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PART 1 

			I’ve come to find that traveling the multiverse produces the same effect as a gnarly hangover induced by tequila, very distinct from one brought on by wine or whiskey. I have some experience with the former, more with the latter.

			The first time I crossed the Plain, I didn’t even know that I had made such a significant leap. I woke up in the bed that I had shared with Parker. Only it wasn’t the bed that we had shared, at least not the one I was familiar with. For the annals of science, I have been meticulously documenting my experiences. This is how it began:

			

	

A 

			August 8, 2018

			T his isn’t my bed. Those words appeared inside Nina’s skull almost instantly as her eyes opened and the consciousness of the day settled upon her. The sheets were bright white and felt fresh on her skin, not the ones that she had fallen into the previous evening. No, she was sure that she had crashed onto the pink paisley sheets that were the last remnant from her college days. Parker had teased her about them at first, but he got used to them and she doubted he would have excused himself from their evening activities because of them. Last night was no different.

			What had happened last night? A healthy meal, maybe. Definitely too much to drink. The bright daylight poured in through the half-opened blinds in the most unforgiving manner. Her hand flew up to her head to shield her sensitive eyes, bullied by a splitting headache and alcohol-induced dehydration. Or so she assumed.

			“Hey there, sleepyhead,” Parker cooed as he entered the room. He had a glass of water in one hand, the other folded over; she guessed there was a painkiller in there for her.

			Nina groaned in response.

			“I figured as much,” he said sweetly and handed her the medicine. She gulped down all of the water selfishly. Did Parker have a hangover; did he want any water? Nina didn’t ask because at that moment she genuinely didn’t care. Anything to stop the pounding in her head.

			She was also coming to realize that while she did not wake up in her own bed, she didn’t wake up in Parker’s either. He decorated his bachelor pad in deep dark blues and greens with some trekkie movie posters taped to the wall. This sleek and elegant room with clean lines and a king mattress with a pillow top was comfortable beyond anything Nina had ever experienced. Although, perhaps the leftovers of her intoxication were simply trying to compel her body to sleep in.

			It wasn’t a hotel room. In spite of the plush bedding, she was sure of it. The bedframe pushed up against the window, the harsh light unimpeded as it headed for her eye line. Every hotel she’d ever stayed in had blackout curtains and the beds solidly against the wall. That practice never made any sense to Nina; people could still hear the happenings in the adjoining room.

			Nina sat up slowly. Parker continued to dress; he didn’t seem to be as groggy and hungover as Nina. A bit of memory trickled into her mind. They had gone out to dinner and then to the new tapas bar around the corner from their subway stop last night. She couldn’t recall why they had been out celebrating, or how much they had, or when they got… not home, here she guessed. She wanted to ask questions, but she also wanted silence.

			Parker had been jovial the previous evening, excited as though he was on the edge of something. Nina had been worried that he planned to propose, as though his grand plan to end their new pattern of bickering was marriage. And then he was sweet and caring this morning. She tried to not be bitter and sarcastic, even in her internal thoughts. She knew that caustic material would seep out in her words and given how kind he had been, she didn’t want to appear ungrateful. They had gone a full two weeks without fighting and she didn’t want to be the one to spoil it because of a wretched hangover. Nina knew herself; she already felt grouchy and irritable because of the headache. Her stomach turned; she was hungry in the meanest sort of way.

			“I’m going to shower,” Nina announced. Parker was more interested in the buttons on his shirt than anything that she had to say at the moment. She hoped that the water would help her head, both the ache and her splotchy memory, all inconsistent and irritated from whatever alcohol she had consumed.

			“Go for it, Sweetie. You’re already a little late as is, so you might as well enjoy the morning.” Parker pecked her on the cheek as he strolled out of the bedroom, adjusting his tie along the way. He was very chipper and unusually non-verbal, almost intentionally brief. What, no diatribe that my behavior today would become a pattern of tardiness that would lead to fewer raises and therefore one-day cause me to become a penniless beggar or some other doomsday scenario?

			Ack, that putrid cynicism. She had to push it back. The mental processes were working painfully slow that morning and had finally caught up and pushed the vitriol to the side.

			“Wait! I’m late, what time is it!?” Suddenly every cell in her body was awake. She glanced at the clock on the bedside table. An artsy analog clock with four hashes on the 15s and nothing in between. Clearly, this was something that neither she nor Parker would have selected. Parker had a binary clock in his apartment and he always got a chuckle when Nina would try for a full sixty seconds to decode it before giving up and just checking her phone. Nina had a digital clock, because for all the benefits bestowed upon her by the parochial schools she attended, some rudimentary skills had been omitted in favor of new technologies like personal computers and typing. Granted, the latter had benefited her greatly in her career. But she felt like a complete dolt for not being able to read an analog clock as though it were a second language. She always had to double check in her head a few times that she read it correctly and even then, she would peek at her phone to check.

			Nina’s brain was in no state to try and decipher this minimalist art piece masquerading as a clock. She lunged for her phone, quietly charging on the nightstand. It felt thinner in her palm, as though she had to squeeze it a bit tighter to keep it from sliding out. She swiped across the screen to unlock it and saw the time. 7:45

			“Crap!”

			It was Wednesday. She had a weekly staff meeting every Wednesday morning at 8:00 sharp. Nina opened her texts to the most recent messages, ignoring the other alerts and reminders that scrolled along the top of her phone. The first text message in her history was from Carol, her cube-mate. “You coming in today?” Nina pinged her to let Carol know she would be tardy and asked if she could cover for her in the meeting.

			Nina quickly undressed while she listened to Parker moving about downstairs, water running on and off, cabinets sliding open and closed.

			“Hey Parker!” she called out, hoping to catch him before he strolled out for the day.

			Nina’s phone buzzed.

			“Of course! Happy to!” Carol responded. Nina could always count on her. Nina smiled as she pushed the notification away and headed into the bathroom, conveniently located off the bedroom. It was an intuitive location for it to be, but it still shocked her that she had located it so effortlessly.

			“Yes?” Parker asked from behind her. She spun around to see him perched at the doorframe.

			“Where are we?” Nina asked in a mild tone. She didn’t want it to sound like she had forgotten whatever romantic gesture had brought them to this location. “I definitely drank too much last night; can you help with the details?”

			He smiled and approached her. As she stood half-naked in this strange room, the act of his peck on the forehead reassured her. “It’s okay. We’re good,” he said with a wink before he turned to leave the room.

			Uh oh. She must have said something horrible or spurned his advances the night before. All Nina had learned from that brief exchange was that she had to start working at fixing things between them before he ran out of steam. She had noticed his increased efforts to make things better two weeks earlier when he arrived home with a bouquet of scarlet roses and his usual churlish remarks had ceased. Could two weeks erase months of bickering? Wasn’t there something once said about love not keeping a scorecard?

			Her brain worked rapidly to try and sort every piece of information coming in, all while battling a nasty headache. Essential activities won out for the moment and she focused on getting cleaned up.

			The impeccable design carried into this room with neutral tones, carefully positioned succulents, and heated floor tiles. She fiddled with the knobs for a moment or two trying to figure out if up or down meant on and which one turned the distinct jets from a drought to a torrent. The shower was hot and steady. The separate jets that hit her upper and lower back were soothing, enough so that she almost forgot that she was in a strange bathroom. Almost.

			She found the bottle of shampoo, conditioner, and body wash were all high quality. She assumed this was another one of the benefits of staying in a gig-economy rental, the logical conclusion she had reached as she pieced together the few clues she had to work with. If only she could remember what happened last night. A naughty staycation night at an upscale apartment to escape our usual routine, perhaps? An unusual idea, but at least Parker tried something new.

			She emerged from the shower; yesterday’s dirt cleaned away. Annoyingly, the hot water and steam did little to assuage her headache. Nina moved to put her clothes back on. She would have to go home and change. Parker sat waiting for her in the bedroom when she got out of the shower. “Feeling any better?” His face was as hopeful as his question. His large brown eyes looking up at her, puppy-dog eyes if there ever were a pair. His brown hair swept to the side, hair gel holding it in place, for now; it usually fell across his forehead into his eyes by the end of the day. The stubble that played with the idea of banding together into a beard had been cleared away; Parker’s scruff from the day before shaved clean.

			“Slightly,” Nina shrugged as she started to turn the clothes that she had strewn on the floor right-side out.

			“You could always skip out today. Go back to bed, rest, relax. You work too hard anyway,” he stood as he said this and opened the closet on the far side of the room. He grabbed a set of polished black shoes. It was at this moment she noticed that Parker had dressed much nicer than usual. His days were spent in a theoretical physics lab. Jeans, Converse sneakers, and a black tee with some scientists-only joke printed on it was his standard uniform. Did he have a presentation today? Should she have remembered that?

			“That would be nice,” she answered as though she were some artificial intelligence, having found the appropriate response that required no custom linguistic flare or personalization. That would be nice, something any person or robot could spit out on command.

			“I could stay with you,” he looked up at her with a hopeful suggestion in his eyebrows.

			“I wouldn’t want you to skip out on work today; you’ve got important things going on.” Wow, said like a genuinely supportive girlfriend. Nina amazed herself at her ability to be compassionate in response to his kindness. To mirror his sweetness with her own. Is that how couples were able to stay together for so long, following the path that their partner laid for them? I smile, you smile. I scream, you scream. A self-fulfilling prophecy either way.

			She noticed as Parker donned his ‘fancy’ shoes, that the closet was indeed well stocked. Parker had helped himself to the shoes. Had he stored them there last night? She must have looked like she had a seizure after eyeing the clothes for too long.

			“A closet full of nothing to wear again?” he asked in a mocking tone.

			“What? No. I like my clothes,” she answered in a playful tone, being mock-defensive of his jibe.

			“Well, get dressed then. I don’t think the dress code has changed in your office,” he gestured with his open hand to the closet.

			The fabrics were familiar in spite of their novelty. The colors were pleasing to her eye, as though she had already curated this selection. At that point in the morning, Nina had accepted that she was in the throes of an extremely vivid and uncharacteristically lifelike dream. This was the only logical conclusion that her brain could arrive at. What else could explain everything?

			Her dreams were usually flashes of macabre scenes between infinite darkness. The images in her mind were always dark at the edges, blurred, not quite clear. While she would occasionally find herself in a familiar place or with a familiar person in a dream, the absurd would always spill in. Perhaps whatever drinks were still working their way through her liver and kidneys were delighting her thalamus and cortex with this cinematic fantasy.

			A good day with Parker, although that happened more often now, an expertly designed apartment with plush and luxurious trappings, a full closet of clothes that would make her look more polished than she could ever pull off. This must be a dream.

			Sure. Let’s indulge.

			She dressed and twirled, savoring each additional minute of her tardiness. This was dreamland after all. Parker approved and they waltzed downstairs together.

			It was a good thing Nina had accepted that she was dreaming or the myriad of framed professional photos of their faces on the walls would have alarmed her. Photographs she had no memory of ever posing for.

			The décor fit neither of their tastes, further confirmation that this was not their home. They didn’t even live together technically, although they spent most nights at her place. The subject had been broached months earlier but hadn’t resurfaced. Perhaps his recent changes sparked some hope in her unconscious mind that they would move in together and that unspoken wish manifested into this very dynamic dream.

			She gathered her tailored satchel and a set of keys to this dream house. Standing on the front steps, Nina recognized where they were immediately. They were on 28th Street NW, a brief walk for Parker to get to work and a significantly reduced commute for herself as well. Her apartment, in the waking world, was in the City Center and required a metro ride between two decent walks in the rain, sleet, snow, or heat.

			Happy to stay in this dream for a bit longer, they parted peacefully and she went on her way. It was only as she crossed into her office building that Nina realized that she had left her phone behind. Oh well, as long as her hyper-realistic dream continued, she wouldn’t fret.

			Nina wound her way through the cube maze after she exited the elevator. Without her phone, she wasn’t sure of the hour, but assumed that the morning meeting had already ended. Better to miss the whole thing than come in at the end. She found Carol at her desk working diligently. Her posture perfect, her clothes demure and stylish, her hair sleek and pretty. Her small hands were making quick movements across the keyboard, converting the keystrokes into intelligible commands at a speed that seemed improbable.

			Nina plopped down in the rolling chair at her cube, the one directly across from Carol’s. “I made it,” she said in an exasperated gasp, letting the weight of her body push the chair back slightly. Carol spun around to greet her, as was their routine.

			“Hey, glad you made it in. Are you feeling okay?” Nothing seemed out of place here, except Nina might have expected some jibe about being late or sleeping in. But, as long as she was in the dream world, she could let a few things slide.

			“Yes,” Nina replied automatically. Her headache surged at that moment as if it were insulted that it didn’t warrant consideration. “Well no,” she elaborated. “I have a rough headache, but I’m hoping it will pass.”

			“Oh no,” Carol offered. Their usual banter felt stifled, cut short. Something was off. Nina expected the dream to break up with the appearance of a 20-foot squid or some other Lovecraftian monster. Instead, Sonali, one of the team’s new designers, interrupted them. She appeared at the cube wall with a mug of hot coffee.

			“Hi, Nina!” Sonali said with a cheerful smile, her thick and shiny hair framing her face and accentuating her grin. Sonali’s sweet greeting was a little too loud for Nina’s head to handle. But Sonali couldn’t have known that and Nina didn’t want to take that out on her.

			“Hi, Sonali!” Nina mirrored her.

			“Do you need anything else, Nina?” Carol asked, a concerned look on her face.

			“No, I’ll just get to work.” Nina spun the chair around slowly, she figured it would be best to let the two of them have their conversation. Had she somehow offended Carol and didn’t remember it? That might account for her polite but cool interaction. With this being a dream, perhaps her unconscious needed to warn her about potentially harming her friendship with Carol.

			As Nina faced the desk, she quickly became aware that nothing was the same as it had been when she left the previous evening. The set-up was off, the frames contained unfamiliar photos of a family, an Indian family. This was Sonali’s desk and Nina had been looking at it for too long to pretend that this was all a joke, playing at using someone else’s desk. She got up and headed towards the hallway. Nina forced herself to walk slowly, ambling past the cubicles so that she might catch her name tag or a familiar photo as she passed. For a dream this felt tedious. The minutiae were never this pronounced in any dream she had ever experienced before.

			Finally, Nina found her name. It wasn’t on her right where the rows and rows of cubicles lined up. It was on the left, affixed to the door of an office. Nina peered in and found a photo of her and Parker, a copy of one that hung on the wall of the apartment she had seen earlier in the dream. The décor felt muted, calm. There was an array of post-it notes threatening to lose their spot on the computer monitor, throwing the entire milieu into disarray, or perhaps giving it some life.

			In this dream, she was an executive. This direction of the dream took an interesting turn, perhaps this would be a very nice dream; it fed all of her ambitions. A happy, healthy relationship. A successful career. Her dreams were never so linear or direct, never so pronounced. They had always been oblique, requiring further introspection. Most dreams were to be avoided, forgotten at all costs.

			She settled into the desk and went through the motions of starting the computer, sorting files, all the while waiting for an oversized bee to walk into the office and demand a report on honey. Or something, dream-like. Nightmare-like.

			Carol popped into the office and asked if she wanted a recap on the morning meeting. Nina acquiesced and Carol detailed some of the latest projects. “There’s been a lot piling up for the past few days, but I told the team it was a family matter. I’m hoping everyone will be too polite to say anything. If you need something, just let me know.” Carol expressed her compassion through her words, although they were undercut by a mild touch of irritation. So, Nina was returning from an extended period away from the office. Carol likely needed to cover for her with no notice. A family matter, perhaps this little detail would turn the dream into a nightmare. Some horrible loss.

			Nina’s mind flashed on a memory, distant, not as exacting as it used to be. Perhaps this was about to morph into her previous nightmare, the one that had hunted her down and stolen her rest for years. But that didn’t happen. Instead, Carol left with the promise that she would continue to fend off questions about her time out of the office. Nina looked at the neatly piled stack of form envelopes on the far side of the desk.

			In the orderly desk tray of small supplies, she found a thick-handled letter opener. Nina always viewed this as the butter knife of the office. She was used to ripping letters open with her fingers. Her clean and pristine dream world was not about that. She decided to use her usual method, the waking-Nina method.

			The first letter appeared to be a direct mail appeal from a database vendor that had been after their corporate business. She inserted her index finger into the gap and slid.

			And then she felt it. The exacting edge drawing across the delicate skin of her finger. A sharp and thin cut left a bright red line on the knuckle. She winced and immediately, reflexively touched it to her mouth to stem any blood.

			She had a pain reflex. She tasted the copper of the cut, the small bit of blood that leaked from the surface. She bent the knuckle and felt the sting.

			Wake up, wake up, wake up.

			She forced her eyelids closed and tried to come out of this dream. She knew that her brain could do many things, but the pain, the taste, all of it shouldn’t have been possible. She stood up and headed for the bathroom, something the waking Nina would have done right away to fetch a bandage.

			On her way out of the office, she crashed into Derek, who in her waking world had been a top-level director, but here he seemed to be moving to his cubicle. The jolt sent her falling to the ground.

			That should have woken me up. Without fail, every time she fell in a dream, she woke immediately. There was a term for that, right? A hypnic spasm? Or is that when you are falling asleep? She couldn’t remember clearly because of the panic starting to set in. There she was, still on the thin and poorly patterned carpet of the office. Derek stood over her, apologizing profusely and extending his hand to help her up. The headache, the paper cut, the tumble.

			This wasn’t a dream. This was somehow real. The first of over a thousand questions began to flood her mind.

			

	

1 

			2 Weeks Earlier

			The lights flickered for a moment, but Nina didn’t even blink. She finished organizing the random files that accumulated on her desktop over several years with the agency. An image for a client here, a CSV file of some report there. Her desktop background had been a sunrise view of the Grand Canyon. It had been one of her favorite photos of the monument, taken by a professional, of course. The reds in the sky at dawn shot out in all directions and highlighted the sandstone just beginning to awaken for the day, ready to continue the slow and arduous process of eroding into the Colorado River.

			Her errant files had formed a grid pattern of icons to cover the entire image across both monitors. The files were nice and orderly until she realized that the one in the top left corner actually contained a pile of files on top of files. It was 4:50 pm that afternoon when she noticed this issue.

			“I’ll be a little late this evening. A big project just came up.” She shot off a text to Parker and started to identify the files and put them into obliquely labeled folders. “Personal” for insurance documents and memos from HR on annual PTO allotments. “Images” for the array of graphics that she had used at one time or another over the past several years in various campaigns. “Reports” for everything from traffic and attribution metrics to basic accounting of the one work trip she took to a conference the previous year. As she pulled icons from the top, they all started to dance, realigning to make room for the icons that had been stacked on each other. By 5:30 they stopped adjusting, meaning that she had almost reached the end of her task. After another 30 minutes, she was done. Now only those three folders sat in the corner of the screen, leaving her view of the Grand Canyon unobstructed.

			She meandered to the metro station and heard the train approaching as she scanned her card. The man behind her nearly knocked her over as he ran to catch it before the doors closed. He made it. Nina watched with apathy as the train rolled away, content to wait for the next to come along.

			She checked her phone, no message from Parker.

			Figures. As if the universe dared her to be frustrated, the lights went out. It could get worse. The metro station was black as pitch, none of the ambient light that she would have expected to come in from the above ground streetlights snuck in. There had been the occasional summer brown-out from the energy grid being overloaded with excess A/C usage. But this one felt different, more menacing. As though a poltergeist or rogue monster had devised this blackout to trap her, terrify her, kidnap her.

			She tried to look from left to right, but it was all black. She didn’t dare rise up from the bench for fear of tripping and falling on the tracks.

			Nina hadn’t realized how quiet it was without any power on until it came whirring back to life. The fluorescent lights blinkered and thankfully, the walls had the same graffiti as usual. No new menacing messages scrawled out on the tiled walls to warn or taunt her. No horror movie like scenarios, just the DC metro.

			She was about to get up and leave the station, opting to walk home and waste her train fare when she felt a buzz in her hand. As if he could sense her frustration, Parker had sent her a message.

			“Hey, are you okay? Getting late, text me to let me know you’re okay.”

			Nina double-checked the number to make sure it was Parker. Wow, this was a first. Not that he hadn’t expressed concern over her working late before, but usually it stemmed from his own inconvenience of having to wait to eat dinner or his annoyance at having prepared a meal that went cold by the time she got home.

			Nina had campaigned hard for a promotion, arriving early and leaving late for eight months. During that time, she received perfect responses from client surveys and brought in two six-figure accounts. When her boss resigned, she thought she was a shoo-in for the replacement. Nina prepared her resume so that she could apply for the internal posting, though she secretly hoped that she would just be awarded the position. When her new boss was announced in a staff meeting without any job being posted, Nina was crushed. She hadn’t worked late since that happened a few months earlier. It was around this same time, she started avoiding Parker. She had finally stepped up and put herself out there, she really tried for it, but she failed. She didn’t want to hear Parker tell her that she needed to go back and finish her degree or that she needed to apply herself. Nina didn’t want to be the loser girlfriend anymore, she felt that she was meant for more.

			Perhaps it was that they had both settled into the routine of her leaving work at 5 on the dot. Perhaps it was the lazy way that they had both defaulted to dining and sleeping at her place because it was closer to the University for Parker. Perhaps it was the feeling that she would be locked in her current position forever, doomed to be a mid-level manager in a mid-level relationship for all time. Nina had used up her goodwill with the world when she had-

			She stopped herself from going there. The train arrived, noisily pulling into the station, the rails below starting to hum. She shot a quick auto-text to Parker. “On the train.”

			It was perfunctory and it was true. She wasn’t even sure if the message would get through the thick steel and concrete above her.

			Nina spent the minutes on the metro trying to get her head right. She felt grumpy, dissatisfied, and maybe she had been fooling herself that she was happy for a long time. Nina either needed to commit to the role of happy girlfriend or split. In light of that dilemma, she couldn’t see herself continuing to smile through Parker’s paternalistic lectures on what she should be doing with her life, or his condescending man-splaining of things she already knew about, or his quick dismissal that she wouldn’t be able to understand his work. Hadn’t he been attracted to her ability to keep up with him?

			This was it; this was the moment Nina had been avoiding because she didn’t want to be on her own again. But she wasn’t afraid of being alone anymore. She was afraid of being stuck in her current reality: crappy job, crappy boyfriend, crappy mood.

			The doors opened and she marched off the metro car, up the stairs, and out of the station. She had to do this while she still had the nerve. Nina rehearsed in her mind what she would say to Parker the second she got in the door. No ‘hello’, no ‘how was work’, no chit chat. She needed to dive right into the fact that she wasn’t happy anymore, and she suspected that he wasn’t either.

			Nina had plotted her words and the anticipated first responses as she approached the door to her apartment. The key went into the lock, the door opened and so did her mouth. She needed to get it out right now, the words felt like bile looking to escape her body.

			But she choked them back down. She looked at the number on the door again, a metallic “8” screwed on above the peephole. This was the right apartment; the door unlocked with the key on her chain. The view in front of her didn’t align with what she had grown accustomed to over the past few years.

			For starters, the lights were off and there were several clusters of white candles lit on the kitchen counter and then on the dining room table. And there sat a bucket of sparkling wine chilling between two perfectly polished place settings. Hiding in the shadows that the candles cast, the petals of red roses invited her fingertips to reach out and touch them.

			This was new, this was a surprise. Parker closed the door behind her, Nina hadn’t noticed that he had moved closer. When the door latched, she jumped a little, startled by the sound. “Welcome home honey!” he cooed in her ear. All of her gumption evaporated. She couldn’t break up with him when he just put together this romantic display. She convinced herself this was the start of a new era for them. Not seeing it for what it really was, the final implosion before they would be repelled from each other with a great violent force.

			

	

B 

			August 8, 2018

			Nina burst out of the elevator and ran for the front entrance of the building in swift and inelegant motions. She couldn’t think straight. If this wasn’t a dream, then where was she? The people and most of the places were familiar. If she wasn’t asleep, then perhaps this was an elaborately orchestrated prank. But to what end? What was the punchline here?

			It was on her way out of the office and over to Parker’s lab that she started to take notice of all the things around her. Different in subtle ways, almost imperceptible if the adrenaline and fear were not drawing every fine detail into sharp focus.

			Every street was litter free. A surprise and a welcome reprieve from the usual hopscotch of dodge the crushed beer cans and sidestep the overflowing garbage that she usually had to handle, a part of routine city life.

			And there were no homeless people on the sidewalks, shuffling their belongings as they passed the painful hours. Nina crossed clusters of homeless on her way to and from work each day, avoiding eye contact. She always observed when they were there, but there they weren’t. And she noticed it.

			The streets weren’t lined with parked vehicles, and the street traffic was light except for bicycles on the wider than usual bike-lane. The advertisements on the few buses and taxis she saw, the billboards in the distance, had all changed overnight. Instead of glamorous models, they all featured products with a solid color background. No beautiful eyes to watch her as she passed along, silently casting their judgment on her fashion choices. This wouldn’t have caught her attention before, but now everything caught it.

			It seemed like a steady stream of pedestrians were all intently focused on their smartphones, the blue light illuminating their faces in a ghoulish manner. No different from normal, except that these phones all had perfectly round circles on the back of them. This struck Nina as odd, where was the ubiquitous apple?

			She walked briskly and crossed over Wisconsin Avenue, only it wasn’t Wisconsin Avenue. Nina stopped once she reached the other corner and stared at the sign for a while. “E Roosevelt Avenue” the green and white sign proclaimed, perched atop the metal pole.

			“East Roosevelt?” she mumbled aloud. Am I even heading in the right direction?

			A man approached her, hovering in her periphery without her notice. Maybe it was only for a second, but she jumped when she realized that he was there. “Sorry to startle you, ma’am. Are you lost?”

			He kept a respectable distance. His facial expression: knitted eyebrows, seeking eyes, mouth slightly open without any obvious smirk or grimace. He was genuinely trying to help her.

			“I think I might be,” she tried to play it cool. “I’m heading towards the University?” It sounded like a question when it came out, the usual up-speak that had always allowed her to put her defenses aside and accept help from a man.

			“Yes, keep heading down this street here, O Street and you’ll hit it in a few blocks,” his arm signaled that she should continue down the road, continuing the route that had seemed intuitive before she stopped to question it.

			“Okay, thank you,” her hand went to her forehead, a sign that she felt bewildered, and a chance for her to try to keep her mind from spinning around the same frantic circle of problems.

			“Of course, happy to help,” the man, as forgettable as he was, started to head down Wisconsin Avenue, only the sign said Roosevelt.

			“Excuse me, sir,” she caught his attention before he stepped off the curb.

			“O Street runs East-West, that’s why taking this will get me right to the University, right?”

			He nodded.

			“Then why is the cross street East Roosevelt?” she pointed up at the sign. Not trying to suggest that he was wrong or anything, she was genuinely stumped. And in the span of time that she had realized that she was not dreaming, this detail momentarily became the object of her fixation. Not the bed she woke up in, or the office where she cut her finger. This street sign, her mind was hung up on it. It had to be important, right?

			“Huh, you know I never thought about those tripping people up before. I guess most people see T Roosevelt or F Roosevelt and they know the initial isn’t a direction.”

			“Ah,” she nodded along. “So, E is for Eleanor then?”

			“Yes, of course! Who did you think it was?” The man chuckled at her seemingly absurd question.

			“No one, I thought it was East,” she shrugged her shoulders feeling painfully dimwitted for not catching it sooner.

			“Yep, all three Presidential Roosevelts are now memorialized with Avenues that run North-South throughout the city.”

			“Well, thank you for your help. I’ll head this way down O Street.”

			He nodded and looked both ways before crossing the street and heading on his way. He was about his day when she started off down O Street. Three steps in and his words finally processed in her brain. Three Presidential Roosevelts.

			“Wait, Eleanor Roosevelt wasn’t ever President of the United States!” she wanted to call out to the stranger, but he was long out of hearing distance.
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