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Reality Alternatives Chapter One

This was the first short story I wrote in the Reality Alternatives world. It takes place soon after the events of Reality Alternatives, so, I was excited to find out what happened to Chloe and her family. In particular, I wanted to explore Chloe's love life...
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Forget having a superpower, I was exhausted from my regular life teaching at the university and trying to be a good mom and wife.

It still felt like the beginning of the semester as February rolled around. I was learning my students' names, and they were getting the hang of showing up to class and studying and all the other college stuff.

When I sat down for dinner at the kitchen table—in the nick of time—I had to force myself to smile. We had a Phillipson family rule that everyone had to sit down together for dinner every night—and no electronics. We also had a rule that we weren't allowed to bring work home with us. Since I was the only one in the family working, that was pretty much just a Chloe rule.

As my wonderful husband Aidan started ladling out servings, a delicious aroma wafted out of the large pot—beans, onion, garlic, and some kind of meat. "Mmm," I said. "What is that? Stew? It smells delicious."

Aidan said, "I'm trying a new recipe, mon amour. It's called cassoulet. It has pork shoulder, pancetta and prosciutto in it."

My awesome younger son, Trevor, scrunched up his nose. "I don't want to eat that. It sounds weird. What's a cassooo?"

My awesome older son, Zach, was already taking a plate from his dad. He stared down at it dubiously. 

"It's a super delicious bean stew," I said. "From France."

"Oui, mon amour," Aidan said and smiled at me, his eyes practically twinkling. My heart did a little patter-pat at that smile. "And there's baguette to go with it." He pointed at a long narrow loaf of fresh bread in front of me.

I cut myself a slice, and it was still warm. It smelled heavenly. I breathed it in. "Wow, Aid. You didn't bake this yourself, did you?"

He nodded as he finished serving.

As I took my plate, I was growing suspicious—in the nicest way, of course. He didn't usually get quite so elaborate. Was he trying to get me to do something I didn't want to do?

Trevor poked his stew with a spoon.

For my part, I immediately ate some. Mmm. Beans, spices, onion, garlic and pork. "Yummy."

Zach tried it, and he looked a little surprised. "Wow. This is good, Dad."

Aidan dipped his head and made a flourish with his hand as he started eating.

We were all quiet for a few moments as we enjoyed our dinner. 

When I came up for breath, I said, "Is there something you'd like to ask me, Aidan?"

He froze for an instant and then held up his hands. "Before you say no immediately, hear me out."

I nodded. "Okay."

"I think we should take a little Valentine's getaway, just the two of us," Aidan said. "We need it after the difficult year we just had." 

He meant when me and the boys discovered we had a superpower and then went on the run from nefarious government forces who wanted to capture us to experiment on us. We basically had the ability to counteract gravity. 

He continued. "I made a reservation for a few days—including Valentine's—at a cozy little ski-in ski-out place in the mountains, with a hot tub and a fireplace in the room."

His plan sounded lovely. It sounded wonderful. But there were a lot of logistical issues to solve. "What about the boys? We can't leave them alone. And you want me to take time off work?" Missing school was very frowned upon. And I wasn't exactly popular with my boss after all my recent troubles. 

Zach slammed his hands down on the table. "No way! I'm supposed to have a party. A month ago, you guys said I could have a boy-girl party. I already started telling people about it at school!"

"Calm down, Zach," I said.

"You can still have your party, Zach," Aidan said. "Me and your mom will help you plan it and set everything up." He glanced at me. "I was thinking Colton could come to stay with the boys." Colton was my brother, a vet, a national hero, and also a paraplegic.

"Colton's cool!" Trevor said.

"Colton would be ...good," Zach said, suddenly looking very happy.  

I had no doubt Colton would be an excellent chaperone at the party and take good care of the boys. "But Aid, are you sure you want to miss Zach's first boy-girl party?" I didn't want to miss it. What if he snuck his first kiss, and we missed it?

He nodded with a fierce look on his face. "We need it."

Ugh. I was sort of responsible for all our troubles, and it was my fault that the boys inherited a superpower. I'd had a dark matter accident when I was younger. Aidan had tried valiantly to take it all in stride, but even he'd cracked a little under the pressure. 

And, he rarely asked me for anything. "Okay," I said. "I'll figure it out at work."

Zach was strangely specific in what he wanted for his party. Usually, he was more easy-going. He requested Aidan's secret-recipe death-by-chocolate cake and sparkling cider and sparkling grape juice in special long glasses. For decorations, he wanted small white twinkle lights and red helium balloons. 

When I got home from my last day of work before our getaway, I stepped into a magical valentine's fantasy. I smelled chocolate, lots of chocolate. The whole great room was encircled by tiny lights—reminiscent of fairies—on the walls near the ceiling. The corners held beautiful bouquets of red helium flower-like heart balloons. "Wow!"

Trevor jumped up from the couch. "Isn't it neat? Isn't it? We just finished."

I put my keys on the hook and set down my bag. "Nice job, buddy. You guys did great. Where are Dad and Zach?"

"Zach took some pictures, and he returned to his room to send them to people," he said. "Dad's packing."  He paused to take a breath. "I get to go, right? I get to go to the party?"

"Absolutely." I nodded. "You are gonna be Colton's right-hand man."

Trevor beamed, and my heart melted a little to see him so happy. I strode over to him. "Can I get a hug?"

He shrugged. "Okay."

I leaned down, and we hugged for a few moments. He was growing up fast. How many more moments would we have like this? "Thanks for being so helpful, Trev. It's admirable. You're admirable." 

His stomach growled.

I laughed as we separated. "Hungry?"

"Yeah. What's for dinner?"

"Good question. I'll just go find your dad and ask him."

In our bedroom, Aidan was just zipping the suitcase closed. He looked up at me as I walked in. "Good timing." He grinned at me.

I couldn't help grinning back. "Trevor wants to know what's for dinner." I wanted to know, too. My stomach was on the verge of growling itself. 

"Whatever you want, my love," he said. "We're hitting the road ASAP. Before you get sucked back into work or some other emergency."

"Okaay," I said. I didn't have the heart to tell him I hadn't gotten official permission for a few days off. But I had a plan, and phase one had already been implemented. "But what about the boys?"

"Colton's due any minute." The doorbell rang. "Ah ha," Aidan said. "And if you're wondering if I remembered to pack your swimsuit—I didn't." His lascivious grin made me blush.

In the family room, Colton was unloading Missoula Monster burgers onto the coffee table. "Hey, C."

"Hey, C," I said back, head swiveling. "What happened to Trevor?"

"He went out to get my bag," Colton said. 

Sure enough, Trevor burst in the front door with a duffel bag. "We're having Missoula Monsters for dinner!" We all laughed.

Aidan strode back down the hall. "Zach, we're leaving. Come say goodbye."

Zach called out, "I'm busy!"

"Now!" Aidan yelled. In a quieter voice he said, "I'm starting to think that phone was a bad idea." 

Zach did not appear.

Trevor ran down the hall. "Missoula Monsters! Missoula Monsters!"

I heard a door open immediately.

Aidan turned to me. "Speaking of phones, we're leaving ours here."

I winced. I needed mine for the final phase of my get-out-of-work plan. "I can't."

He frowned.

"And we need to be reachable in case of emergency," I said. 

"Don't worry," Colton said. "No emergencies on my watch." I don't know if it was the power of suggestion or what, but I felt a chill.

Trevor appeared, Zach trailing after him.

"And it goes without saying, do not use your superpower," Aidan said.

"If it goes without saying, why did you say it, Dad?" Zach said. "Jeez." 

"Hug," I said and reached for Zach.

He sneered but let me hug him. Sometimes I missed those days when he was just a sweet little boy.

A few minutes later, as we pulled away from the house, Aidan asked, "How'd you get out of work?"

I debated what to say. Our family rule was that honesty wasn't the best policy, it was the only policy. Damn. "I started feeling out Wang...."

Aidan threw me a sharp look as we drove down the street. 

"Obviously, nothing untoward. But Wang was not at all receptive to the idea of me taking a few days off. So I moved on to plan B. I'm sick, quite sick. And we don't want to infect the students, do we?"

He sighed. 

"I know lying is wrong, but it's a white lie." I got out my phone and turned on an app. "Do you want to get away or not?" I pressed a button, and the sound of a sniffle came out.

He glanced at me.

"I laid the groundwork." Button. Quiet sneeze. Button. Light cough. "And, sorry to say, it's getting much worse." Button. Loud sneeze. Button. Hacking wet cough.

He flinched. "What is that?"

I grinned. "It's a new app I put together. I call it 'Playing Hooky.' Anyway, I've been amping up my symptoms for days. I just have to call in, saying I'll be late for work, play the sounds, and Wang will be begging me to stay home. His idea."

"I hate to admit it, but it's a little brilliant," he said. "I hope you never turn your genius to a life of crime." Neither one of us brought up that some of my previous actions might be construed as slightly nefarious in a certain light. 

'Brother, brother,' sounded from my pocket. 'Brother, brother.' I knew Colton wouldn't call unless it was very important, so I answered.

"I don't mean to alarm you—" He sounded out of breath.

Oh my God. "What?"

"But there's a little emergency. How soon can you get back here?"

I'd already run the numbers in my head on the way up here. "An hour, maybe forty-five minutes, as the crow flies."

"Get here." He hung up.

Aidan and I had just gotten naked, in bed, in our suite. "What! Tell me?"

I sat up and started throwing on my clothes. "I don't know. That was Colton. He said it was an emergency. Didn't say what. I'm flying back. Now. You call him and then meet me at home."

"Emergency! Shit." He was reaching for his phone. "Can't you take me with you?" 

I had flown him places before, but it wore me out, and I had no idea what I'd be facing when I got home. I might need all my strength. "No." I leaned over and kissed him briefly.

I raced out to our patio and poised myself to fly.

"Jacket!" I heard from inside the room.

I realized I was cold. It was below freezing outside. I ran inside and put on my jacket and the rest of my winter gear. 

I ran back outside and jumped up into the air like Superman. 

The little section of my exposed face from the bottom of my hat to the top of my scarf immediately started feeling numb as the cold winter air whipped against it. My eyes teared. I fumbled around in my pocket and found my ski goggles. I put them on. Much better. I focused on flying faster and faster.

In forty-four minutes, I flew up on our house—or what remained of our house. It looked like the entire roof was gone. Oh, no! Please, God, let everyone be all right.

Numerous emergency vehicles—including two ambulances—were parked on the street in front with lights strobing. A lot of people stood on the lawn.  

I spied Colton's wheelchair and flew down to him. "Colton."

He jerked back. "You scared the crap out of me."

I scrutinized the crowd. It was mostly kids Zach's age, and they seemed all right, if cold. No one had their jackets. I did not see Zach or Trevor. "Is everyone all right?"

He dipped his chin. "The kids from the party are all okay."

"Thank God," I said. "What about Zach and Trevor?"

"Not so much," he said.

"What!" I said. "Where are they? Why aren't you with them?"

"They're in the ambulances." He pointed. "The E.M.T.s made me leave. They said I was too worked up, and I was making things worse." 

Before he'd even finished his sentence, I ran to the first ambulance. Two E.M.T.s were leaning over Trevor on a gurney. 

"Oh, my God! Trevor!" I scrambled inside. "What's wrong? I'm his mom. Is he okay?"

One of the E.M.T.s had been holding out her arm, baring me from my son, but she lowered it. 

"Mom," Trevor whispered.

I leaned over him. His lip trembled. 

"I'm here," I said. "I'm here. Are you okay? Where does it hurt?" 

"Does Trevor have any conditions we should know about?" the female E.M.T. asked.

Like a superpower?

"We think he fainted," the male E.M.T. said.

"Uh," I said. "He has fainted before. Is he okay or not?"

"I guess," the woman said.

"Thank God," I said. "Trevor, I love you. Be brave. I'll be right back. I need to check on Zach."

I jumped out of the back of the ambulance, and a police officer stood in my way. "Mrs. Phillipson? We need to ask you a few questions. What happened to your roof? Did you endanger all these minors?"

"I need to check on my son Zach." I rushed past him. "Do something useful and get the kids their coats," I called back to him.

I jumped into the back of the other ambulance. The E.M.T.s were working on Zach, performing C.P.R. He looked unresponsive. "Zach? Oh, my God, Zach!"

"Wait," one of the E.M.T.s said. "I think he's coming around."

"Zach?" I pushed my way up to the gurney.

"Mom?" he whispered, looking five years younger in his uncertainty.

"Yes, I'm here," I said. "Where does it hurt?"

"I just feel weak," he whispered.

"What happened?"

"I wanted the party to be perfect," he said. "I tried so hard to make it perfect, so...."

"So, what?" I asked.

"So Sophia would kiss me," he said. "And she did...."

"And?" I said.

"And the roof sort-of flew off the house," he said. Somehow, Zach used his superpower unintentionally and destroyed the house? 

Sadly, stranger things had happened in our family.

"Oh no," I said very loudly—I don't know how convincingly. "It must have been some kind of mini tornado or micro-burst. I think we're going to have to sue those roofers."

Colton wheeled up, followed closely by Trevor and Sophia. 

"Is he okay?" Colton asked. 

"We're going to take him to the hospital to check him out," one of the E.M.T.s was saying.

"Can you guys go with him and make sure he's safe?" I asked Colton and Trevor. "I need to make sure our guests are okay."

"I want to come, too," Sophia said.

"Only one person in the ambulance," one of the E.M.T.s said.

"We'll meet you over there," Colton said. 

One of the E.M.T.s jumped out and gestured to me to get out. 

As soon as I did, he slammed the doors and ran to the driver's door. Within moments, they zoomed off, siren blaring.

The same cop approached me again. "Ma'am
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