? Max thought. And a part of him – one engorged part in particular – really wished she weren’t late for work. He heard her grab her lunch from the chillbox, and she shouted from the front door: “I’m leaving it unlocked, okay? Don’t forget to bring in the dog.” He heard the door close, and then he got dressed as quickly as he could. The blue fish shirt would have to do, and he found one old pair of jeans that had some rips in the knees. There were no sandals to be found, so he put on a pair of canvas sneakers. He really didn’t want to wear that heavy sweater, so he threw on one of the sports jackets. Thus dressed, he wandered around the house. It was identical to his except for a few touches. There was a second closet filled with women’s clothes. There were pictures of him and the blond woman on the desk in his study and in the living room. There were also pictures of them with a golden retriever, and then Max heard the barking.

			He went to the back door and let in the dog, which was scratching at it. 

			“Hey, uh, dog,” he said. 

			It looked at him and cocked its head, as if to say, “Who the fuck are you?”

			Max saw there was a dog dish, with a plastic container full of kibble nearby. He fed the dog, which ate enthusiastically, wagging its tail. Max suspected he’d just given it an extra meal, but the dog was now his pal. He locked the back door and continued wandering around the house, the retriever following him. Now that he was looking carefully, he noticed all kinds of differences. The bathroom had two sets of soaps and shampoos, and the medicine cabinet was full of things in pastel-colored containers he didn’t recognize. Lady things.

			Max felt sick to his stomach. He also felt . . . happy? The dog had followed him into the bathroom and put its snout under his hand, which was dangling loosely by his side. He scratched the dog’s ears absently, and he felt a bit calmer. 

			Was this also a dream?

			Or maybe he was losing his mind? 

			The other option was that everything that had happened in his crazy dream had actually happened. Maybe there were multiple universes and Xoot had returned him to the wrong one? If so, what had happened to the Max in this world? Given the dog and the woman, he clearly was indistinguishable from the other Max. Maybe they’d switched places somehow? 

			Wait, wasn’t this exactly the scenario he’d regretted not experiencing? A dog. A girlfriend or partner?

			For the first time, Max looked in the mirror, and he could see that he looked different here. He was thinner, for starters. He also had a goatee, and his hair was short and practically white, with hardly any red left in it. He looked older too, though he felt younger. 

			Maybe he should go to campus and see what things were like there? He had an hour until the faculty council meeting. 

			“Okay, boy, gotta go,” Max said to the dog.

			The dog whined, but it went to the back room, where it had a dog bed. He lay down, glaring at Max for leaving. At least, that was how it felt to Max. 

			He found his wallet and keys. Outside, the front garden was unrecognizable. The small bit of lawn had been replaced with English ivy and beds of flowers. The large beautiful maple looked the same, except – was one branch gone? There was no Byng Flyer in the driveway, but a vehicle called a Hino. It was a silver color. Max looked at the key on his keychain and noticed that it had the same stylized H symbol on it, so he assumed it opened the flyer door. It fit, and inside, it took Max a moment to orient himself. What was wrong with it? Oh, he realized, the steering wheel is on the right side of the vehicle. There seemed to be a manual transmission in this automobile too. 

			It took him about ten minutes to figure out that he had to have the clutch fully engaged before the engine would turn over, and then it took him another ten to orient himself to the manual transmission. It had been years since he’d driven stick, and this one seemed peculiar. Not only was he going to have to use his left hand to change gears, it was in an inefficient W pattern, not an H, with reverse being on the top right of the W. That meant it was possible to go from fourth gear to reverse. Max wasn’t a giant gearhead, but he did know that was bad, and made a mental note not to do it. He wrestled the vehicle into reverse and backed down the driveway. There were no other cars on the street, and by force of habit, he got onto the right side of the street. It seemed odd, driving right next to the curb. He managed his first shift from first to second gear and then stalled the car as he tried for third. This was for the best, for just then another flyer came bombing around the corner and almost drove into him.

			He could see the other driver screaming at him as he veered around Max and his stalled vehicle. Max realized he was on the wrong side of the road. 

			“Fuck,” Max said. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and he wished he’d taken off the sports coat before getting into the flyer. 

			Now armed with the knowledge that he should be driving on the left side of the road – the steering column in the center of the street, he tried to remind himself – he made the right turn onto Wharncliffe. The street seemed insanely busy, with traffic whizzing at speeds he thought way too high. Eventually, there was a big enough gap in traffic. 

			Naturally, he stalled it going from first gear to second. Right in the middle of the road.

			A huge truck was bombing down towards him from the north, honking its horn. To the south he could see a wall of vehicles. “Hap, hgn, crap!” he blurted as he restarted the car and got it in gear. He dared not shift until he had a bit of safety space behind him, and he could hear the engine of the Hino screaming at him. The tachometer was in the red when he finally shifted straight to fourth. The flyer coughed, but he was going fast enough that it kept moving. 

			“Fuck!” Max screamed as he approached the first stoplight. 

			He managed to drive the five minutes to campus, where he discovered there was no parking building. There were a number of color-coded lots, but he had no idea which one he should use. He found a spot to stop the Hino and searched for a parking pass. He found it in the first place he looked: the driver’s side door slot. He apparently had a Purple pass, which looked almost like a credit card. He drove around until he found a lot that had a purple sign, punched the card into a machine that lifted the bar, and found a place to park. He noticed that people had left their punch cards on their dashboards, so he went back to the silver Hino and did the same. He mentally reminded himself where he’d parked so he could find his way back there. 

			He was exhausted. He felt the kind of anxiety and stress you get on a holiday traveling in a foreign country when you have to catch a train or plane at a specific time. But it was a different kind of anxiety. One expects things to be different in another country, but here he was unused to almost every little detail, yet it was his home. 

			From the purple parking lot, he could still see the iconic Hellmuth Grange tower, and he headed towards it. There seemed to be different buildings on campus, and this contributed to his general feeling of disorientation. Everything was odd. And what kind of flag was flying at the top of Hellmuth? It was fucking hideous. It looked like a red field, with three stylized Canada geese running to the left side of it. On the right edge were nine tiny white maple leaves and one white fleur-de-lis sitting on top of a Union Jack. 

			He stood there staring at it for a moment. He couldn’t believe it. What the fuck is that supposed to be? He stopped an undergrad wearing a roomy purple sweater with a big H on it, and asked: “What’s that?”

			“Hellmuth Grange,” the undergrad said. “Can I help you find something?”

			“No, thanks. I meant the flag. What is that flag?”

			“It’s the Canadian flag,” the student said. He took a step back from Max.

			“For how long?”

			“I dunno. I think they changed it sometime in the sixties?”

			Max was simultaneously annoyed and relieved that undergrads on this version of Earth were equally unaware of their country’s history. He chided himself. At least the kid knew the Canadian flag had changed in the sixties. He had to admit many of his students wouldn’t know that bit of vexillological lore.

			“Thanks,” Max said. He stared at the abomination flapping in the breeze. The three stylized geese almost seemed to be running. The thing was ridiculous. He felt like his brain was breaking. But his faculty council meeting started in fifteen minutes, so he didn’t have time for a nervous breakdown. 

			Three Canada geese honked as they flew over the sward, and Max was sure they were taunting him as they banked left and then soared past the flag bearing their cartoonish image.

		


		
			​4 – Max the Psychonaut 

			He arrived late for the meeting. The room was a small lecture hall he’d never taught in, though it had the same aggressive Victorian seats with attached desks made out of black adamantium, perfect for breaking toes. 

			Jim Blackmore waved him over to an empty seat next to him. Jim was a friend and colleague who also did research on post-war existentialism. In his universe, Jim and Max had been friends for a dozen years. Jim liked to sketch while he sat at meetings, and Max could see he was working on a human-canine chimera today.

			Max was glad he’d somehow lost weight overnight, because he was able to slip behind the desk portion easily, into a seat that was still empty. A number of his colleagues looked somewhat undignified, with their bellies spilling over onto the desks.

			Max scanned the agenda for the meeting. That was when it hit him. The name of the faculty. It wasn’t the Faculty of Ideologies, it was the Faculty of Philosophy, Information, and Social Studies. Damned weird name, he thought.

			At least “philosophy” was easy to figure out. He’d had to learn some Greek when he’d studied Ideologies at New Cambridge. Philo from “loving” and sophia from “wisdom” or “knowledge”. How vague was that? Max thought. Love of knowledge? Who doesn’t love knowledge? I suppose they also have the fucking Faculty of Enjoying Pies on this campus?

			He had to suppress a giggle when he worked out the acronym for his new home faculty: PISS. And yes, it was his faculty. He was listed right there under members. Dr. M. Tundra. He wondered if he taught philosophy or information? He couldn’t imagine a universe in which he would be deranged enough to engage in social studies.

			The dean delivered his report, and then the associate deans got their turns. It all seemed tantalizingly close to familiar, but of course, none of it was. A big-deal research funding possibility from the Upper Canadian Research Council made Max wonder if he was even in Ontario. Surreptitiously, he pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and looked for his driver’s license. He didn’t have one. He did have something called an Upper Canada Identity Card. There was no mention of Ontario. 

			Jim stopped sketching for a moment while Max stared at the identity card. “You okay?” he whispered.

			Max nodded and put it away. An absurd hour passed in which sixty people argued over one word in an amendment to a motion. It was rancorous and maddening. People started to leave the meeting as it stretched over its constrained time. The dean called the question, and the motion to amend the program committee’s motion was defeated. That left the original motion to be dealt with. The dean asked if there was further discussion. 

			The professor who had proposed the amendment got up and explained how vile the proposed motion was. It would surely make the program look ridiculous to anyone with an ounce of intelligence. It would end human civilization. 

			The program committee chair defended the sensibility of the motion. How it would not end the world. An hour and a half had passed. They had been arguing about one word for an hour and a half. It was absurd. Max grinned like a madman. He was so thrilled.

			Jim looked at Max and said, “What are you so happy about?”

			“It’s just as stupid as my own universe.”

			As the meeting broke up, to a chorus of rolling eyes and angry philosophy profs, Jim looked at Max and said: “Are you psychonauting again?”

			“Sorry?”

			“Psychonauting. You know. Your consciousness thing.”

			“I’m sorry,” Max said. “I don’t know what that is. But I should probably tell you, I’m not the Max you know.”

			“Oh really?” Jim said. He arched an eyebrow and then added: “Maybe you can explain it to me at the faculty lounge.”

			“The faculty lounge?”

			“Yes. The nice place next to Convocation Hall where we get the strength to continue our bleak existences?”

			Max didn’t seem to understand, and Jim added: “Booze?”

			“Oh, yes, that sounds good. I could use a drink.”

			“You’re buying.”

			Max took out his wallet again and opened it up. There appeared to be currency in there – they all had pictures of various British monarchs on them, and the Latin words semper fidelis. “Uh, is this enough?”

			Jim glanced at Max’s wallet. “Sure. Or we could add it to our tabs. You know, the ones that come off our monthly paychecks?”

			“Why does this money have the US Marine Corps slogan on it?” Max wondered.

			“Semper fidelis is Canada’s motto, my friend. Have you overdosed on something this time? Should I get you to the hospital?”

			“Oh, no! No more hospitals.” Max had a visceral memory of the nun turning into a bed full of lasagne. The fucking lizard. “Let’s just get that drink.”

			They walked in silence for a moment, and Max asked: “Are you still married?”

			“Yes. You and Jennifer had dinner with Helen and me last week. Don’t you remember that?”

			“Sorry, no.” 

			They arrived at the faculty lounge, and Max immediately liked the well-lit room filled with couches and comfy chairs. There appeared to be a bar and waiters serving drinks. “This is just for faculty?” Max asked.

			They found two free armchairs, near a window overlooking the sward, and sat down. “The whole time you’ve been teaching here.”

			A waiter appeared and asked for their orders. Jim ordered a scotch, something called Macallan 18, and Max said, “The same.” Jim raised another eyebrow. 

			“No wine?”

			“Hmm? No, I thought I’d like a scotch.”

			“I’ve never seen you drink scotch.”

			“It’s like bourbon, right?”

			Jim looked scandalized. “It’s much better than bourbon, but technically they’re both whisky.”

			The drinks arrived, and Max took a sip of his Macallan. It was lovely, with a fruity, sweet scent and a slight nut flavor; it finished with a little smoke. It was Max’s turn to raise his eyebrows.

			“Well, I can see why Jeeves was so keen to have scotch. This is excellent.”

			Jim raised an eyebrow and said: “Now explain to me why you’re pretending you like scotch and that you’ve never heard of it until recently. We’ve been drinking in here for years, and I have this nearly every time! And who is Jeeves. A butler? You can’t afford a butler, can you?”

			Max took a deep breath and jumped in: “Jim, I don’t know how to explain this, but I’m really not the Max you know. I’m from another universe – one that’s very close to this one, but there are significant differences. In mine, the Germans wiped out Britain with atomic bombs, so we don’t have scotch.”

			Jim looked bemused, but he said, “Go on.”

			Max told him the whole story. Breaking his toe. The appearance of the spaceship, the horrors at the hospital, Jeeves . . . all of it. Jim just listened. Then he asked Max a lot of questions. Mostly questions about his “home” universe and how it differed from this one. Max had a detailed answer for every question. The waiter reappeared, and they ordered another round of scotch. Jim had more questions. Max had the answers. 

			“So you don’t know who your wife is?”

			“I gather her name is Jennifer, and she seems like a lovely woman. Her hands were a bit cold this morning. But no, I don’t know anything,” Max admitted.

			“That seems . . .”

			“Yes,” Max said. “It’s beyond strange. It’s tremendously sad. The worst thing is that it feels so right. The idea of having a wife and a dog makes me feel like I’ve been living an empty life. There’s a huge void. So, yes, I can see how upsetting it would be.”

			“Exactly. You and Jennifer are very happy together, from what Helen and I can see. She and Helen are close friends.” He was silent for a moment. “If not for Jennifer, I don’t think you ever would have amounted to anything, Max. You would have continued taking too many drugs and probably died. It is more than sad. We’re all so close.”

			“I’m sorry. I don’t even know where the other Max is. I mean, obviously, his body is right in front of you. I was never this thin. And I’ve got red hair at home, not white.”

			“Max’s hair used to be red. It lost all its color a few years ago.”

			“How old is he?”

			“You’re fifty-two.”

			“Fuck,” Max said. “That’s ten years older. How is that possible?”

			“I’m afraid you’re having a psychotic break. I’m frankly surprised it didn’t happen when you were younger, but you can’t ingest the number of psychotropic drugs you have and expect no side effects,” Jim said. “I love you like a brother, but it’s not a surprise.”

			“What do you mean, psychotropic drugs?”

			“Oh, you’ve experimented with your own consciousness for years. Sometimes through meditation, sometimes with natural drugs like peyote, and then you had your mescaline years. We all dropped acid once together.” Jim paused. “That was memorable.”

			“But why?”

			“Oh, you consider yourself a psychonaut – an explorer of the human psyche. A consciousness pioneer. You’ve written many papers about it, in fact. You’re not as famous as Timothy Leary, but you run in the same circles, and frankly, your work is much more solid than his. He’s more of a cult leader than a serious philosopher.”

			“Oh yeah. What a stupid name for the discipline,” Max said. “Who doesn’t love wisdom?”

			“That’s different too?”

			“Ideologies.”

			“Hmm. That seems limited to me, but okay. Look. I think we should get you to a doctor and see if we can get you some help.”

			“So, you don’t believe me?”

			“Of course I believe that you believe it. But you have to admit, Max, it sounds insane.”

			“I suppose it does.”

			“I’ll give Jennifer a call. She will have to be the one who commits you.”

			“Commits me?”

			“The psych ward, of course.”

			“You’d put me in prison?”

			“Not prison. A kind of hospital. You can’t wander around in this state, buddy. It’s not safe for you or anyone else.”

			“I’m not going to hurt anyone!”

			“I know. But you told me you almost killed yourself and someone else with your car this morning.”

			“My car?”

			“Your Hino.”

			“Oh, my flyer.”

			Jim was quiet for a second and said, “You’re very convincing. I’ll give you that. Be right back.” He got up to go to the bar and use the telephone.

			Max downed the last of his scotch and ran. 

		

OEBPS/font/MS-Mincho.ttf


OEBPS/font/Recoleta-RegularDEMO.otf



OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/front-cover-alphamax-750w.jpg





OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


