
Riley 1.0

A matter of perspective

Riley Trilogy – Book 1

By M C Neuffer

Riley 1.0 is a work of fiction. Names of characters, events, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2019 by Marc Neuffer

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States of America.

4.8.24


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1 – Journal Entry

Chapter 2 - Interview

Chapter 3 - The Beginning

Chapter 4 - Quiz

Chapter 5 - Muscle

Chapter 6 - Meeting

Chapter 7 - Rings

Chapter 8 – The Foundation

Chapter 9 – Making Lists

Chapter 10 – Saratoga Springs

Chapter 11 - October

Chapter 12 - Tibet

Chapter 13 - MONASTERY

Chapter 14 - Escape

Chapter 15 - Staff

Chapter 16 - Geography

Chapter 17 - Time

Chapter 18 - Rescue

Chapter 19 - Training

Chapter 20 – Light Speed

Chapter 21 - Glyphs

Chapter 22 - Death

Chapter 23 - Communication

Chapter 24 - Mexico

Chapter 25 - Elsewhere

Chapter 26 – The Void

Chapter 27- Wells

Chapter 28 - Spin

Chapter 29 - Space

Chapter 30 - Spaceship

Chapter 31 – Grand Tour

Chapter 32 - Flight

Chapter 33 - Captured

Chapter 34 - Russia

Chapter 35 - Interrogation

Chapter 36 - Mars

Chapter 37 - Forward

Chapter 38 - Leaving

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – Journal Entry

[image: ]


May 19th, 2165.
Patient file: Riley Patterson.
Reporting: Scott Freelin, P H D.
I saw an unusual young woman in my office today. She’s a resident at the Henderson Foundation, and while she’s not legally required to stay, she’s made no request to leave. Her psychiatrist tells me she has no harmful psychosis and is not a danger to herself or others. Her diagnosis is listed as asymmetrical delusion syndrome, an umbrella diagnosis used when identity memories don’t align chronologically.

The patient reports her name as Riley Patterson. She’s intelligent, educated, and well-spoken. However, when she’s impatient or irritated, her dialogue becomes rough at the edges, and she uses interesting anachronistic patterns in her speech and word choice.

I’ve been asked to conduct and record a thorough interview.

End recording.
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Chapter 2 - Interview
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Transcriber on — recording.

Ms. Riley Patterson and I will be discussing her life and specific claims. She seems to be in good health, alert, and responsive.

Riley, are you currently taking any unprescribed medications? No? Do you know the purpose of this interview? Very good. Perhaps we may begin. No, Riley, I’m not a medical doctor. I have a Ph.D. in Historical Aboriginal Socialization. Yes, it is a mouthful, and yes, my mother is quite proud. Riley, you need to face the transcriber. Please don’t tap it. It’s very sensitive.
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Chapter 3 - The Beginning
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Okay, Okay. Get your machine running, and I’ll tell you the story as it happened. You’ll get a firsthand account of the events leading to the Great Shift of ’28. That’s 2028 to you. Yeah, I know it was a hundred and twenty-seven years ago. I was thirty-four at the time. That was nine years before I was twined. People thought they were seeing double, and I guess they were.

I was born in Plattsville, New York, on June 10th, 1994, so I’m a hundred and seventy years old next month, though I skipped a few years coming here. It started as a typical day, a workday for me. But one of me shouldn’t have been there. Let me start from the beginning, or at least what the beginning was for us.

After we finish, ask the doctors how soon I can be released. Can this thing figure out the proper tense as I talk? I’ll be throwing future-perfect-past tense at it. Make sure it keeps up, book boy.

_____________________________

It was August 30th, 2019, the start of the Labor Day weekend. I was a working girl, and I liked my job. I liked where it was going to take me. But I also liked the break in my routine a three-day weekend brings. Who doesn’t? Well, maybe the folks who don’t get one or the workaholics who get all twitchy if they’re away from it for too long.

At twenty-five, I was doing pretty good. Made it through college in the standard five years. It was a four-year curriculum, but nobody finished a bachelor’s degree in four years except the over-achievers. I’d seen plenty of those at school. Saw them at work, rushing, flaming, bright-light burnouts before they’re thirty-five, always trying to get five steps ahead of themselves, running like a dog whose ass is trying to pass its front end.

I wasn’t a slouch in college. Was in the top ten of my class at a good school. Looking back, I guess I was an eighty-twenty student: Eighty percent applying myself and twenty percent, well, not always partying, just enjoying things other than books, research, writing, and two a.m. glazed stares at a computer screen, blah, blah, blah. There were a few semi-serious relationships in college. None were a high enough caliber to bring home to Daddy, but they were fun guys. Besides, I wasn’t at school for an MRS degree. Mom said boys don’t get their real brains until they’re thirty. She married Dad when he was twenty-four but never acknowledged that contradiction. Different times, I suppose.

I loved living in the city. No attachments, no anchors. There was one potential candidate for a serious relationship. I hadn’t introduced him to Dad yet, a threat I kept holstered, ready for action. Lots of guys flinch when you mention your father. He was the specter I used to slow down more than a few male acquaintances in my orbit. The ones who shy away at the mention of a girl’s daddy are the same ones who love to talk about their mommas. Never date a momma’s boy. You can’t measure up to her.

Right out of the chute, I was lucky to get a good job with a publishing company in New York City I’d interned with between my junior and senior years. I was the assistant to the assistant editor in the children’s book division. Big letters, thick pages, short words, pastel-colored full bleeds, no villains. 

Some days, when I looked at page after page of sad, fluffy cartoon bunnies, my thoughts took me out the window. In my mind, gravity did the rest to end my suffering—I worked on the third floor, so it would be a quick trip. If you saw me on a ledge, you could bring me back with the promise of a raspberry jelly doughnut. My ticket punch to the sidewalk would be a more dramatic scene when I became a senior fiction editor. If those guys at the top jumped, I swear they’d have time to cash in their 401k before the splat. I had big goals and kept my eye on the ball. Let someone else put their shoulder to the wheel. Those people could get me coffee in a few more years.

I wasn’t disappointed being in the children’s division. The technical side, management hustle, and environment were made from the same cloth as the big-boy scramble thirty-eight floors up. I was learning the soup-to-nuts processes, workarounds, and hard-nosed personal tools I’d need to carry me upward. Editing kids’ books isn’t just matching colors and making sure the bunnies don’t scare the crap out of the toddlers. That last sentence has more words than some books I’ve edited.

Part of my job was taking care of authors. Trust me, even children’s book authors have big egos and little tolerance for constructive criticism. I’d been lucky so far. My senior editor hadn’t snatched me up, screaming in my face, “Attention to detail, for God’s sake!” I’d seen her pound on my co-workers that way, red-faced and blustering. God doesn’t give one damn fart about the details of children’s books. You need thick skin, stones, and heavy hands to succeed in this business. I was working on my stones—pebbles first, stones later.

I lived on the third floor of a seven-story walk-up. The stair climb helped me burn off my daily doughnut addiction. The building was nice enough but not nice enough to have an elevator. That absence helped keep the rent relatively low. You couldn’t find suitable low-rent apartments in the city unless you lived in the hoods, ghettos, or the sleepy hamlets way out of town. I could live out there, taking the train on a two-way every day, but the day and night action was in the city. Besides, Momma didn’t raise a strap-hanger. No, sir. My apartment was at the south end of Washington Heights, twelve of the long blocks north of Mid-Town, where I worked. It was buses and subways—lions and tigers and bears. Taxis were too expensive and too slow. Buses had their own lane in that part of town, so they scooted along reasonably fast, even during the morning and evening commutes.

On the bus, I studied the travelers to scoop up material for my Great American Novel. I gave them names and tragic backstories. Names like Jack Hammer, Dealer Dan, Dragon Lady, and just plain Hooker. Every day, more pseudo-characters joined the list. People who read fiction prefer another person’s sadness to their own, so I collected the broken shards and dreams in my net, hanging them on my wall with Post-It notes like scalps. None were too small to throw back. Sadness is a sticky thing. Stack ’em high, sell ’em cheap. Life did that to the anonymous passives in that town.

In the publishing business, everybody under thirty-five was writing a novel, mostly in their heads and on their sleeves. Even the copyboys had grand ideas they shared with you when you were trapped with them for more than thirty seconds in an elevator. I’d seen hundreds of ideas scribbled on napkins or on ugly-colored pastel Post-it notes. I saw the same muted or overly bright colors in page layouts every day. The older ones had given up. Too many distracting personal life commitments—walls and comfortable ditches. When does your life’s path become a ditch? I bet most don’t recognize it until they’re so far down their eyeballs are level with the grass, and I’m not talking about the kind you smoke.

I avoided the subways and elevated trains unless I went to Yonkers, Brooklyn, or Queens for a social thing. Too many bus transfers to get to the other boroughs. I only went when I could wrangle protection to avoid being bothered by the hustlers, schemers, creeps, and crazies. Any hired gun would do in a pinch. 

When he could make it, my potentially serious guy was my escort. He kept me semi-happy by going where he’d rather not. If he couldn’t go, I’d dig out my black-book app and run down the list of my man options. I called them my subway guns. Hired for a smile and a hint of possibilities. Speaking of my boyfriend, Richard, he had a pretty sweet job at one of the top advertising firms. We met at a conference in town, both of us doing the networking two-step. He was a workaholic, so our meet-ups were always on the weekends.

When we went out, at the end of the night, we always wound up at his place—okay with me. If we stayed in, same thing. His apartment was much better than mine, anyway. It had a real view and more than one room. Five, if you’re counting. He used his second bedroom as a home office and a place to display his trophies. No photos of me on the wall. I didn’t mind. Being someone’s trophy wasn’t appealing to me anyway, not until I was over thirty-five. Then the guy had better be rich, old, and ready to kick off with me at the top of his will. 

Before I went home, I always stopped at the neighborhood bodega for unimportant stuff like food and toilet paper. I used the one on the ground floor of the building two down from mine. It was about the size of my studio apartment, which wasn’t known for its square footage. The guy who ran it was pleasant, about fifty, I’d say. Like most operators, he was an immigrant. A legal one, I’m sure. Sometimes, a woman stocked the shelves or worked the counter when he wasn’t around. She never said much. I talked to Saba when I went in and out. That was the name on his shirt. It means island. I looked it up.

Apartment living for lower-rung young professionals means you’re a two-bagger. That’s the number of bags you can walk home with and not have cans dropping like urban hand grenades. Nobody ever stops to help unless they’re a total newbie. I don’t stop.

I liked Saba. He always double-bagged me. That evening, I’d forgotten my list and had to go by memory to get the stuff I needed: eggs, yogurt, TP, and a six of whatever Saba had cold.

The chicken-wired glass door to Saba’s was grubby, pasted with stickers, some worn, some new, advertising the brands he carried and the credit cards he accepted. I had a towel scrap in my tote bag to open doors like this. I could shoulder my way in, but dry cleaning is expensive. Like a lot of doors in the city, it was kind of skuzzy from hands pushing and pulling it all day, all week, all month. I wondered when Saba cleaned it last. His storefront had one of those steel roll-up doors he closed at night. 

We had a sketchy neighborhood, but the local street punks weren’t too bad. I even knew a few of their names. Name-dropping is handy when some unknown hopper tries to give you a hassle or shakedown.

Saba looked up at me from a televised soccer game. He gave me a strange look, but I didn’t have time to chat. My big sister was calling at six-thirty, and I didn’t want to be on my cell on the street, not in this part of town. Throwing what I needed in the red handbasket, I got it to the counter. He rang me up. I paid. He bagged, giving me another weird look. I was out the door—Alice’s white rabbit—I was late. I hate rabbits, especially floppy-eared bunnies.

Stepping on the dished-out concrete landing leading to the front door of my building, I wondered how many foot plants and shuffles had worn it down and how many of those were mine. Our building’s Super, Carl, kept the door clean and shiny. I like that attention to detail. My mild OCD liked it too. I did the keycard swipe and then pushed the door open when it clicked. My card had been in my hand since I left Saba’s. In that neighborhood, you didn’t linger at your doorstep, digging for keys and whatnot.

As the door closed, I was greeted by silence, no street noise. You never realize how loud it is on the street until you get inside. Here it's different from entering my work building. There, the lobby was full of echoes, heel clicks, coughs, and people talking while they sipped their favorite brand of to-go morning coffee. There are no small cups, no large ones, only mediums with recycled brown cardboard sleeves. The upwardly mobile don’t want to look too poor or uppity. Stay in the Goldilocks zone. Stay safe.

Anyway, I could have used one of those urban backpacks for shopping. It would have been better than the wheelie carts the old women use since I had to navigate stairways to my place, but it would just be another nuisance keeping track of it all day. I stood on the bottom step, looking up the mountain. Even at twenty-five, I felt like I was getting too old to hump grocery bags, a bulging tote, and a purse. I started my ascent, thinking I needed a Sherpa. Maybe I’d lighten my purse tonight. All sorts of stuff find its way in there. Ounces are pounds, and pounds are pain—a pearl of wisdom from one of my backpacking friends. Backpacking isn’t on my top ten favorites list.

I was wasted after non-stop going here, going there, checking this, and correcting dozens of other people’s mistakes. That included a trip to the printers to straighten out a book cover problem. Purple is not a color. It’s an opinion. At least my editor arranged for a company driver to get me there and back. I had a state-issued ID, but my driver’s license was expired. Who needs one in the city, anyway? Guess Richard did. Though I never saw it. I had seen his platinum-gold-diamond-rich-ass credit card plenty of times.

My foot hit the landing of the third floor. A series of practiced motions and rhythm began. Left bag to the right arm and hip, retrieve keys from my tote and shift my weight. I’d been in that apartment for three years and had a sampler’s assortment of muscle-memory actions for all the mundane stuff. A single turn-and-push of the lock opened the door.

There was a problem a few weeks before with the lock sticking. I sweet-talked Carl into fixing it. His best years as a Super were behind him. Getting to the seventh floor must have been a real hike for him on those steep stairways. At least it would be all downhill for the paramedics when they carted him out. I’d climbed to the top dozens of times, taking my spot on the roof for the air, the sky, the openness, and the city lights. Less street noise up there. I went when it wasn’t raining or frigid or when I wasn’t binge-watching a series everyone was talking about.

Social rule number one: Don’t be clueless about the latest puke being passed around as what’s hot and what’s not. You’ve got to get past a certain age before it’s acceptable to shrug off all the hot-not baggage. Nights, chilly or warm, a cold bottle in my hand, found me sitting on a rooftop vent duct in the dark by the edge. My penthouse porch. I considered buying a cheap lawn chair and sticking it behind the gray utility box. Never followed through. It would probably get stolen, thrown off the edge, or decorated with pigeon shit.

With a toe push, my door opened. I glided inside, stopping cold. Someone was in my apartment—someone uninvited, a drug addict, thief, or killer. I dropped my bags, ready to bolt—but I didn’t. Standing in my apartment, staring right at me, was a person who looked exactly like me, like my reflection. Same clothes, same tote bag, same two bodega bags on the table in front of her, the thick green ones Saba used for his best customers. I didn’t know what to do. Apparently. Neither did she. I didn’t scream. Didn’t move. Because she—because I—looked just as terrified as I was.
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​Chapter 4 - Quiz
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I am getting to it. You and your diploma wanted to know the beginning, so I’m giving it to you. Calm down and just listen.


______________________________

My eyes locked on the mirror-mirage. I reached back with my left foot, hooked the door, swinging it shut. We stared at each other, eyes locked for what seemed like five minutes. Neither of us spoke or made a single sound. She shifted her weight from right to left. I took a step forward. We both started talking at once, you know, stuff like, “Who are you? What are you doing here? Why do you look like me? Where did you come from?”

I held up my hand. She did the same. Both of us wanted silence. I took a few steps forward to lay claim to my little table, the one she was standing behind. I motioned her to take a seat. I took the one on the opposite side. We studied each other’s faces, looking for differences. All doppelgangers have differences. I looked at her hands and saw a thin hairline scar on the side of her right index finger. I looked because I had the same one, a cut from a kitchen knife when I was a teenager. I pointed to her finger and then to mine. The dam broke, but not the silence. Frantic, manic motions—mimes in a one-act play. No dialogue, no place for it. We pointed at each other’s totes, dumping the contents on the table. Same stuff: laptop, towel scrap, purse, three sticks of gum—same brand—keys—hers. Mine were still in the lock. Going back to the door, I opened it, pulling my set free. I’d turned my back. She hadn’t killed me. We compared everything side by side: same wear marks, dings, dents, and dog-ears and wear that accumulates on everyday items. She pulled the wastebasket over to the table. We dumped the same junk in the trash.

Her cell phone rested on the table, gesturing for me to add mine—I did. We sat across from each other like two gunfighters, waiting for the other to flinch. I nodded. We swiped and unlocked our phones. Same home screen. I swiped to my phone number. She showed me hers. Everything became vertigo unchained, echoes of same, same, same. She went to the doorway, picked up my grocery bags, peeked inside, and placed them on the table beside hers. We unloaded. Same stuff. A few of my eggs had broken from the drop. I picked up the receipt from her bag, comparing it to mine. Her receipt showed she checked out at Saba’s at 6:07 p.m. Mine said 6:11. We’d missed each other by four minutes.

Am I number two? Am I the late Miss Riley Patterson? If I am, I don’t want to read the obituary. I don’t want to be the B in choosing A or B. No wonder Saba looked at me like I was crazy. He probably thought I’d slid into the deep end. In the city, you don’t talk to crazy people unless you’re drunk or paid to do it as a profession: cops, bartenders, hookers, and psychiatrists. We compared the time display on our phones. Same, same, like everything else. There had to be SOME minor differences. We dug deep into our phones and stopped after a few screens, ending a fruitless search for uniqueness, a sliver of a difference. Sitting in the stillness of our self-imposed silence, our phones vibrated in total sync. The abrupt tabletop rattle scared the crap out of us as they danced a duet. We let them go to voice mail. The receipt notification sounded on both phones simultaneously, a short chime. All hope for any difference sank to the bottom of a deep and dark place.

I needed to pee. Without saying anything, she pointed at the only other door in my apartment, giving me a questioning head nod. My other self must have taken care of that chore when she arrived. 

Inside the bathroom, looking in the mirror, I saw the same me. Before I left, I wiped off a few drops on the sink’s edge and a spot on the mirror. When I returned, my twin was sitting on the hide-a-bed sofa. I never left my apartment without closing it up. It was a morning exercise to keep my OCD from knocking around in my head. Didn’t want to come back to an unmade bed. It’s bad vibes when you bring friends over, and you need to fold up furniture as soon as they get in the door.

We sat. We talked. Talking seemed to normalize things a bit. Do I really sound like that? We asked each other all the obvious questions like how, why, what happened, what the hell were we going to do? Are we nuts? For over an hour, we talked. Questions, answers, commentary. Personal problems with solutions we both knew were precisely spot-on. I opened a bottle of wine. She made roast beef sandwiches, light mustard with a single thin tomato slice, just the way I like them.

It was an unfolding genesis. The Q&A turned into an examination of our lives. A lot of I knows, delivered and received with appropriate sadness, chuckles, eye-rolls, and smiles. We talked about our family, college, career path, and Richard. The word our became a singular possessive pronoun. There was no yours and mine. What the hell happened to me, to us? Was this happening to everyone? We looked out the window. No chaos on the street. The crazies were all in here. I browsed to a news webpage. I had to google it. I didn’t have a bookmark for news. Not much concern for the fighting across fences. 

There it was. No Breaking News alerts, no rampant twinning going on. That’s what we started calling it, so obvious. I closed my laptop. Too many large, bold type-face opinions masquerading as headlines. The print shouted at us, begging for our eyeballs’ attention. Click me! No, click me. They were like a room full of five-year-old kids who think there’s only one piece of candy.

We took a selfie together to see if one of us was a vampire or a ghost. Everyone knows vampires don’t show up in photos or mirrors. I saw myself in the bathroom mirror, so I knew I wasn’t one. Can a vampire see themself in mirrors when others can’t? The lady vampires in movies always have perfect makeup. You can’t do that by feel. We stood in front of the mirror, wanting to see what we looked like together, to see what others would if we did the twin thing in public.

Part A went over to the junk drawer during our wine and cheese party, coming back with a straight pin. What the hell? Did she think I was some sort of voodoo doll? She held out her arm, watching my face as she lightly pricked the inside of her forearm. A drop of blood seeped out. I didn’t feel anything. We were different now. From this point forward, different memories, separate lumps, and bumps. Diverging thoughts, diverging lives. We weren’t each other’s puppets.

The revelation didn’t bring us any closer to an answer. We had a big problem with smaller, evil ones orbiting around it. There were two of us with equal claim to one identity, one past, one job, and one boyfriend. And now, two futures. Living a tag-team life was not an option. We didn’t have a paycheck big enough for two people. I idly wondered which one of us would get fat first. I reassessed my daily doughnut addiction. Knowing me, I bet she did too.

We agreed to stick together until we figured this out. A way out or back. There was nowhere for one of us to go. What would be the point? Going to Richard’s apartment was no good. He’d expect to sleep with whichever one of us showed up. Neither of me wanted to be the other woman, even with our boyfriend. Anyway, Richard had taken a few vacation days to extend his three-day. Right now he was on his way to his folks’ house in Vermont. His mom was sick. Again.

*** 
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ON THE STREET, WE WATCHED how people noticed us, wanting to see if they could see us both. A box to check on the Am I crazy? survey. We’d changed clothes. I didn’t have any double outfits for twins in the closet. Neither did she. Everybody knows, or knows of, at least one set of identical twins. However, seeing identical twins, live and in person, is a rare sight. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen a pair in public.

I’ve gotten looks on the street before. Been called babe, hotness, cutie and whistled at by construction workers, street boys, and hustlers hundreds of times. Okay, more than fifty, at least. Men like to girl-watch: faces, asses, boobs, and legs. Women judge other women comparatively, looking for surface faults, a lousy wardrobe, bad skin, clunky shoes, the man she hangs on, getting satisfaction and affirmation if another woman has a flabbier ass than they do. On the ladder, we’re standing on their fingers.

The looks we got when we were noticed were mostly double-takes. Until someone glanced at both our faces, we were just another set of floaters in the street tide. We picked an avenue with boutiques, brand-name shops, and cafés. That night, the crowd was mostly groups of two or three women or single women towing their man around, a wallet on a leash. We ended up sitting outside a café, sipping chai, waiting. Calmly waiting, no reason why. We both knew what it felt like to wait. It felt like that.

Browsers started thinning out, going home or further for late-night entertainment. An older, nicely dressed man sat at a table just a bit away from us. I watched over Part A’s shoulder as he got up, turned, and approached us. I hoped it wasn’t going to be a proposition. 

Leaning in slightly, he introduced himself. “Ladies, my name is William Henderson. It’s so nice to meet both the Rileys tonight. I know you two have just met for the
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